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In the mid seventeenth-century, revivalism first appeared as a phenomenon in 

American religious life, and few religious groups were more influenced by revivalism 

than Baptists in the American South.  When Baptists had first appeared in the South, as a 

group they were small, highly Calvinistic and more concerned with congregational purity 

than numerical growth.   

Due to their Calvinism, southern Baptists stressed human inability. The earliest 

southern Baptists refused to preach directly to the unconverted because they believed that 

only a small, “elect” number of people would be saved.  Salvation was in God’s hands, 

and human beings could do nothing to affect their own salvation, or the salvation of 

others.   

By the start of the Civil War, things differed dramatically.  Southern Baptists had 

altered their theology and practices to emphasize human instrumentality.  They added 

invitations to their preaching, songs calling on sinners to convert were appended to their 

hymnbooks, and they shifted their corporate structures to emphasize missions and 



evangelism.  As a result, the Southern Baptist Convention was, at its founding in 1845, 

among the largest religious groups in the United States. 

The shift in Baptist identity which took place among Baptists in the South was 

largely the result of revivalism.  Beginning in the late 1750s, southern Baptists began to 

modify certain aspects of their identity in ways that reflected the revivalistic emphasis 

upon securing conversions.  This process of modification was always controversial, and 

sometimes divisive. By and large, however, the shift toward revivalism took place 

gradually, even when the Great Revival swept across the South at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century.   

A generation later, however, in the late 1820s, another region-wide revival swept 

through southern Baptist churches.  This event increased the pace of the change already 

taking place in southern Baptist life. As a result, southern Baptists completed the twin 

shifts from emphasizing primitive purity to emphasizing numerical growth and from 

proclaiming human inability to practicing human instrumentality. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

In May of 1846, Basil Manly, Sr. (1798-1868) sent a letter from his new home in 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama to a friend back in Charleston, which, for more than a decade, had 

been Manly’s home.  The letter concerned a revival that had taken place in Charleston 

following Manly’s departure. 

How I should have enjoyed the sight to see you all stark crazy, for joy and 

surprise, and love!  I suppose you all did a great many queer things:  now it is all 

over, and you are returning to yourselves again, you have many a hearty laugh, no 

doubt . . . but souls are converted:  and if you make yourselves vile in the eyes of 

the profane, as David did when he danced before the Lord, I suppose you feel as 

though you are ready to make yourselves yet more vile; and to say, I am not 

ashamed of the gospel of Christ.
1
 

  

The letter itself was nothing unusual.  Correspondence concerning revivals was 

commonplace in the antebellum South of the mid-1800s.  Indeed, letters describing these 

emotional religious events were not only exchanged between friends, but also were often 

sent to newspapers, and to official gatherings such as association meetings, so that fellow 

Christians could read with excitement about people being converted to saving faith in 

Jesus Christ in the midst of the emotional fervor stirred up by a revival. 

 What makes the letter noteworthy today, however, was the background of the 

sender.  Manly was the recently departed pastor of the First Baptist Church of Charleston, 

the mother church of the Charleston Association--the fountainhead of the orderly 

                                                 
1
Basil Manly to T. P. Smyth, May 27, 1846, Manly Family Papers, (Nashville:  

Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives). 

 



 2 

“Charleston tradition.”
2
 Manly also was the newly elected president of the University of 

Alabama and as such was considered a part of an unofficial southern aristocracy.  At the 

advent of the Civil War, Manly would go on to become the official chaplain of 

Confederate Congress.  Manly was, unquestionably, at the top of the southern social 

hierarchy.   

 What does it say, then, that a figure such as Manly would not only allow, but also 

openly advocate a style of religion characterized as “stark crazy” and composed of “a 

great many queer things?”  Manly’s own words provide the answer—“but souls are 

converted.”  For Manly and all his Baptist colleagues, conversions, and the means by 

which they could be brought about, were the mark of vital religion, and in the mid-

nineteenth century, revivals were the most prominent means through which those 

conversions transpired.  Increasingly, southern Baptists saw revivals not just as an 

important tool but as the most important tool through which God’s work on earth was 

being done.  

This dissertation is about the relationship between southern Baptist life and the 

phenomenon of revivalism in the roughly ninety-year period extending from the 

American Revolution to the Civil War. Revivalism has been defined as “the use of 

                                                 
2
 Walter Shurden, “The Southern Baptist Synthesis:  Is It Cracking?”  Baptist 

History and Heritage, 16, (April 1981): 2-11. In at least one sense, this study is a re-

examination of Walter Shurden’s well known thesis concerning Baptist identity. Shurden 

references four traditions that make up the Baptist identity, the orderly Charleston 

tradition, the emotional (Shurden uses the word ardor) Sandy Creek tradition, the 

sectionalizing Georgia tradition, and the pride inducing Tennessee tradition—which is 

based on questionable ideas concerning the continuity of Baptist history.  It is not the 

purpose of this dissertation, however, to overturn Shurden’s thesis.  Indeed, the fourth 

tradition falls almost completely outside the focus of this work’s topic.  Rather, 

Shurden’s four-fold framework of Baptist identity will provide a useful lens through 

which the topic of this dissertation will be considered. 
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special efforts to secure conversions amidst excited group emotions.”
3
 In the first half of 

the nineteenth century, a style of religion, which stressed these special efforts and 

emotional manifestations, broke like a wave over the faith and practice of American 

religion, and by the start of the Civil War, that style came to dominate most of Protestant 

Christianity in America.  That dominance was especially apparent among the Baptists in 

the southern United States.
4
  

                                                 
3
 Timothy Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism on the 

Eve of the Civil War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 46.  Though the 

emphasis of Smith’s book is less concerned with providing a detailed list of such efforts, 

he points to practices such as meetings held expressly for the purpose of inducing 

conversions, as well as such techniques as the use of invitations within sermons as typical 

examples of such efforts. 

 
4
 Writing Baptist history is a challenge because the nature of Baptist polity makes 

any broad characterization difficult.  Baptists are diverse enough that, if one looks hard 

enough, one can find disagreement on a broad variety of theological, biblical, and 

practical issues.  For the purposes of clarity then, this study will narrow its focus to that 

group of Baptists in the South that became the Southern Baptist Convention, because 

numerically at least, that group came to dominate Baptist life, and because that group has 

remained one of the most revivalistic Protestant denominations to this day.  In the late 

eighteenth century, that group consisted of the Separate Baptists of the Sandy Creek 

tradition, and the Regular Baptists of the Charleston tradition.  By the nineteenth century 

these groups had merged everywhere with the exception of a few Separate holdouts in 

Kentucky, and, thus, characterization becomes somewhat easier.  This dissertation will 

also include those Baptists that became the Anti-Mission or Primitive Baptists, but only 

up to the point where they separate themselves and become a distinct body. So too, will 

African-American Baptists (most of them slaves) be considered but only to the extent that 

they participated in the bodies that would later become part of the Southern Baptist 

Convention.  While some research has been done that suggests that the religious culture 

of the slaves had an important impact on the revivalistic tendencies of white ministers 

and churches the issues involved in detailing such an impact are, in all likelihood, 

extensive enough to merit a dissertation level examination for that issue alone, and are 

too extensive to be included within the scope of this dissertation.  For at least one 

treatment of this topic see Mechal Sobel, Trabelin’ On (Westwood: Greenwood Press, 

1979). 
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Prior to this period, other aspects of Baptist identity were more influential in 

shaping southern Baptists’ theological and methodological identity.
 5

  Calvinism was a 

dominant influence in southern Baptist life for most of the eighteenth century.  In a 

different way, so was primitivism.
6
  Revivalism changed that. Though revivalism would 

influence nearly every major American religious group during the nineteenth century, the 

wave of revivalism broke so strongly on Baptist life that, by the beginning of the Civil 

War, it had become a dominant aspect of southern Baptist identity.
7 

 Indeed, revivalism 

influenced southern Baptist life so greatly by the beginning of the Civil War that the 

phenomenon would stamp the character of Baptist life in ways that continue to shape 

Baptist faith and practice to this day.   

This is not to say that revivalism was a brand new phenomenon in the nineteenth-

century.  Historians commonly refer to the first wave of nineteenth century revivalism as 

                                                 
5
 In order to avoid undue wordiness, this study will utilize one phrase throughout 

to describe the Baptists that make up the scope of this study.  This group will be referred 

to as “southern Baptists” except in those cases when a reference to the “Southern Baptist 

Convention” is specifically required.  While acknowledging that there were multiple 

groups of Baptists in the South prior to, and during the Antebellum period, it is deemed a 

waste of time, space, and energy to constantly specify beyond that, as doing so would 

require the use of such phrases as “the Baptists who would later associate with the 

Southern Baptist Convention,” or even “mission-supporting Baptists.” ‘The Baptist 

identity (and the relationships that flowed out of that identity) was in a nearly permanent 

state of flux during the Antebellum period and thus almost any content driven description 

(rather than geographical) would be more confusing than helpful.    

 
6
 I will offer a description of Calvinism and primitivism in my description of the 

Puritan foundation of Baptist life in Chapter Two below. 

 
7
 I am not arguing, here, that other aspects of Baptist identity (specifically in this 

case Calvinism and primitivism) disappeared from southern Baptist life in the decades 

leading up to the Civil War.  Rather, I am trying to demonstrate that revivalism became 

more important to southern Baptist identity, than other factors, in terms of shaping 

southern Baptists’ theology, practices, patterns of growth, and so forth. 
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the Second Great Awakening.  That Awakening followed on the heels of another earlier 

wave of emotional and religious fervor (what historians generally refer to as the Great 

Awakening) which was the first major indication of what would later become the 

predominant American model of Protestant faith.
8
  Yet as the Great Awakening waned, it 

was still unclear whether the religious emphases that revivals had introduced into 

American Christianity would be sustained.  Just over a century later, however, even as 

the attention given to revival fervor began to give way to the call to arms at the advent of 

the Civil War, there was no longer any doubt that revivalism had risen to become “a” 

dominant strand of Protestant Christianity, and “the” dominant strand of the churches of 

the Southern Baptist Convention.  

Just as many important historical moments could have taken on vastly different 

forms, if it were not for the catalytic impact of a particular individual or event, it can also 

be argued that Baptist life in the South could have taken on a very different form if not 

for the combined weight of but a few key factors.  In the final decade of the eighteenth 

century, some trends in southern Baptist life were actually moving away from the 

revivalistic fervor initiated by the first Great Awakening.  The trends were towards 

diminished emotional display and a greater emphasis on theological confessionalism 

rather than the personal, experiential, and emotional encounter with God that marked the 

                                                 
8
 Though it is not the main purpose of my analysis, one by-product of my research 

will be to touch on issues related to the delineation of the first and second “Great 

Awakenings.”  In short, I will argue, mainly in Chapters Three and Four, that the 

traditional classification of a first more Calvinistic awakening followed by second more 

Arminian awakening is a misleading characterization, especially as it relates to southern 

Baptist faith and practice.   
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typical spirit of a revival meeting.
9
  If those trends had continued, it is fair to say that not 

only Baptist life in the South, but perhaps, all of American Christianity might have taken 

on a different form.   

 Those trends, however, did not continue.  Two significant revivals, and a number 

of related events swept through southern Baptist life in the first three decades of the 

nineteenth century.  As a result, revivalism took hold among Baptists in the South in 

ways that would decisively alter Baptist identity from what it had been prior to the first 

Great Awakening.  The revivalistic aspects of Baptist identity that had begun to compete 

for dominance with other aspects of southern Baptist identity during the First Great 

Awakening, rose to even greater prominence during the later portions of the Antebellum 

period (from roughly 1830 - 1860). In other words, southern Baptists began minimizing 

those aspects of Baptist faith and practice which were not immediately applicable in a 

more conversion-oriented context.  In short, a major shift transpired, and revivalism was 

the key factor in that shift.  If successful, this dissertation will help establish the fact of 

this shift and will identify and describe the factors which undergirded that shift. 

Statement of Purpose and Scholarly Contribution 

By itself, detailing that shift will not necessarily constitute an original 

contribution to the historiographies of revivalism, the Second Great Awakening, or of 

Baptist faith and practice.  Some historians have already provided the general outline of 

                                                 
9
 Among others, the testimony of the early Virginia Baptist historian, Robert 

Baylor Semple indicates these trends in the final decades of the Eighteenth century 

following a period of extensive revivals in Virginia from 1785 to 1792.  In The Rise and 

Progress of Baptists in Virginia (Richmond: Robert B. Semple, 1810), Semple describes 

a decreased emotionalism following this revival on pp. 38-39 and a trend toward a more 

strident form of Calvinism on pp.81-83.  More will be offered on these trends in Chapter 

Three.  
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that transition in both Protestant Christianity in general, and Baptist faith and practice in 

particular.
 10

  There is, however, a significant lacuna in the historical accounts that have, 

so far, been written about southern Baptist participation in revivalism during the 

antebellum period.  Almost all of these accounts are general accounts of antebellum 

religious history, and as such are written to emphasize the commonalities that revivalistic 

denominations shared, rather than detailing the particularity of each group.  In the South, 

prior to the Civil War, the three major revivalistic denominations were the Presbyterians, 

Methodists, and, of course, the Baptists.   

The majority of these accounts fall within the historiography of the Second Great 

Awakening.
 11

  There are two basic theses concerning the Second Great Awakening that, 

                                                 

 
10

 Some examples of this macro approach to Antebellum religious history include 

Richard Carwardine’s Transatlantic Revivalism  (Greenwood Press:  Westport, 1978); 

John Boles’ The Great Revival (Lexington:  University Press of Kentucky, 1996); 

Christine Leigh Heyrman’s  Southern Cross:  The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (New 

York:  Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1997); Roger Finke and Rodney Starke’s The Churching of 

America (Piscataway, Rutgers University Press, 2005); and William McLoughlin’s 

Modern Revivalism (New York:  Ronald Press, 1959). 

 
11

 The so-called “standard account” of the Second Great Awakening asserts that 

the period immediately following the Revolutionary War was a time of declension and 

diminished prospects for religion, which only shifted with the advent of the Second Great 

Awakening just before the turn of the century.  Recently, a major alternative thesis has 

been offered by Roger Finke and Rodney Stark in which they  argue the standard account 

can be traced to the narratives of the more established and less revivalistic religious 

groups; that, in fact, overall religious participation grew during the period primarily due 

to the work of Baptists and Methodists.  Some of the more notable recent examples of the 

“standard account” of the Second Great Awakening include Winthrop Hudson’s, Religion 

in America, 2
nd

 ed. (New York:  Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1973), 83-145; Mark Noll’s A 

History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 

1992), 143-169, Donald Mathews’ “The Second Great Awakening as an Organizing 

Principle: 1780-1830: an Hypothesis" American Quarterly, Vol. 21, no. 1 (Spring 1969), 

pp. 23-43, and in an earlier generation, W.W. Sweet’s The Story of Religion in America, 

3
rd

 ed. (New York:  Harper & Row, 1950), 172-242. For Finke and Stark’s thesis see 

Roger Finke and Rodney Stark’s The Churching of America:  Winners and Losers in Our 

Religious Economy (Piscataway:  Rutgers University Press, 2005).  It should be noted 
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if taken together, can obscure the particular nature of Baptist revivalism in the before the 

Civil War.  The first thesis is that the Second Great Awakening in the South began with 

the Kentucky revivals that reached their height at Cane Ridge in the summer of 1801, and 

that Baptists were strongly involved in these revivals.  This thesis is based upon some 

debatable assumptions concerning the Second Great Awakening (specifically, is it 

accurate to state that the Great Revival was the advent of the southern phase of the 

Second Great Awakening).  By itself, however, assuming that the Great Revival was the 

first even in the Second Great Awakening does not necessarily lead to confusion 

concerning the particular nature of southern Baptist revivalism in the period between the 

War for Independence and the Civil War. 

The second thesis is that the Second Great Awakening led to the 

“arminianization” of those groups that embraced revivals.  This is a widely accepted 

argument among historians such as Richard Carwardine who wrote:  “During the Second 

Great Awakening, from the 1790s to the 1830s and 1840s, the less traditionalist, more 

aggressive American evangelicals came to review their approach to ‘means’—the 

methods that might legitimately be used to produce conversions.  By the 1850s in most 

                                                                                                                                                 

that Finke and Stark’s conclusions have received mixed reviews, having been embraced 

(at least partially) by historians such as Mark Noll and Jon Butler, but also being highly 

criticized by historians as notable as Edwin Gaustad.  I have not sought, here, to provide 

a critical reflection on all of the conclusions drawn by Finke and Stark in their book, but 

my own analysis should be seen as a critique of Finke and Stark’s conclusions concerning 

Baptist patterns of numerical growth in the late eighteenth century.  For Noll’s reception 

of Finke and Stark’s work see A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada, 

153.  For Butler’s treatment see his Awash in a Sea of Faith: The Christianization of the 

American People (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 345.  For Gaustad’s 

review of Finke and Stark’s work see “The Churching of America:  Winners and Losers 

in Our Religious Economy,” The Journal of Religion, 4 (October 1993):  640-642. 
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evangelical churches a more calculated, more obviously ‘worked up’ revivalism had 

replaced what traditionalists regarded as ‘waiting for God’s good time.’”
12

 

Carwardine’s work is typical of the macro approach to the Second Great 

Awakening in that he links Baptists to the other “aggressive” revivalist groups and 

describes all Baptists together.
13

 Yet despite this approach, his point and the points of 

those who make a similar case can still be granted as it relates to Baptists in the South.  

From the 1830s onward, Baptists did generally become less Calvinistic and more 

Arminian.  There are numerous examples of Baptist associational bodies adapting their 

confessions of faith to make them less explicitly Calvinistic, as well as an even more 

widespread utilization of “worked up” revivals that used “means” to secure conversions.  

Baptists in the South did water down their Calvinism; that is not the problem.
14

 

A problem occurs when these two theses concerning the Second Great 

Awakening (that the Great Revival initiated the Awakening in the South, and that the 

Awakening led to a theological shift) are taken together.  When linked, these two theses 

                                                 
12

 Carwardine, xiii. 

 
13

 Throughout his book, Carwardine makes continual references to Baptist 

revivalism but his only specific citations come from Baptist life in the north. 

 
14

 In the 1840s, multiple southern Baptist associations adopted the New 

Hampshire Confession of Faith, which omitted several Calvinist doctrines including the 

notion of a limited atonement.  Some examples of these associations include the Concord 

and Holston Associations, located in Tennessee, and the Sandy Creek and Chowan 

Associations located in North Carolina.  Holston Association Minutes, 1844 (The 

minutes of the Holston Association are located at the Southern Baptist Historical Library 

and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee henceforth abbreviated in this chapter as SBHLA); 

Chowan Association Minutes, 1849 (SBHLA); George Purefoy, A History of the Sandy 

Creek Baptist Association (New York: Arno Press, 1980), 199-214; John Bond, History 

of the Concord Baptist Association of Middle Tennessee and North Alabama, (Nashville: 

Graves, Marks, & Company, 1860), 69-72.  More will be offered on this topic in an 

examination of the debate over Calvinism in Chapter Five. 
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lead to a theory that the Great Revival initiated a shift in American religious life 

(including southern Baptist life) toward Arminian revivalistic tendencies.   

There are two related problems with this theory.  The first problem is that the 

theory is built upon a questionable definition of what truly constitutes a religious 

Awakening, and the second problem is that, depending upon how one defines an 

Awakening, what happened among southern Baptists between the Revolution and the 

Civil War might or might not qualify as an Awakening.
15

   That is at least one of the 

reasons why an examination of the particularities of southern Baptist revivalism during 

that ninety-year period is necessary.  

What will set this dissertation apart from other historical accounts of the Second 

Great Awakening and of southern religion prior to the Civil War, is that it will seek to 

provide a much more comprehensive account of revivalism’s impact during this period 

by focusing exclusively on one particular religious group: those Baptists that would later 

become the Southern Baptist Convention. It is the purpose of this dissertation, to provide 

an account of how revivalism became a dominant aspect of southern Baptist identity prior 

to the Civil War, and in the course of doing so to provide a more comprehensive 

examination of the shift that took place in Baptist identity during that period than has 

                                                 
15

 William McLoughlin argues in Modern Revivalism that in order to rise to the 

level of an Awakening four “circumstances” must be present.  These four circumstances 

are a theological reorientation within the churches combined with a general intellectual 

reorientation in American society; church conflicts that are provoked by this 

reorientation; a growing “cleavage” between churches and society, and within churches 

themselves that arises out of religious sentiment; and that people outside the churches 

must believe that Christianity has special relevance for the present moment in history.   

     One of the theses of this study is that southern Baptist participation in the Great 

Revival does not fit McLoughlin’s definition of an Awakening.  More will be offered on 

this point in Chapter Four below.  For a deeper examination of this “four circumstance” 

framework, and its ramifications for understanding Awakenings, see McLoughlin, 7.  
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previously been done.  Specifically this dissertation will show that while southern 

Baptists did, in fact, modify their beliefs and practices in a more Arminian and 

revivalistic direction, the manner in which that modification took place is far more 

complex than is generally understood.  By examining the particularities of the 

relationship between southern Baptist identity and revivalism, this study will represent an 

additional contribution to the growing body of revisionist scholarship concerning the 

history of revivalism in America, and the study of the Second Great Awakening. 

Methodology 

To accomplish its purpose, this dissertation will be divided into four historical 

periods with a chapter devoted to the relationship between Baptist identity and the 

phenomenon of revivalism during each of those periods.  The first period, described in 

Chapter Two, consists of Baptist history in the South leading up to the Revolutionary 

War.  The purpose of Chapter Two will be to examine early southern Baptist identity, as 

a setting for the roughly ninety-year period that constitutes the core of this study.  

Specifically, Chapter Two will link early southern Baptist identity to late American 

Puritanism.  This chapter will detail how the earliest southern Baptists inherited, and then 

maintained a Calvinistic primitivism as a dominant aspect of southern Baptist life well 

into the nineteenth century.  Following the account of these early Calvinistic Baptists, 

Chapter Two will relate the introduction of revivalism into southern Baptist life with the 

growth of the Separate Baptist movement in North Carolina prior to the Revolutionary 

War. 

Building on this previous historical context, the following three chapters (chapters 

Three, Four, and Five) will each constitute discussion of approximately one third of the 
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chronological period being examined.
16

  Chapter Three will summarize the period 

extending from roughly the beginning of the Revolutionary War to the beginning of the 

so-called “Great Revival.” Chapter Four will examine the period that begins with the 

Great Revival and extends roughly to 1830.  Chapter Five will cover from approximately 

1830 until the beginning of the Civil War.  Each chapter will begin with a basic 

chronology of the important events that took place during the period related to Baptist 

life, with a special emphasis on those events that relate specifically to impact of 

revivalism.  

Following this basic chronology, I will then examine three basic aspects of 

Baptist identity that were influenced by revivalism during the period in question.  

Specifically, I will examine the theological, practical, and numerical impact that 

revivalism made on Baptist identity in each of the four chronological periods.
17

 Most 

treatments of southern Baptist history have tended toward the examination of individuals, 

institutions, or ideas, with an occasional numerical work or reference thrown in.
18

 In 

                                                 
16

 While acknowledging that history rarely conforms to such neat segmentation, it 

seems appropriate to hold to such a division due to the inclusion of numerical data about 

growth rates in this dissertation, especially as those growth rates are compared from one 

period to another.  More will be offered on this subject below. 

 
17

 The examination of these three aspects of Baptist identity (theological, 

numerical, and practical) in Chapters Three, Four, and Five will constitute the bulk of the 

original research presented in the dissertation.  Chapter Two will also touch on these 

three aspects of Baptist identity, but mainly as a means of providing the necessary 

context for examining the shift that took place in Baptist identity due to revivalism prior 

to the Civil War.   

 
18

 Baptist historians and historians writing about Baptists topics have produced a 

number of useful works concerning subjects related to this ninety-year period of Baptist 

life including biographies, treatments of Baptist theology, the development of Baptist 

conventions, and especially histories of Baptist struggles with the issue of slavery.  In 

relative terms, however, very few substantive works have been written in recent decades 
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order to understand the particular nature of how revivalism shaped Baptist identity (and 

to a lesser extent, how Baptists shaped revivalism) this dissertation will combine different 

areas of examination into one study.  

In its theological examination, this study will re-examine the modification of 

Calvinism that occurred due to revivalism, but will do so while maintaining a distinct 

focus on the unique theological identity of southern Baptists.  This dissertation will pay 

careful attention to the confessional statements to which southern Baptists adhered, and 

to the ways in which they adhered to them.  Some southern Baptists put great emphasis 

upon confessional statements; others less so, and revivalism was often a key factor in the 

level of emphasis on confessional statements.  

Theologically, this study will also seek, when possible, to expand the scope of its 

inquiry beyond the official theologies of the Gentlemen theologians to include the 

grassroots level of both churches and associations.
19

  While prominent ministers certainly 

represent an important portion of the theological story of the period, those ministers 

represent such a small percentage of Baptist life that a broader account is called for. 

                                                                                                                                                 

on the topic that southern Baptists themselves seem to have found most compelling 

during this historical period, the conversion of individuals through revivals.  As a result, 

most of the recent research that focuses specifically on Baptist topics has only been 

indirectly related to the topic of revivalism.    

 
19

 E. Brooks Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians: American Theology in 

Southern Culture 1795-1860 (Durham:  Duke University Press, 1978). In his helpful and 

illuminating study of southern intellectual life in the early national and antebellum 

periods of American history, Holifield argues that contrary to some notions of the South 

during this period, a genuine intellectual life was sustained by a number of prominent 

southern clergymen.   While this study will rely upon the insights of such individuals, a 

specific attempt will be made to examine sources that broaden the scope of the 

theological data beyond this relatively homogenous group. 
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The next major component of each chapter will be an in-depth examination of 

Baptist praxis during the antebellum period (or at least those practical elements of Baptist 

life that relate directly or indirectly to phenomenon of revivalism).  Much can be learned 

of how Baptist identity shifted during the antebellum period by learning how southern 

Baptists embodied their faith in concrete expressions such as associational meetings; 

through preaching and hymnody; and especially through the increasing use of “measures” 

to secure conversions.   

The final aspect of southern Baptist identity that will be examined in this 

dissertation is the numerical identity of southern Baptists.  On a basic level, that means 

examining how much southern Baptist membership grew; and doing so separately from 

any data concerning other religious bodies.  Lumping Baptists in with other revivalistic 

groups of the antebellum period may unintentionally obscure some of the particular 

nature and scope of southern Baptist growth.  Examining southern Baptist growth 

individually, however, may provide new insights into antebellum religious history. 

Providing an account of how much southern Baptists grew prior to the Civil War, 

however, is only a beginning.  While it may seem strange to put southern Baptist growth 

on par with what they believed, and how they practiced their faith, I will argue that for 

southern Baptists, growth became almost as essential to their identity as what they 

believed about God, and how they put those beliefs into practice.  In order to demonstrate 

this idea, I will detail how southern Baptists shifted from a central focus on maintaining 

primitive purity to an organized and highly populist emphasis on securing as many 

conversions as possible. 
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When combined, these three aspects of Baptist identity provide a broad base for 

examining the impact that revivalism made upon Baptist life.  Taken individually, each of 

the three aspects contains enough complexity and even contrasting historical data to offer 

a confusing picture of the southern Baptist relationship with revivalism.  Taken together, 

however, a clearer pattern emerges on the ways in which southern Baptists embraced but 

also modified revivalism to fit the particular nature of southern Baptist faith and practice. 

Defining Revivalism 

Before turning to the specific task of examining how Baptist identity was 

influenced by revivalism in the South prior to the Civil War, however, one more 

preliminary matter needs to be addressed.  As stated above, revivalism has been defined 

as “the use of special efforts to secure conversions amidst excited group emotions.”  

Smith’s definition, by no means, stands alone or above every other definition of 

revivalism.  It does, however, have the weight of his authoritative examination of the 

subject in Revivalism and Social Reform.   

Yet, despite its usefulness, it may be slightly too narrow to encompass the full 

reach of revivalism’s impact.  By limiting revivalism merely to “the use of special 

efforts” he excludes, perhaps unintentionally, the indirect impact that using such efforts 

can have on the religious context in which such efforts take place.  But there is also a 

subtle impact upon the beliefs of those who utilize special “means” or efforts?”  Should 

not such an impact be considered a part of the greater phenomenon known as revivalism? 

Accordingly, revivalism as defined by Smith, will receive a slight modification:  

henceforth, for the purposes of this dissertation, revivalism will be defined as the use of 
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special efforts to secure conversions amidst excited group emotions, and the style of 

religion that emerges when these special efforts are commonly used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 17 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Southern Baptists and Revivalism Prior to 1770 

Baptists in the South have long been identified with revivalism.  This, however, 

was not always the case.  The genesis of the Baptist movement in the South actually 

predates the advent of revivalism in America by nearly half a century.
20

  Calvinistic 

Baptists emigrated from New England and brought with them a style of religion that, not 

surprisingly, resembled their Puritan ancestors, from which they had only recently parted 

ways.  For decades then, the Baptist movement spread (albeit slowly) across the southern 

colonies, with only a few hints of the emotional, experiential forms of religion that would 

later come to define what it meant to be a southern Baptist.  Instead, these southern 

Baptists were restrained in the outward expressions of their faith, highly confessional, 

and focused less on numerical growth than on maintaining the purity of local 

congregations.
21

 

In the mid-eighteenth century revivalism did appear, suddenly and strongly, 

among southern Baptists in the form of a group of Separate Baptists emigrating from 

New England.  Influenced by the Great Awakening in New England, these Baptists were, 

in some ways, the quintessential embodiment of revivalism.  The Separates were 

emotional, evangelistic, and relatively disinterested in deep theological matters.  The 

Separate Baptists greatly outpaced the Regulars in their rates of growth.  Within a decade, 

                                                 
20

 The first “official” appearance of Baptists in the South took place in 1696 at 

Charleston.  More will be offered on this topic below. 

 
21

 By the mid-eighteenth century, this Calvinistic group of southern Baptist began 

to refer to themselves as Regular Baptists. 



 18 

the Separates were larger than the Regulars who had been present for more than sixty 

years.   

These two Baptist groups existed alongside one another for several decades 

representing contrasting expressions of the Baptist identity.  Much of how these two 

groups differed relates either directly or indirectly to the phenomenon of revivalism, and 

examining those differences in the context of that phenomenon is the main focus of this 

chapter. Specifically, the purpose of this chapter is to provide an analysis of southern 

Baptist identity, as it existed prior to the beginning of the Revolutionary War, so that in 

the succeeding chapters, I will be able to demonstrate, by contrast, the impact that 

revivalism made upon Baptist life in the South in the years between the Revolution and 

the Civil War.   

To achieve that purpose, this chapter seeks to accomplish the following 

objectives:  First, this chapter provides an analysis of the Calvinistic Baptists who began 

organized Baptist life in the South at Charleston, South Carolina. This analysis will trace 

the origin of southern Baptist life to early American Puritanism.  From that foundation 

will follow an examination of Regular Baptist life broken down into three periods.  For 

each period, a brief detailing of important events will be offered followed by an analysis 

of the three strands (practical, numerical, theological) of southern Baptist identity that 

would come to be shaped by revivalism.
22

  

                                                 
22

 The identity of any religious group can be examined in a variety of ways.  The 

three strands which make up the examination of southern Baptist identity were chosen 

specifically, however, for two reasons. First, these three categories are useful because 

they help define Baptist particularity.  In other words, southern Baptists were distinctive 

in all three of these areas of identification from other groups including the Puritans from 

which they emerged; the General Baptists, who were also present in the colonial South, 

and later from the Primitive Baptists who would separate from the main body of southern 
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Second, this chapter examines the genesis of the second major stream of southern 

Baptist life, the Separate Baptists of the Sandy Creek Association. This examination will 

also begin by tracing the origin of Separate Baptist life in New England Puritanism 

(although a later and different stage of that movement). Unlike the section concerning the 

Regular Baptists, the basic chronology of the Separates will be presented in only one 

section, then will proceed into the same three categories (theological, numerical, 

practical) which form the bulk of this dissertation.
23

   

Taken together, these two sections set the stage for the underlying question of the 

dissertation as a whole—the question of the relationship between revivalism and southern 

Baptist identity in the decades leading up to the Civil War.  This chapter will indicate the 

extent to which the revivalistic tendencies of the Great Awakening shaped southern 

Baptist life prior to 1770. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

Baptists.  To that extent then, while it is accurate to say these three “strands” of identity 

are present in any almost any religious group, they are particularly helpful in examining 

southern Baptists.  Secondly, these categories are useful because in each of the three 

categories, significant changes occurred for southern Baptists during the decades between 

the War for Independence and the Civil War.  On a logistical note; while the examination 

of these three aspects of the Baptist identity (practical, numerical, theological) will be 

present in each chapter, the order in which they will be examined may vary in order to 

provide greater clarity on how one aspect impacted the others within a particular 

chronological period.  

 
23

 Unlike the development of the Charleston stream of Baptist life, the Sandy 

Creek Baptists were more homogenous in their development, and that development took 

place very rapidly.  That fact enables this dissertation to treat their early development in 

only one section.  
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The Puritan Foundation 

The beginnings of Baptist life in the South can be traced to the seedbed of New 

England Puritanism. Even though it is notoriously difficult to describe exactly what 

constitutes a Puritan, there is broad agreement on a few essential characteristics.
24

   

Theologically, Puritans were heirs of the Reformed tradition of Protestantism.  

According to Sydney Ahlstrom, the quintessential expression of that theology was 

“articulated in the Westminster standards and their derivative symbols” which stressed 

God’s sovereignty, human inability to affect conversion in any way, and divine 

election.
25

 The twin emphases of the Westminster Confession [1646] were God’s 

transcendence and grace.  

The foundation for these theological emphases was the Scriptures. Puritanism was 

above all a Bible movement.  “To the Puritan the Bible was in truth the most precious 

possession this world affords.  His deepest conviction was that reverence for God means 

reverence for Scripture and serving God means obeying scripture.”
26

  Furthermore, such 

biblicism was not minimalist in its expression.  For Puritans, the Scriptures not only 

provided practical boundaries for Christians to live within in, but normative patterns to 

                                                 
24

 In the Introduction to his anthology of Puritan writings entitled The American 

Puritans (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1985), Alan Heimert argues that “the 

Puritan temperament is an elusive thing . . . it was an experience, not a position.” 

Heimert, 14. This explains why the Puritan spectrum could stretch all the way from 

reform minded Anglicans past the radical Congregationalists that have come to be known 

as Baptists, all the way to the most individualistic groups, such as the Ranters of 

seventeenth-Century England. 

  
25

 Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven:  

Yale University Press, 1972), 130. 

 
26

 J. I. Packer, “The Puritans as Interpreters of Scripture” in The Puritan Papers, 

edited by J.I. Packer (Phillipsburg:  P&R Publishing, 2000), 192.  
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imitate in all matters pertaining to faith and Church.  In other words, Puritans sought to 

reform life along the lines of the original New Testament church.  A sinful world could 

not offer faithful patterns for living, but the patterns related in the Bible were God-given 

and, thus, were pure.  Such attempts to return to a time of purity from an earlier era is 

often referred to as “primitivism,” and the Puritans were quintessential example of 

primitivists.
27

 

Practically, the combined emphases of primitivism and God’s transcendence came 

together to create an environment of extreme austerity and solemnity in worship.  From 

their earliest days in England, the Puritans rejected the Medieval Catholic devotion to 

vestments, ornamentation, and elaborate church furnishings. Most Puritans went to great 

extremes to model worship on express biblical mandates, and stained glass, incense, and 

clerical robes did not pass the biblical test.  Thus, in place of clerical robes, incense, and 

stained glass came plain dress lacking ornamentation (for clergy and laity), and simple, 

unornamented houses of worship.  Most importantly, the Latin mass was discarded in 

favor of a worship service geared towards the preaching of God’s word in the 

vernacular.
28

   

Indeed, an extreme emphasis upon the preached word was one of the Puritan 

hallmarks.  As a people of the book, Puritans spent time and energy expounding and 

                                                 
27

 According to Theodore Dwight Bozeman in his book To Live Ancient Lives:  

The Primitivist Dimension of Puritanism (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina 

Press, 1988), Puritans in America represented a more intensive form of primitivism than 

their English counterparts because it was only in New England that the Puritans were able 

to implement a full-fledged program of reforms (based on the Old Testament) unfettered 

by relations with existing religious bodies or customs.  For more on the differences in 

primitivism between English and American Puritans see Bozeman, 15-40. 

 
28

 J. R. H. Moorman, A History of the Church in England, 3
rd

 edition (Harrisburg: 

Morehouse Publishing, 1980), 208-212. 
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interpreting God’s word, though always presented in speech plain enough for any person 

to understand.   An excellent description of this style is provided by the Puritan Richard 

Baxter:  “It is no small matter to stand up in the face of a congregation, and deliver a 

message of salvation or damnation, as from the living God in the name of our Redeemer.  

It is no easy matter to speak so plain, that the ignorant may understand us; and so 

seriously, that the deadest hearts may feel us; and so convincingly, that contradictory 

cavilers may be silenced.”
29

 

This plain speech, however, never took the form of simplistic preaching.  Though 

spoken in words intended for a broad audience, Puritan preaching always stressed 

doctrine, and Puritan ministers expected the members of their congregations to be 

theologically informed, regardless of their individual backgrounds.  Take the words of 

Baxter as he upbraids some in his congregation for their lack of biblical and theological 

knowledge:  “Were you but as willing to get the knowledge of God, and heavenly things 

as you are to know how to work in your trade, you would have set yourself to it before 

this day, and you would have spared no cost or pains till you had got it.  But you account 

seven years little enough to learn your trade, and will not bestow one day in seven in 

diligent learning the matters of your salvation.”
30

  The Puritans saw the duty of any 

                                                 
29

 Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Late Reverend and Pious Mr. 

Richard Baxter (London: printed for Thomas Parkhurst; Jonathan Robinson, and John 

Lawrence, 1707), 80. Available at 

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/ECCO?c=1&stp

=Author&ste=11&af=BN&ae=T139757&tiPG=1&dd=0&dc=flc&docNum=CW1200033

22&vrsn=1.0&srchtp=a&d4=0.33&n=10&SU=0LRF&locID=txshracd2488, (accessed 

March 23, 2008). 
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 Richard Baxter, A treatise of conversion, preached and now published for the use 

of those that are strangers to a true conversion, especially the grossly ignorant and 

ungodly. [With] A call to the unconverted to turn and live, and accept of mercy while 
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listener to be a growing “knowledge of God and heavenly things.”  According to Packer:  

“the Puritan view was that preaching ‘gospel sermons’ meant teaching the whole 

Christian system—the character of God, the Trinity, the plan of salvation, the entire work 

of grace  . . . . What the good news of a restored relationship with God through Christ 

means for a religion cannot be understood further than it is seen in this comprehensive 

context.”
31

  Plain speech, then, was always coupled with a detailed, systematic approach 

to presenting doctrine in every sermon.   

There is one more practical aspect of Puritanism that merits discussion in this 

chapter. If one is to understand the Puritan faith and, thus, what it meant for early 

southern Baptist identity to emerge from it, one must understand the Puritan process of 

conversion.  The Puritan understanding of conversion (or more broadly the process of 

salvation) was part of what marked it off from the broader stream of Protestant faith and 

practice.  Conversion unto salvation came not just with correct belief as it was 

emphasized in the early days of the Protestant Reformation, as the earliest reformers 

systematically dismantled the works-oriented process of salvation and rebuilt the Church 

within a correct doctrinal framework of faith by grace. Instead, as with the Pietist 

tradition, the Puritans added an experiential, and some might even say relational, element 

to their soteriology.  Heimert states it helpfully:  “If the Catholic question had been ‘what 

shall I do to be saved?’ and the question of the Reformers became ‘how shall I know if I 

                                                                                                                                                 

mercy may be had, as ever they would find mercy in the day of their extremity.  (London : 

Thomas Parkhurst, Jonathan Robinson, and John Lawrence, 1707), 34. Available at 

ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://www.aspresolver.com/aspresolver.asp?TCPT;CA0050

007, (accessed March 23, 2008). 
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 Packer, 263. 
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am saved?’  . . .  the American Puritans asked, more elementally, ‘what am I in the eyes 

of God?’”
32

  Puritan conceptions of salvation began to shift the process inward, then, 

away from what is done or believed to a direct experience of God’s saving grace.     

The overwhelming number of Puritans divided this experience of salvation into 

two broad stages “conviction” and “conversion.”
33

 Though the relationship between these 

two stages varied among those who believed that an experience of salvation was 

normative, most Puritans maintained that an extended period of conviction would 

transpire, involving contrition before God, a sense of humiliation and unworthiness, and 

often a sense of hopelessness or despair as to the possibility of salvation.  This period 

often lasted for months or even years.
34
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 Heimert, 37. 
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 Edmund Morgan, Visible Saints: The History of a Puritan Idea (New York: 

New York University Press, 1963), 8.  Morgan’s book is considered a defining work on 

what has been labeled the “morphology of conversion.”  

 
34

 Ibid.  Morgan argues that an increasingly detailed and predictable notion of 

conversion arose among the non-Separating Puritans in England during the end of the 

sixteenth-century, and first half of the seventeenth-century as a way of providing clarity 

about who was and who was not part of the elect.  This morphology of conversion 

developed at least in part as a response to Separatism, because the non-Separating 

Puritans needed a tool other than church membership with which to set people apart.  The 

quintessential example provided by Morgan of this morphology is a ten-stage process of 

conversion set out by an English Puritan named William Perkins.  According to Morgan, 

not every Puritan adhered to a morphology with so many stages, but by the mid 

seventeenth-century, nearly all Puritans believed in a predictable, if not wholly verifiable 

multi-stage process of conversion.  Morgan’s work, however, has been criticized, as it 

relates to American Puritans and how the morphology of conversion would later be 

adapted as Puritanism moved from being a protest against the Church of England to the 

established faith of New England.  In her book, The Puritan Conversion Narrative (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), Patricia Caldwell argues that by the late 

seventeenth-century, the conversion narratives of American Puritans showed an 

increasing amount of diversity that undermined the predictable morphology that had 

developed decades earlier.  Jonathan Edwards was one such individual whose conversion 

narrative departed from the traditional framework.  As Baptists emerged from Puritanism, 
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After these moments or stages of growing internal agony, individuals would then 

experience “conversion” as they became aware of the implantation of God’s grace in 

their lives.  The Puritans described the moment of conversion in almost rapturous terms, 

and for many Puritans, the transition from conviction to conversion became a defining 

moment not only for themselves, but also for the way that they organized their common 

life.  In that process of salvation, Reformed theology and experiential piety were so 

tightly bound together, that they formed an indissoluble bond that shaped Puritan identity 

in powerful ways.  Such a process was a difficult trial to be sure.  Perry Miller’s well 

known summation that the Puritans “liberated men from the treadmill of indulgences and 

penances, but cast them on the iron couch of introspection” neatly summarizes the 

profound shift that took place regarding Puritan conceptions of salvation.
35

   

This combination of belief and practice shaped the third major strand of 

examination for this discussion, numerical identity.  Given the nature of Puritan faith and 

practice, it is not surprising to discover that they never constituted a numerical majority 

either in England or in the American colonies.  Even at the height of their power in 

England (during Cromwell’s reign), the Puritans “proved unable to gain popular 

                                                                                                                                                 

they too would alter this morphology, if for no other reason than that church membership 

and conversion would be related differently in Baptist life, and increasingly so as the 

Baptist movement grew in the colonies.  For more on the morphology of conversion see 

Morgan, 66-7 and Caldwell, 127, 162-168. 
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support.”
36

 In the colonies, religious adherence for all Christian groups (much less for 

those part of the Puritan spectrum) combined, never surpassed twenty-six percent in any 

colony, and in New England, where Puritanism was the strongest, the numbers were even 

lower.
37

  Of course, the actual population of any given religious group, at any given 

moment, does not, by itself, provide the complete picture of a group’s numerical identity.  

What also must be examined is the extent to which any given religious group considers 

numerical growth to be a central aspect of its mission or identity.  So, with that in mind, 

how important was numerical growth to the Puritans? 

 Two conflicting factors make that question difficult to answer.  First, Puritanism’s 

notion of God’s sovereignty carried an implicit notion of a missionary crusade.  God was 

not just lord of the Church, but of all creation, and part of the Puritan task was to make 

this knowledge known. This missionary quality was most explicit in the American 

version of Puritanism. Take the words of the first governor of Plymouth Plantation, 

William Bradford, who said of the motivation for the founding of Plymouth (a Puritan 

dominated colony): “a great hope and inward zeal they had of laying some good 

foundation, or at least to make some way thereunto, for the propagating and advancing 

the gospel of the kingdom of Christ in those remote parts of the word; yea, though they 

should be even as stepping stones unto others for the performing of so great a work.”
38
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Bradford and his colonial colleagues believed that a central feature of the Puritan mission 

in the new world was, by their efforts, to help usher in the coming kingdom of God. In 

the new land, Puritans could literally build the proverbial city set on a hill as portrayed to 

them within the Scriptures.  

  Complicating this identity, however, was the fact that Puritanism had originally 

begun as a protest movement.  According to David Hall, the genesis of Puritanism can 

only be seen in the context of protest against the established order.  Though the term 

“puritan” was originally a term of mockery, “eventually some seventeenth century 

English men and women embraced it as a positive term designating their commitment to 

obeying the will of God as fully as possible” even if others around them failed to do so.
39

  

Being a Puritan meant “observing the Sabbath more strictly than others did, relishing 

sermons, ‘godly’ books, and the Bible, and preferring the fellowship of other ‘godly’ 

people like themselves.”
40

 Any movement, even one that defines itself in opposition to 

the establishment, must attract followers or it will die, but protest movements rarely 

consider growth a central aim, but merely a means unto an end. 

Given, these conflicting aspects of Puritanism, then, what can be said of their 

numerical identity? How central, if at all, was numerical growth to Puritan self-

understanding, and how did the Puritans reconcile their original identity as a protest 

movement with the missionary impulse that was at least partially responsible for their 

immigration to New England?  The answer lies in the traditional Reformed notions of 
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God’s sovereignty and election.  The missionary impulse, as it developed among most 

Puritans, was cast not in terms of God’s desire to reconcile all people, but in terms of 

God’s desire to reconcile the world, in general terms, unto God’s self.  Toward that 

purpose, God elects some to bear witness to the divine reconciliation of the world, but not 

all. In practical terms, this meant that universal evangelism was never a goal for most 

Puritans.
41

  The early Puritans never believed it within their responsibility to be the 

means of salvation for any individual or group. Indeed, framing the salvation of others as 

a responsibility would have undermined their understanding of God’s sovereignty, divine 

election, and human depravity.  It was simply their responsibility to provide the “long-

term enterprise of patient teaching and instruction, in which God’s servants seek simply 

to be faithful  . . .  leaving it to God’s Spirit to draw men to faith through his message in 

His own way and at His own speed.”
42

   This is not to suggest that the Puritan 

congregations were intentionally small.  They hoped to grow, but theologically and 

practically, they never made those hopes a constitutive element of their identity. 

Early Baptist Chronology in New England 

With this basic outline of the Puritan identity in place, it is now possible to 

examine how the Baptist identity emerged out of its Puritan heritage, and what form that 

emergence took.  Heimert argues that to understand Puritanism, one must see them as “an 
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English opposition [that] becomes a New England oligarchy.”
43

 Making such a transition 

was complex and chaotic, and many early Baptists emerged as one reaction to that 

transition in Puritan identity.   

Initially the “Baptist” movement began as individuals responded negatively to the 

shift in Puritanism from its origins as a protest movement in England to becoming the 

establishment in New England.  According to McLoughlin “as the Puritans gradually 

modified and institutionalized the intensive pietism of their early days the Antinomians, 

Baptists, and Quakers tried to carry on the older tradition in opposition to this 

‘formalism.’”
44

  The earliest responses to this shift in Puritan identity were individual. 

Sporadically, however, individual responses coalesced into the formation of separate 

groups, which, as they took congregational form, were forced out of Puritan 

Massachusetts.
45

 All early Baptist organizational life in New England shared this same 

source.
46

  

While the earliest Baptist groups were forced out of Massachusetts, in 1665, one 

group took the fateful step beyond official Puritanism into Baptist conviction and 
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constituted a Baptist congregation at the very epicenter of Puritan life. This was the First 

Baptist Church of Boston.
47

   

The Boston Baptists were not religious fanatics, at least not in comparison with 

the Puritan congregation from which they emerged.  What can be said is that they were 

rigid biblicists.  They insisted on carrying out the primitive practices of the New 

Testament church as they understood them, especially believer’s baptism by immersion.  

Their words and actions indicate a desire not to be religious innovators, but rather to 

maintain a faithfulness to scripture that they felt was being weakened by the Puritan 

establishment.  Take the words of the man who is credited with founding the 

congregation, Thomas Gould.  Gould’s account of his departure from Puritan 

congregational life indicates his primitivism:  “It having been a long time a scruple to me 

about infant baptism, God was pleased at last to make it clear to me by the rule of gospel, 

that children were not capable nor fit subjects for such an ordinance, because Christ gave 

this commission to his apostles, first to preach to make them disciples, and then to 

baptize them, which infants were not capable of.”
48

  Over time those with similar 

sentiments began to meet together privately until June of 1665, when they formally 

established a Baptist church.  

Over the coming years, the Boston church developed a number of branch 

congregations, some of which became independent churches.  One of these branches was 

located in Kittery, Maine--a hotbed for religious dissent in a variety of forms. One man 
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who was attracted to this atmosphere of dissent was the founding pastor of the Kittery 

congregation, and the man who would subsequently become the first pastor of a southern 

Baptist church, William Screven (1629-1713).
49

      

Screven was English by birth.  The best information on Screven suggests that he 

was a committed Baptist before his immigration to New England, and had likely been 

ordained as a minister.
50

  Upon his arrival in New England, he took bonded service as a 

shipwright for four years in Amesbury, Massachusetts.  Then, in 1673, Screven 

purchased land in Kittery.      

Screven quickly became a prominent citizen in Kittery, and led out in that 

colony’s protests against the claims of Massachusetts authorities to hold dominion over 

the political and religious affairs of Maine.  Screven had married and begun a family 

while living in Kittery, and possibly to register his protest against any requirement for his 

children to be christened, had decided to join the Baptist congregation at Boston, even 

though it was more than fifty miles away, and travel was by horseback. 

Screven was not the only resident of Kittery who was a member of the Boston 

congregation.  The records of the Boston Baptist church indicate that at least five other 

citizens of Kittery were members prior to the organization of the church at Kittery.
51

    

Eventually the Kittery band decided to request that the Boston church permit the 

creation of a new church at Kittery with Screven as pastor. Recognizing the difficulties 
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that these members had in traveling to Boston, and also in definitive recognition of 

Screven’s giftedness as a minister, the Boston church acquiesced.
52

 

In 1696, the congregation made a decision to move, as a group, to South 

Carolina.
53

  Led by Screven, the members of the church booked passage by ship to 

Charleston, where they resided for a short period, before Screven was able to purchase 

land at an area known as Somerton (a day’s ride from Charleston).
54

   

In all likelihood, there were already a number of Baptists living in and around 

Charleston when the Kittery group arrived, this may have been part of the reason for the 

congregation’s move.
55

  Relying upon the work of early Baptist historian Morgan 

Edwards, Baker points to at least thirteen different Baptist families that lived in 

Charleston prior to the arrival of the Maine contingency, comprised of both General and 

                                                 
52

 Ibid. 

 
53

 The date at which the first Baptist church in Charleston began has, in the past, 

been under some dispute.  As that date bears little specific relevance for the subject of 

this dissertation, no in depth treatment of the subject will be offered here.  The date that 

this dissertation utilizes comes from Baker and Craven’s work as it is based upon the 

strongest and most recent examination of the available documentation. For more detail on 

this subject, see Baker and Craven, 68-69. 

 
54

 According to Baker and Craven, Screven likely maintained two residences, one 

in Charleston itself, and the other on his plantation at Somerton, in keeping with the 

established practice of many individuals of means at that time.  The wills of both his sons 

and grandsons showed them to have done the same.  Ibid, 82. 

 
55

 Basil Manly, Mercy and Judgment, A Discourse Containing Some Fragments of 

the History of the Baptist Church in Charleston, S.C. (Charleston: Press of Knowles, 

Vose and Company, 1837), 6. 

 



 33 

Particular Baptists.
56

 These early Baptist settlers were added to the congregation from 

Kittery in short order.
57

  

Despite his advanced age, Screven maintained a vigorous pace as pastor of the 

church at Charleston over his twelve-year tenure.  The best indications of Screven’s 

activity actually come from non-Baptist sources.  In 1699, Joseph Lord, a 

Congregationalist minister residing in Charleston, wrote to some friends in New England 

concerning the activities of an “Anabaptist teacher named Scrivan” (undoubtedly William 

Screven) who had been aggressively proselytizing during his recent absence.  Lord wrote   

that “Scrivan” had,   

Taken advantage of my absence to insinuate unto some of the people about us, 

and to endeavor to make proselytes, not by public preaching of his own tenets, nor 

by disputations, but by employing some of his most officious and trusty adherents 

to gain upon such as they had interest in, and thereby to set an example to others 

that are apt to be led by any thing that is new.
58
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Years of declaring and defending Baptist convictions obviously had engrained habits in 

Screven that did not diminish with age. 

 Another non-Baptist source for the strength of the Baptist community in and 

around Charleston comes from the report of a Nicholas Trott, a missionary of the Society 

for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts.  In February of 1730, Trott wrote to 

the Bishop of London requesting five hundred copies of a tract written to combat Baptist 

sentiments.
59

  Writing again three years later, Trott reported that the Baptists could count 

more than sixty families among their numbers in the area in and around Charleston.
60

  

These high numbers receive some confirmation in a report written by the colonial 

governor in 1708, who reported the white population of Charleston as 4,180 of which ten 

percent were Baptists, according to his estimations.
61

 

 Screven, however, could not maintain that pace forever.  Records indicate that in 

October of 1708, Screven sold his property at Somerton, and a few months later 

purchased land at Georgetown where he subsequently moved.  Baker and Craven suggest 

that Screven’s move to Georgetown coincides with his resignation as pastor in 

Charleston, though no definitive record exists.  What is known is that Screven passed 
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away in October 1713 in what is now Georgetown, South Carolina.
62

  He was in his 

eighty-fourth year. 

Early Baptist Identity in Charleston 

With a basic chronology of early southern Baptist life in place, what can be said 

of these earliest years of Baptist faith and practice in the South?  How did these early 

southern Baptists embody their common life in practices such as worship, evangelism, 

(and on an individual basis what did conversion look like)?  How did their beliefs and 

practices shift upon their departure from official Puritanism?  Furthermore, how did their 

faith and practice affect the numerical identity of the Baptist movement?  Finally, did any 

shifts taking place foreshadow the coming wave of revivalism during this period?  

Though records are relatively scarce, there is some information that sheds light on 

the practical, numerical and theological aspects of Baptist life in and around Charleston 

during this stage.  What the available information indicates is that despite the fact than an 

earlier generation of Baptists had parted company with official Puritanism in New 

England, the faith and practice of these early southern Baptists still showed them to be 

largely in keeping with a Puritan heritage.  
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The aspect of southern Baptist identity that provides the least data during this 

period is the practical aspect of early southern Baptist life.  No sermons that Screven 

preached are known to exist, nor are there any records of how worship was conducted.  If 

no substantial changes occurred after their arrival in Charleston, then it is probably safe 

to assume that worship mirrored the practices of early New England Baptists.  In their 

earliest days, the Baptists of New England maintained a high degree of simplicity in 

worship, necessitated in part by the clandestine nature of their meetings in their first few 

decades of existence.  Individual singing of the Psalms (done corporately but without 

common rhythm or melody) became commonplace by 1700, but the “lining” of Psalms 

did not begin to occur until 1728.  One psalm was sung without aid of any instrument, 

and then a prayer was given, followed by the sermon.  The public reading of scripture 

was an early practice in Boston, but had fallen out of favor by the 1690’s.
63

    

As for preaching, early Baptists maintained the “plain style” favored by the 

Puritans, even after some Puritans began to preach in more elaborate ways.  Regular 

Baptists maintained such a mindset in their preaching for the better part of a century, 

before any broad stylistic innovations began to occur.
64

  

As stated above, it is known that Screven and other members of the Charleston 

congregation were engaged in proselytizing during this period.  In addition to the 
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accounts given by Congregationalist and Anglican sources, Baker and Craven indicate 

that Screven conducted a preaching tour that took him southward from Charleston to 

Edisto Island, where he is thought to have baptized at least seven individuals.
65

   

While evidence does suggest that Screven and these earliest southern Baptist were 

concerned with practices such as proselytyzation, baptism, and other practical 

expressions of their soteriology, they stopped far short of the aggressive attention to these 

practices that would display themselves so strongly in southern Baptist life in the coming 

decades. Take, for instance, the account of the Congregationalist minister, Joseph Lord.  

Lord seems to indicate that Screven’s work was focused at least in part on those already 

connected to Congregationalism.  Screven had attempted to “insinuate unto some of the 

people about us, and to endeavor to make proselytes.”
66

 Screven’s Baptist convictions 

could have caused him to question the salvation of anyone whose church membership 

was constituted through pedobaptism, but these questions often pushed early Baptist 

ministers towards a proselytism of the mind, rather than the more radical call to 

conversion that appeared as a result of the Great Awakenings.   

Further direct evidence from the earliest days of the Charleston congregation is 

lacking, but Lord’s letter is in keeping with the way many early American Baptists 

described how people were “converted.”  David Benedict, the early American Baptist 

historian offers the following account of Baptist growth in Connecticut:  

In 1729, some people in Saybrook, at the mouth of Connecticut River, embraced 

Baptist sentiments; but no church was gathered there for fifteen years after.  In 

1731, some of the pedobaptists in Wallingford, thirteen miles north of New 
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Haven, by reading Delaune’s Plea, &c., became convinced of the error of their 

former creed, were baptized, and united with the church at New London, but 

usually, met for worship in their own town, where a church was soon afterward 

established. These were some of the first efforts which our brethren made 

amongst the rigid pedobaptists in this fast-bound State.  Their progress at first was 

extremely slow, and much embarrassed; they had to work their way against the 

deep-rooted prejudices of a people who had been always taught that these were 

the descendants of the mad men of Munster.
67

 

 

One can also examine the account of Thomas Gould, the first pastor of the First Baptist 

Church of Boston, of his own “conversion” to Baptist principles.  Gould had become 

slowly convinced through his understanding of scripture that pedobaptism was contrary 

to scripture, but it took the birth of a child to push him into Baptist practice. Gould’s 

“conversion” (if it can be called that), and the experiences of those who followed him 

into Baptist life in Boston, were almost exclusively of this variety—a conversion of the 

mind that took the form of intellectual assent to new beliefs.
68

  This differed greatly from 

the radical, emotional, and experiential notion of conversion that would come to 

dominate southern Baptist life as a result of the Great Awakenings.  

 This is not to say that all early American Baptists understood conversion merely 

as intellectual assent.  Though evidence is relatively scarce on such matters, William 

McLoughlin argues that one way that early Baptists in America can be distinguished 

from the larger Puritan movement was that Baptists actually were more radically 

“experimental” in the ways in which they understood conversion.  McLoughlin states: “it 

seems clear that the Baptists, as part of that pietistic movement, were somewhat more 

radical than the Puritans of New England  . . .  in their adherence to the role of the Holy 
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Spirit in experimental religion  . . .  The Puritans of New England found this extra 

element of radicalism, this slightly more intense pietism, scandalous and a serious threat 

to community.  There was an element of social revolution in the arrogance of these 

‘spirit-filled,’ ‘turbulent,’ ‘obstinate’ Baptist yeoman  . . .  They claimed to heed a higher 

authority than the learned clergy and fatherly magistrates.”
69

  

In the earliest days of the Baptist movement in America, however, Baptists 

focused just as strongly, if not more so, on trying to replicate what they saw as the 

primitive model of the early Church.  In Gould’s own words, it was his “scruple” 

concerning “infant baptism” from the “gospel” which led him to break with the Puritan 

establishment.  Thus, while one can differentiate Baptists such as Screven and the 

members of his church from the larger Puritan movement because of their more 

experiential orientation of their faith and practice, the time was yet to arrive when the 

majority of Baptists would be able to claim that their experiences of conviction, 

conversion, and their participation in believers’ baptism were linked together in a 

seamless whole.  In other words, the earliest southern Baptists were still in a state of 

soteriological transition.  

Furthermore, when Baptists in New England (and later the South) described 

“converts” to the faith, and the growth of the Church, they tended to give great attention 

to those who adopted Baptist convictions (i.e. intellectual converts) rather than describing 

conversion in experiential terms.  Take, for instance, Benedict’s account of the rise of 

Baptist life in Connecticut.  Benedict states: 

In 1729, some people people in Saybrook, at the mouth of Connecticut river, 

embraced baptist sentiments; but no church was gathered there for fifteen years after.  
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In 1731, some of the pedobaptists in Wallingford, thirteen miles north of New Haven, 

by reading Delaune’s Plea, &c., became convinced of the error of their former creed, 

were baptized, and united with the church at New London, but usually, met for 

worship in their own town, where a church was soon afterward established.  These 

were some of the first efforts which our brethren made amongst the rigid pedobaptists 

in this fast-bound State.  Their progress at first was extremely slow, and much 

embarrassed; they had to work their way against the deep-rooted prejudices of a 

people who had been always taught that these were the descendants of the mad men 

of Munster.
70

 

In the early days of southern Baptist life, one is challenged to find any account of 

conversion that provides the kind of emotional and psychological data associated with a 

radical notion of conversion.  Such experiences most certainly happened, but they were 

nowhere near the point of emphasis that would emerge in the coming decades. In 

practical terms, the earliest southern Baptists were still a long way from the immediate 

focus on conversion that came about as a result of the Great Awakenings. 

An examination of the numerical data from these earliest southern Baptists also 

seems to confirm that point. While, as stated above, one external report from the colonial 

governor, written in 1708, estimated the Baptist population in Charleston at more than 

four hundred, a letter from William Screven seems to undermine that report.  In a letter 

dated August 1708, from Screven to a friend in Massachusetts, Screven refers to the 

membership total of his church in Charleston saying that “we are about ninety in all.”
71

  

Given the fact that there was only one Baptist church in Charleston at this date, this calls 

into question the colonial governor’s estimate of more than four hundred Baptists in the 

city of Charleston.  Even if one allows for the somewhat typical church demographic of 

that existed in Baptist congregations prior to the Civil War, in which weekly attendance 
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outstripped membership, this still suggests that early southern Baptist life stopped short 

of the soteriological zeal that would come to characterize Baptist life following the 

Awakenings.  

 Records seem to indicate that an overwhelming percentage of these ninety 

individuals were either part of the collection of Baptists present in Charleston before 

1696, part of the original Kittery contingency, or connected to one of those two groups 

through family ties.  In 1708, the congregation consisted of as many as twenty Baptist 

individuals who had lived in Charleston prior to the Kittery group’s arrival, and an 

additional fourteen individuals who were part of Screven’s extended family with another 

handful of Kittery immigrants thrown in.  That brings the total to nearly forty individuals 

without taking into account any marriages that might have resulted in the addition of 

members, or the presence of young adults who had reached sufficient age to demonstrate 

their own conversions.  Baker and Craven estimate that this group probably consisted of 

at least another fifteen to twenty individuals.
72

  If that estimate is correct, then in twelve 

years the Charleston Church added no more than thirty-five individuals who had no direct 

familial ties to the church as it existed in 1696. This suggests that birthrates and marriage 

had as strong an impact on the growth rates of these earliest southern Baptists as 

preaching tours and evangelistic methods.  

So, if these earliest southern Baptists were not characterized primarily by 

soteriological zeal, what then was the central aspect of southern Baptist identity in the 

early days? The most logical answer can be found by glancing at the theological data that 

emerges from this period in the life of the Charleston church.   
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In September of 1682, when the Kittery church was formally organized with 

Screven as pastor, the congregation took an unusual step.  Unlike most other early 

American Baptist churches, the Kittery congregation adopted a church covenant.  The 

covenant read:  

Wee whose names are here underwritten doe solemnly & on good Consideration 

God Assisting us by his grace, give up our selves to ye Lord & to one another in 

Solemn Covenant, wherein wee doe Covenant & promise to walk with God & 

with one another in a dew and faithful observance of all his most holy & blessed 

Commandmitts Ordinances Institutions or Appointments, Revealed to us in his 

sacred word of ye ould & new Testament and according to ye grace of God & 

light att present through his grace given us, or here after he shall please to 

discover & make knowne to us thro his Holy Spiritt according to yet same blessed 

world all ye Dayes of our lives and this will wee doe, If ye Lord graciously please 

to Assist us by grace and Spiritt & to give us Divine wisdome, strength, 

knowledge, & understanding from Above to p-forme ye same without which we 

cann doe nothing John 5:14; 2 Corinthians 3:5.
73

 

    

On the one hand, the adoption of a church covenant suggests a high value placed 

upon order and discipline within a communal context.  Such documents carried great 

significance for the signatories, taking on an unquestionably sacred meaning for the 

community duly constituted.  Such was in keeping with the Puritan spirit from which 

early Baptist life in New England emerged. 

It is also interesting to note that, due to the presence of both General Baptists and 

Particular Baptists in the Charleston church, theological diversity was a part of southern 

Baptist life from the earliest days.  This diversity did not remain a consistent aspect of the 

Charleston’s church’s identity during the pre-Revolutionary era, but such diversity, 

                                                 
73

 Wood, 181-182.  This dissertation will utilize the spelling provided by the 

original sources.  



 43 

would have an indirect impact on the theological trajectory of the Charleston stream of 

Baptist life during the appearance of the Great Awakening in Charleston decades later.
74

    

While the data indicate that the first southern Baptist church was theologically 

diverse, this diversity does not seem to have bred theological tolerance.  Despite the 

persecution they themselves had endured, and their own longings for freedom, these 

original southern Baptists retained the emphasis on doctrinal correctness that they 

inherited from their Puritan forebears.  It is possible that in 1700, the church adopted the 

1677 London Confession, omitting two articles:  one concerning the laying on of hands 

and the other, concerning ruling elders.
75

 This confession, highly Calvinistic in nature, 

was a Baptist adaptation of the Westminster confession. Though this tradition is a matter 

of dispute, there is sufficient evidence to indicate that the Charleston church placed a 

high value on theological correctness (from a Calvinistic perspective) throughout 

Screven’s tenure.  The best evidence comes from Screven himself who upon his deathbed 

penned a letter to his church addressing his future hopes for the congregation.  No full 

copy of the letter is known to exist but Morgan Edwards recorded the final section.  It 

reads:   

And now for a close of all (my dear brethren and sisters, whom God hath made 

me, poor unworthy me, an instrument of gathering and settling in faith and order 

of the gospel) my request is, that you, as speedily as possible, supply yourselves 
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with an able and faithful minister.  Be sure you take care that the person be 

orthodox in faith, and of blameless life, and does own the confession of faith put 

forth by our brethren in London in 1689.
76

 

 

Screven’s letter does not, by itself, indicate the extent to which Calvinistic theology (as 

embodied in the London Confession) had become the standard at the church in 

Charleston.  Indeed, it just as easily could be an indication that the theological trajectory 

of the church was in doubt, thus necessitating his appeal.  Regardless, if Screven’s 

example is any indication, it does point to the extremely high value that was placed on 

doctrinal conformity among these earliest Baptists in the South.  Screven did not 

encourage the church to find a minister zealous to preach to the unconverted, or a 

minister possessing a sweet, pastoral spirit.  On his deathbed, his fondest wish for the 

Charleston church was a minister who would promote theological order.  As such, the 

earliest southern Baptists had not strayed far from the legacy of Puritanism. 

The next period of southern Baptist history, however, would not prove quite so 

accommodating to the Puritan legacy. After Screven’s death, the First Baptist Church of  

Charleston experienced a series of either nondescript or controversial pastorates. Screven 

was succeeded by a man named Sandford who served approximately five years as pastor. 

Sandford was followed by a William Peart who pastored the congregation for four years.  

Very little is known about the tenure of either man, or the impact these men had on the 

shape of Baptist identity in the early years of southern Baptist life.
 77

 

                                                 
76

 Morgan Edwards, Eve B. Weeks, and Mary Bondurant Warren. Materials 

Towards a History of the Baptists (Danielsville, GA: Heritage Papers, 1984), 99.  

 
77

 No record of Mr. Sandford’s first name is given in any known history of the 

church, nor are any dates provided for his birth and death. For information on the identity 

of the early pastors of the Charleston congregation see King, 14-15. 

 



 45 

 The next pastor of the church at Charleston would not be nearly so non-descript.  

In 1725, Thomas Simmons became pastor.  Much of his nineteen-year tenure was marked 

by controversy and division.  Most of the controversy that took place during Simmons’ 

tenure was theological in nature.  To recall, the Charleston congregation had included 

both General and Particular Baptists from its earliest days after its emigration to South 

Carolina.  Disagreements over soteriological issues were seemingly avoided or 

minimized for the first quarter century of the church’s tenure in South Carolina. During 

Simmons’ tenure, however, such issues were no longer avoided. 

In 1736, a schism took place between the General and Particular Baptists in the 

Charleston congregation.  Though the practical and theological implications of the 

controversy will be examined below, a brief chronology may prove useful.  Little is 

known about the sequence of events leading up to this schism, though it seems to have 

been caused by the refusal of Simmons to let Paul Palmer, an itinerant preacher and 

founder of several General Baptist churches in North Carolina, to preach in the 

Charleston pulpit.
78

  As a result, the General Baptists in the First Baptist Church of 

Charleston withdrew and formed a new church at Stono, South Carolina (near 

Charleston).  

Further complicating the issue was that, despite his treatment of Palmer, Simmons 

maintained close personal ties with many in the General Baptist group, and over time 

seems to have begun shifting his own theological position.  Simmons’ son-in-law, 

Thomas Dale, was known to be a close friend of the General Baptist minister, Henry 

Heywood, who later came to serve the Stono group.  Dale apparently intimated to some 
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in the First Baptist Church of Charleston that Simmons was much more sympathetic to an 

Arminian soteriological framework than the strongly Calvinistic majority of the 

Charleston congregation might accept.
79

 

The tension between Simmons and the staunch Calvinists of the Charleston 

congregation remained beneath the surface until a fateful event brought the tensions 

forward.  That event was the appearance of George Whitefield (1714-1770) in Charleston 

in the spring of 1740.   Whitefield’s arrival marked the beginning of the religious 

phenomenon typically known as the Great Awakening.
80

 

                                                 
79

 Manly, 23-24. 

 
80

 Reconsiderations of the Great Awakenings are by no means restricted to the 

Second Great Awakening. Several recent works have addressed the possibility that the 

first Great Awakening was not originally a cohesive movement, but has only been 

characterized as such by those who find it useful to view it that way.  In a 1982 article in 

the Journal of American History, Jon Butler argued that the Great Awakening was a work 

of “interpretive fiction” created by a nineteenth century evangelical minister, but in 

reality was little more than a series of “short lived Calvinist revivals” throughout New 

England. To examine Butler’s thesis see Jon Butler, “Enthusiasm Described and Decried:  

The Great Awakening as Interpretive Fiction,” Journal of American History 69 

(September 1982):  305-325.   

     More recently, historian George Lambert has offered a slightly different take on 

the notion of the Great Awakening as a work of “interpretive fiction.”  Lambert argues 

that it was actually eighteenth century ministers who were imposing an interpretive 

framework on the occurrence of various revivals.  According to Lambert, these ministers 

had the advantage of having good communication tools on their side, and the use of these 

communication tools (newspapers, pamphlets, booklets, and so forth.) helped sustain and 

expand the movement beyond its origins in New England.  To examine Lambert’s 
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Princeton University Press, 1999).   

While Butler and Lambert’s theses open the door for what is a useful 

reconsideration of the traditional understanding of the Great Awakening, I would 

maintain that Butler and Lambert have gone too far in devaluing the impact that 

eighteenth-century revivalism actually had in shaping the course of American history.   In 

terms of southern Baptist life, however, the greatest impact of Whitefield’s revivalism 

was not located in Charleston but in Sandy Creek among the Separate Baptists.  More 

will be offered on this topic in Chapter Three. 
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Whitefield’s impact upon American religion in general and the Baptist identity in 

particular is hard to calculate because that impact took on distinctive aspects in different 

places and upon different people.  More will be offered below on Whitefield’s significant 

impact upon the Baptist identity as embodied in the Separate Baptists, but the impact his 

preaching made on the theological divisions within the Baptist ranks at Charleston was 

also significant. 

Joe King indicates that Whitefield’s preaching exposed the presence of three 

different groups of Baptists in the Charleston area:  a staunchly Calvinistic group, a 

moderate Calvinist group, and a General Baptist group.  The first group was made up of a 

small but cohesive minority of the First Baptist Church of Charleston, but also included 

the presence of a newly formed congregation of Baptists a few miles outside of 

Charleston proper, at Ashley River.  This group was led by the pastor of that 

congregation, Isaac Chanler.  The second group, led by Thomas Simmons, was more 

numerous than the first but not nearly as passionate or energetic.  The third group was the 

General Baptist group that had earlier separated from the First Baptist Church.  Each 

group reacted differently to Whitefield.    

The General Baptists of Charleston wanted no part of Whitefield’s efforts.  

Whitefield, despite his emphasis upon personal freedom, maintained a strongly expressed 

preference for Calvinism.  As a result, the General Baptists vocally opposed his 

preaching. 

Simmons’ reaction to Whitefield (and the moderating group that supported him) 

is more difficult to gauge.  Simmons did not offer fervent opposition to Whitefield or his 

theology, but the Charleston pastor did criticize certain aspects of what Whitefield 
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advocated.  According to King, the tone of Simmons’ criticism was very mild, suggesting 

either that he did not feel free to harshly condemn a man who some in his congregation 

were embracing enthusiastically; or perhaps it indicates a pastoral desire to separate 

himself from a popular phenomenon to which he was largely indifferent.
 81

   

The one group of Baptists that strongly embraced Whitefield and his preaching 

was the group of staunch Calvinists of the Charleston and Ashley River congregations.
82

  

The positive reaction by these Baptists was so strong that Whitefield took note of it in his 

personal memoirs.  He referred to Isaac Chanler as “a gracious Baptist minister,” and 

remarked later that the Baptists of Charleston had a number of “faithful ministers” 

through which “every day God shows me fresh instances of his love.”
83

  According to 

King, the Particular Baptists of Charleston “had been dangerously near extinction” prior 

to Whitefield’s coming, but they were subsequently “revived, and received many new 

members.”
84

   

The informal division that had existed among the moderate and staunch Calvinists 

Baptists in the Charleston congregation prior to Whitefield’s arrival, became a formal 
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split soon after his departure.  The staunchly Calvinistic minority of the Charleston 

congregation separated themselves from Simmons and the majority.
85

 Instead, for the 

remainder of this difficult period, they relied upon Isaac Chanler who, for a time, served 

as pastor for both the Ashley River congregation and the staunch Calvinist group that still 

saw themselves as those constituting the true First Baptist Church of Charleston.
86

   

So what does the difficult period in early Regular Baptist life in the South indicate 

about the three aspects of the Baptist identity (theological, practical, and numerical) and 

their relationship with the phenomenon of revivalism? Compared to Screven’s tenure as 

pastor that preceded it, and Hart’s tenure as pastor that followed it, very little information 

exists concerning the practical nature of southern Baptist life during the forty years from 

Screven’s resignation to Hart’s arrival in Charleston.  The most illuminating information 

that does exist from this period concerns the disagreement surrounding Whitefield’s brief 

ministry in Charleston. 

Technically, the General Baptists in Charleston and throughout the southern 

colonies are outside the boundaries set out for this dissertation, yet the comparison they 

provide to the Regular Baptists in this instance does, perhaps, indicate something 

important about the Baptist identity as it was embodied in the Regulars.  That revival 

took hold among those southern Baptists more likely to limit individual soteriological 
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freedom (the Regulars) rather than those holding a general view of the atonement (the 

General Baptists) is one of the fascinating, though hopefully illuminating, oddities of 

early southern Baptist life.  The historiography of revivalism indicates overwhelmingly 

that the growth of revivalism led to the modification or outright rejection of Calvinism, 

but Baptist patterns may resist such characterizations, at least partially.
87

   The central 

focus of General Baptist life (at least in its early days) was their attempt to replicate the 

model of primitive Christianity, and early General Baptist understandings of soteriology 

must be understood in that context.  Take, for instance, the example of the 

aforementioned itinerant preacher, Paul Palmer.
88

  Palmer and other General Baptist 

preachers would often make preaching tours through the North Carolina wilderness at 

great distance from their home churches.  According to early Baptist historians Lemuell 

Burkitt and Jesse Read, on these tours Palmer would immediately baptize any who were 

willing without requiring an experience of grace previous to their baptism.
89

 Though one 

should carefully consider the theological bias of Burkitt and Read as they provide 
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historical analysis of their General Baptist predecessors, the data they provide does seem 

to indicate that less emphasis was placed by the General Baptist ministers on religious 

experience, conversion, and the accompanying notion of a changed heart.  Indeed, 

General Baptist historian Ollie Latch, General Baptist ministers such as Paul Palmer and 

Jesse Parker would occasionally go on preaching tours and baptize converts on the spot, 

even when they were a great distance from a General Baptist congregation
90

  This 

suggests that General Baptist ministers focused on an individual’s agreement with 

General Baptist ideas, especially their emphasis on the primitive model and the necessity 

of believer’s baptism by immersion.   

The Regular Baptists, by comparison, still retained the emphasis upon an 

experiential aspect of conversion that they inherited from their Puritan forebears.  

Whitefield’s flamboyant emphasis upon the emotional experience of the “New Birth” 

was much more akin to the way the Puritans and their Regular Baptist descendants 

understood the actual practice of conversion, than the General Baptists whose theology 

emphasized individual soteriological freedom, but stopped far short of the expressiveness 

that characterized Whitefield’s revival techniques.  

Another way to view the difference between the General Baptists and the 

Regulars is through the lens of time.  Both groups were primivitistic.
91

  Regular Baptists 

and General Baptists placed a high emphasis upon the patterns of the early Church as 

revealed in Scripture. So, in a sense, both groups saw the past (or at least a particular 
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portion of it) as something sacred.   The General Baptists, however, lacked the emphasis 

upon a present experience of God during conversion, which the Regulars had retained 

from Puritanism.  In a sense, then, the General Baptists were only looking backward in 

time for their “salvation” while the Regulars seemed to be holding their primitivism in 

tension with a sacralized view of the present within an individual’s religious experience.  

And it was this openness to God in the present that left room for the Regular Baptists to 

embrace revivalism, even as the more Arminian General Baptists, rejected it. 

Here then are two related insights into the nature of early southern Baptist identity 

relative to the phenomenon of revivalism.  First, revivalism and Calvinism (even a 

Calvinism as strident as embodied in the1689 London Confession) were not mutually 

exclusive.
92

   On the other hand, primitivism in Baptist life does seem to have worked 

against revivalism. Thus, during the colonial period, the party that would later come to 

dominate Baptist life in and around Charleston (the Ashley River congregation and the 

Calvinistic minority of the Charleston congregation) was simultaneously the most 

Calvinistic and the most open to the revivalistic spirit that Whitefield introduced into the 

area.   

Other than the practical and theological controversies that divided the Regular 

Baptists after Screven’s death, little else is known about how the Baptist identity was 

expressed during this period.  Numerically, it is believed that the First Baptist Church of 
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Charleston experienced a surge of growth during the early portion of Simmons’ tenure as 

pastor, but no data exist to suggest how this growth was accomplished. Thus, it is 

difficult to ascertain the extent to which numerical growth was becoming a constitutive 

element in southern Baptist identity during this period.
93

  Charleston, by the mid-

eighteenth century, was a bustling colonial seaport with a growing population, likely 

adding transfer growth to the congregation.  Whitefield’s connection with the Baptists of 

Charleston may have also drawn others.  Yet without hard data, it is safest to assume that 

the congregation’s growth during the early portion of Simmons’ tenure happened due to a 

combination of these factors, which makes drawing any conclusions from this growth 

difficult.   

It was also a combination of factors that led to the period of decline among the 

Calvinistic minority in the Charleston congregation immediately after the era of 

controversy and division. According to Basil Manly, by 1746 the Charleston 

congregation had been reduced to only three members.
94

  Certainly for the Charleston 

congregation, this symbolized a difficult period, but the numerical decline in the mother 

church was brought about in part through the departure of several branch congregations 

to become independent churches.  Twenty-eight people left the church in 1736 to found 

the Ashley River congregation.  Nineteen people left the church that same year to form a 
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General Baptist congregation at Stono.  Then in 1746, an undisclosed number from the 

Charleston congregation formed a separate congregation at Euhaw.
95

    

 The combined weight of all of this numerical data during this forty-year period of 

Regular Baptist life does demonstrate that growth was not yet a constitutive element for 

the Regular Baptists as they were not making numerical growth a point of major 

emphasis.  In other eras of Baptist life, the releasing of branch congregations was often 

something of a missionary strategy.  Yet, in almost every case during this period, the 

beginning of new congregations had its impetus not in evangelistic zeal but in 

disagreement and controversy.  Furthermore, what little growth took place among the 

Regular Baptists during this period seems to have been outpaced by population growth in 

the colony.
96

 Thus, the immediate impact of the Great Awakening among Baptists in 

Charleston was not numerical.  Instead, the only thing really growing among the Baptists 

in and around Charleston was hostility, as George Whitefield left disagreements over 

theology and practice in his wake. 

Oliver Hart 

Thankfully, for the Calvinistic Baptists in and around Charleston, the period of 

division soon gave way to a period of growth and harmony. In 1749, Isaac Chanler 

passed away leaving both the Ashley River and Charleston congregations pastorless.  On 

the day of Chanler’s funeral, however, Oliver Hart (1723 – 1795), an ordained Baptist 
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minister from Pennsylvania, arrived in Charleston.  He was installed as pastor of the 

Charleston congregation in February 1750.
97

 

Compared with his immediate predecessors, there is significant biographical data 

available about the seventh pastor of the First Baptist Church of Charleston.  Hart was 

born in Warminster, Pennsylvania, in 1723.  He was baptized into the Baptist church at 

Pennepek, Pennsylvania, at the age of seventeen.
98

 Hart married Sarah Brees in 1748.  In 

their early life together, Hart supported them by working as a carpenter.  Hart also felt a 

call to ministry that was recognized by the congregation at Southampton, Pennsylvania, 

which had recently become a fully constituted church, separate from the church at 

Pennepek.  Hart was first recognized as being on trial for the work of the ministry in 

1746.  Then in 1749 when an inquiry came from the Charleston congregation regarding a 

pastor, Hart expressed interest and was ordained by the Southampton congregation and 

sent southward to Charleston.
99

  

Hart’s arrival represents the beginning of the next major period of early Regular 

Baptist history in the South.  Since the death of William Screven, early southern Baptist 

life had experienced an ongoing period of division and discord.  Even though the number 

of Regular Baptist churches was slowly growing, all of these congregations mixed 
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periods of relative stability with times of difficulty.  The chief difficulties often arose 

when congregations lost their pastors.  The early decades of Baptist life in and around 

Charleston were often characterized by a scarcity of ordained ministerial leadership.
100

  

In the period coinciding with Hart’s leadership of the Charleston congregation, that 

slowly began to change for the regular Baptists in the southern colonies. 

Hart’s arrival also represents the beginning of a new focus of influence upon 

Regular Baptist life in the South and, by extension upon early southern Baptist identity.  

Hart’s membership in the Southampton congregation placed him squarely in the middle 

of life in the Philadelphia Baptist Association, one of the two earliest associations of 

Baptist churches in the United States and, by far, the association with the biggest impact 

on Baptist life during the American colonial period.
101

   

The Philadelphia Association traced its origins to the immigration of a number of 

Welsh and English Baptists to the colony of Pennsylvania.
102

  Due to the presence of a 

high degree of religious toleration in Pennsylvania, the churches in and around 

Philadelphia had no need to expend time and energy in the fight for liberty or, worse, 

survival.  Instead, they were able to focus on actively shaping Baptist life in an ever-
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growing area around their core group of churches in Pennsylvania and New Jersey with a 

Puritan-like fusion of theological correctness and practical activism.   

Over the coming years, Regular Baptist life in and around Charleston began to 

resemble the shape and focus that Hart imported from Philadelphia.  One of the first 

indications of the Philadelphia-style fusion of practical and theological activism came 

with the creation, by Hart, of a religious society in Charleston. Upon his arrival, Hart 

began to lecture in the homes of his members on topics concerning religion. These 

lectures eventually paved the way for a religious society, which was formally organized 

in 1755.
103

  The society met three times weekly, on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday 

nights.   

Hart also led the Regular Baptists of the South to formalize the relationships 

between their congregations by starting the first Baptist association in the South.  In 

October 1751, largely at Hart’s urging, messengers from three congregations met (with a 

fourth prevented from attending due to flooding) at Charleston to constitute a Baptist 

association based largely upon the Philadelphia model.
104

  According to Baker and 

Craven, “the meetings were so regularly held at Charleston that it took the name 

‘Charleston Association.’”
105

 The significance of the Charleston Association for early 

Regular Baptist identity will be examined in greater detail below.  
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The Impact of Hart and the Philadelphia Association 

Hart pastored the Charleston congregation for nearly thirty years and as a result, 

his impact on the Charleston stream of Baptist life is enormous. Thus, it is impossible to 

understand the Charleston stream of Baptist life or the ways in which Regular Baptists 

became more revivalistic (albeit in a limited fashion) during this period without 

understanding his contributions, and the contributions of the Philadelphia tradition from 

which he emerged.   

A useful framework for understanding Oliver Hart’s contributions to Baptist life 

in general, and the growth of revivalism among Regular Baptists in particular, can be 

seen in a recent volume by historian Thomas Kidd.  In his book, The Great Awakening, 

historian Thomas Kidd argues that the two-fold division of opposition to and support of 

the revivals (commonly framed as Old Lights vs. New Lights) that occurred in the 

American colonies during the mid to late-eighteenth century fails to capture the real 

spectrum of response to what is called the Great Awakening.  Instead, Kidd argues for a 

three fold division: anti-revivalists lined up consistently against the actions of Whitefield 

and other revivalists of the day because they “feared the effects of unrestrained itineracy 

and enthusiasm”: moderates “celebrated the awakenings but sought to restrain their noisy 

excesses;” and radicals who placed an extreme emphasis upon the direct manifestation of 

the Holy Spirit within the lives of individuals in the general practices of faith generally, 

and specifically within the process of conversion.
106
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Kidd also describes the work of Oliver Hart in promoting revival in the Baptist 

churches of the colonial South.  According to Kidd, “Hart was less a precisionist Baptist 

than a revivalist.”
107

  That was especially true in Hart’s preaching. Most of Hart’s 

preaching was centered within his own congregation, but it also extended outward to the 

small but growing number of Baptist congregations in the region close to Charleston.  

Hart’s preaching tours even took him occasionally from South Carolina into Georgia.
108

  

On one nearly month long preaching tour into the backcountry, Hart preached almost 

daily, both in churches and in homes.
109

  According to Baker and Craven, Hart averaged 

more than seventy sermons a year during more than forty years of preaching.
110

   

In 1754, Hart’s preaching helped usher in a revival in Charleston and throughout 

the churches of tidewater region.  By August of that year, a number of young people 

began to evidence a great concern for their own salvation and that of their friends leading 

Hart to remark hopefully that the revival might “prove to be more extensive than at first I 

had expected.”
111
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Though Hart’s activism stopped short of the highly emotional and experiential 

appeals of revivalists of later generations (and even of Whitefield within Hart’s own 

generation), such activism was still indicative of the first waves of revivalism that were 

still breaking over American religion as a result of the Great Revival.  The Philadelphia 

Association had, from its earliest days, experienced greater freedom to organize Baptist 

congregations than Baptist experienced in most other colonies.  Fervor, however, was 

added to this sense of freedom when Whitefield brought the Great Revival to 

Philadelphia and the surrounding area. According to Kidd, Hart “warmly responded to 

Whitefield’s preaching in the Philadelphia area,” and the 1754 revival he helped usher in, 

harkened back to his own experiences under Whitefield.
112

   

 Hart’s emphasis upon revival, however, did not undermine his concern for right 

order.  Hart tried to ground the experiences of those who experienced the New Birth with 

a generous portion of sound doctrine.  According to Kidd, Hart made certain that those 

who had experienced the New Birth in Christ were not only questioned “about their 

experiences with Jesus” but also “prepared for baptism with doctrinal instruction.”
113

 

Such a description of Hart fits precisely with Kidd’s definition of a moderate revivalist.  

Hart simultaneously promoted revivals, but also sought ways to restrain their excesses 

either within orderly communal structures or through an emphasis upon sound 

theological confessionalism. 

 Hart’s moderate revivalism was typical of the Philadelphia Association that Hart 

had been a part of, and shaped by, prior to his arrival in Charleston. Philadelphia Baptists 
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combined practical activism with sound doctrine. For instance, Philadelphia Baptists 

dictated that the opening sermon of each associational meeting would be a doctrinal 

sermon. They even went so far as to assign the topic to the designated preacher a year in 

advance.
114

 The Philadelphia Baptist Association also was the first American Baptist 

association to utilize circular letters, many of which were theological in nature (especially 

in the early years of the Association).
115

   

Hart borrowed heavily from the Philadelphia tradition. Indeed, the most 

significant contribution that Hart imported from Baptist life in Philadelphia, was the 

model of the Philadelphia Baptist Association.  In October of 1751, Hart brought 

representatives of the four Regular Baptist churches in South Carolina together to 

constitute an association based largely on the Philadelphia model. Wood Furman 

described the organization of the Association in this way:  “The object of the Union was 

declared to be the promotion of the Redeemer’s kingdom, by the maintenance of love and 

fellowship, and by mutual consultations for the peace and welfare of the churches.  The 

independency of the churches was asserted, and the powers of the Association restricted 

to those of a Council of Advice.”
116

 Hart, while simultaneously the leading Baptist 

minister in Charleston, was also relatively new to the mantle of leadership that came with 

pastoring the First Baptist Church.  It is not surprising then, that Hart perpetuated the 
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models from which he himself had emerged, and thus the Charleston Association in its 

earliest days bore a striking resemblance to the Philadelphia Association.  More will be 

offered on this point, below, but it is safe to say that the resemblance included an 

association wide awareness of doctrinal agreement with Hart as the leading proponent of 

such agreement. 

One humorous example of Hart’s emphasis on doctrine can be seen in his choice 

of themes when invited by two friendly Presbyterian elders to preach at their 

meetinghouse, in the summer of 1780.  Hart chose as his text Mark 16:16 from which he 

sought “to prove that Believers are the only proper subjects of baptism, and that dipping 

is the mode of administration.”  Hart’s amusing assessment of the experience caused him 

to posit the following question in his diary, “How the people felt, I don’t know, being all 

professed Presbyterians . . . .”
117

  

The doctrinal focus of his preaching also displayed itself consistently within his 

sermons to the Charleston congregation.  Hart kept a careful record of his preaching 

during his ministerial tenure.  An examination of that record shows Hart’s fondness for 

doctrinal content with a Calvinistic bent.  Other than the gospels, Hart most frequent 

choice of texts was from the book of Romans, with its emphasis upon human sinfulness 

and inability.  Hart’s diary also shows that he preached from the same passage multiple 

times to the same audience.  If frequency is any indication, his favorite passage of 

scripture was Luke 13:24 “Strive not to enter in at the strait gate: for many, I say unto 

you, will seek to enter in, and shall not be able.”  Hart preached on this passage (favored 
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by those who stress election and limited atonement) fourteen times in a twenty-year 

period.
118

 

This doctrinal content can be seen not only in which texts Hart selected but also in 

how he structured his sermons.  Hart’s typical pattern was to give a short exposition of 

the text then turn his attention to the underlying doctrine laid out within the text.  After 

magnifying that doctrine, Hart would deduce certain propositional truths from the text, 

which he would present to the congregation in the form of a logical argument.  In a 

sermon dated June 5, 1763, Hart displays this technique in a sermon on 1 Timothy 2:5.  

Hart begins by declaring that all human beings must worship God, but given humanity’s 

fallen condition, this provokes a question: 

But how He is to be worshipped, in an acceptable manner, by fallen, sinful men; 

is a point beyond the utmost stretch of human reason to determine; without the 

assistance of divine revelation  . . .  Here the heathens have ever been plunged, not 

being able to find out by what means they should pacify an offended deity.  Hence 

they have driven to ye most extravagant practices, of macerating their bodies . . . 

offering human sacrifices; and causing even their own Children to be lost in ye 

fire . . . Awful indications these, of the depravity of human nature  . . .  Will the 

Lord pleased with a thousand rams or ten thousand rivers of oil?  Shall we offer 

our firstborn, the fruit of our body for the sin of our soul?  Such sacrifices would 

be condemned. Blessed be God, we are not left to grovel by the dim light of 

nature  . . .  God has put into our hands, the clearest revelation of grace, which 

discovers unto him as a reconciled father and a kind friend!  Here we have a 

savior proposed.  An advocate to plead our cause.
119

 

 

Hart moves outward from this central focus on Christ’s role as mediator to explain God’s 

Trinitarian being, as well as Christ’s dual nature as fully human and fully divine.  Then, 

from this doctrinal framework Hart offers two basic propositions:  first, the function of a 

mediator, and second, how Christ fulfills that function.  Hart closes by offering six points 
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of application:  God’s love is shown by his offer of a mediator; Christ’s love in accepting 

this role; the ignorance of anyone who seeks a mediator other than Christ; the 

insufficiency of choosing one’s self as mediator; humanity’s need to bless God for 

sending Christ as mediator; humanity’s need to seek God through Jesus Christ the 

mediator. According to Baker and Craven, “all of the extant sermons of Hart show this 

type of treatment of texts” in which doctrinal content of a text is the basis of the practical 

application for the listener.
120

   

Nor was this fusion of the doctrinal and practical to be found within Hart alone.  It 

extended outward to the entire stream of Charleston Baptist life.  Take for instance, the 

chief rationale for the founding of the Charleston Baptist Association.  It is interesting to 

note that the Baptists of the Charleston Association believed at this point in their history 

that “the promotion of the Redeemer’s kingdom” would be best achieved by working 

together for love and fellowship, and to maintain peace.  Implied in these words, was the 

typical Regular Baptist penchant for order.  These early southern Baptists saw the 

primary focus of their union not as the external work of proclaiming the gospel to the 

world, but instead, as offering advice to one another about how to maintain order, peace, 

and purity within their respective congregations.   

A few years later, however, the Association would add an external focus to its 

work, which, at first glance, bears some resemblance to the missionary zeal that would 
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come to characterize southern Baptist life in later years.  In November 1755, the First 

Baptist Church of Charleston sent a request to the Association concerning the possibility 

of sending a representative to preach the gospel in the backcountry of North Carolina.  

The actual form that this preaching mission took, however, was less about preaching to 

the unconverted than it was about “assisting” fellow Baptists in North Carolina. 

Upon a return to Charleston from one of his many trips, Hart had been 

accompanied by a young minister ordained by the Philadelphia Association named John 

Gano (1727-1804). Gano, along with two other Philadelphia emissaries named Benjamin 

Miller and Peter Vanhorn had been commissioned by the Philadelphia Association to go 

and assist the work of a group of transplanted Baptists from New Jersey that had settled 

in North Carolina.
121

  Hart was aware of this charge, and brought Gano back with him to 

Charleston to solicit the support of the Charleston Baptist community.  Following Hart’s 

lead, the Charleston Association added its own commission of Gano to the one given 

earlier by the Philadelphia Association.
122

 

 Gano proceeded from Charleston to North Carolina where he worked to assist the 

New Jersey immigrants, but his work was not limited merely to that group of Baptists.  

Gano also ventured among the General Baptist churches that had begun under the work 

of Paul Palmer.  David Benedict’s history of Baptist work intimates that Gano probably 

had a duel commission all along.  According to Benedict, Robert Williams of the Welsh 

Neck church (a member church of the Charleston Association) had preached among the 

General Baptists in 1751 and had stirred up sentiments that their churches were not of 
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proper faith and order.
123

  Gano arrived in the Spring of 1754, and began the work of 

“regularizing” the General Baptists.  Gano, and those who followed him to work among 

the General Baptists of North Carolina, effected “a great work . . . among this people, 

which consisted not merely in the important business of reforming their creed and 

purifying their churches, but also in reviving the power of godliness amongst the 

erroneous and lukewarm professors, and in the conviction and conversion of many 

others.”
124

  

Herein lies a typical Regular Baptist understanding of the function and mission of 

the Church.  Southern Baptist identity as embodied by Hart, and other Regular Baptists 

influenced by the Philadelphia Baptist Association, put a great stress on the practical 

functions of the faith, but there was almost always a highly significant theological 

component embedded within these practices as well.  Associations, and missionary 

enterprises were important for their practical usefulness, but that usefulness always 

served the underlying need to safeguard the purity of the Church, with purity defined as a 

fully regenerate church membership with correct doctrine. Early Regular Baptists were 

not opposed to revivals or growth, far from it.  Led by Hart, the Baptists of the Charleston 

Association preached the New Birth with great warmth and zeal, but they saw growth as 

a byproduct of the Church’s purity that they so steadfastly maintained.   

This turns our attention to the numerical aspect of regular Baptist identity in the 

south during Hart’s tenure.  Did the Regular Baptists experience growth during this 
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period, and, if so, what if any conclusions can be drawn from the manner and scope of 

that growth? 

No known copy of the church records during Hart’s tenure as pastor at the 

Charleston congregation has survived to present day.  The Charleston Baptist 

associational records, however, showed that in 1775, the Charleston church baptized 

three individuals, bringing the total membership to seventy-four people.
125

 

As for the Association itself, these years were a period of sustained growth. The 

Charleston Association grew from five churches with a total membership of 257 

members in 1750 to a total of twenty churches with a combined 871 members in 1770.
126

  

The population of Charleston in 1770 is estimated to have been around 11,000.
127

 

Compared to other religious groups in the colonial South, this likely made the Regular 

Baptists one of the fastest growing bodies during the period, but, with the exception of 

the Separate Baptists (who will be examined below), few if any religious groups 

experienced rates of growth that outpaced the population growth estimates for this period.  

                                                 
125

 Charleston Baptist Association Minutes, 1775.  The existing minutes of most 

of the historically prominent Baptist associations in the southern states are archived at the 

Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee, which will 

henceforth be abbreviated as SBHLA.  The SBHLA combines various sources of 

associational minutes into microfilm reels that it catalogs by association.  Sometimes the 

sources utilized do not include pagination.  As a result, pagination will only be included 

in Baptist associational minutes from the SBHLA when such pagination is utilized by the 

original source of minutes and still fully legible. 

 
126

 Robert Gardner, Baptists of Early America: A Statistical History (Atlanta:  

Georgia Baptist Historical Society, 1983), 471-472.  

 
127

 Robert Weir, Colonial South Carolina (Columbia:  University of South 

Carolina Press, 1997), 205-206.  As stated above, the population of the colony was 

probably around 6,000 in 1700, with 74,000 by 1750.  By 1770, the population had 

reached nearly 125,000.  Carter and Sutch, 651. 

 



 68 

It is estimated that the population of South Carolina grew by 2000% over the roughly 

seventy-year period from the time that the Kittery congregation immigrated up until 

1770.
128

   By comparison, the Regular Baptists grew by roughly 1300% over the same 

period.
129

  Based on these numbers, one can draw at least two conclusions.  First, Regular 

Baptists did experience modest growth, but the growth rates of Baptists in the South were 

much higher at other places and in later periods.
130

   

Second, based on the numerical data and the practical and theological information 

detailed above, one can conclude that even after the Great Awakening had begun to affect 

the tone and shape of American religious life, Regular Baptists in the South were not yet 

exhibiting either a theological identity or an intense practical fervor that translated into 

rapid growth.  At this point in their history, Regular Baptists seemed to have bypassed the 

issue all together. For instance, the Charleston Association did not even bother to record 

annual numerical data until after the visit of Morgan Edwards to Charleston in 1772.
131

 

Such inattention to numerical data would seem incomprehensible to Baptists in the South 

within the span of only a couple of generations, but at the advent of the Revolutionary 

War it suggests that the Regular Baptists did not yet think or act in such terms.   

In short, Regular Baptists had come a long way geographically from their origins 

in New England Puritan life, but they had only moved a small distance from the practical 

and theological identity that they had inherited there.  The first real shift in southern 
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Baptist life, as well as the first real indications of revivalism’s impact would not originate 

within the Regular Baptists, but within the other major stream of southern Baptists—the 

Separate Baptists of the Sandy Creek tradition. 

The Origins of Separate Baptist Life 

The story of the origin and growth of Separate Baptists in the South begins, like 

their Regular Baptist counterparts, within New England Puritanism.  The early fervor and 

zeal of the Puritans that had begun to wane in the days of the first Baptist protests against 

official Puritanism was, by the early decades of the 1700s, all but gone.   

Despite the decline in practical piety, the theological framework for a more 

fervent faith remained intact among the heirs of Puritanism.  According to Ahlstrom, 

Puritanism remained “by expressed intention, a vast and extended revival movement.”  

Furthermore, few, if any, of the central religious figures of the day “had ever wandered 

far from a primary concern for the heart’s inward response, and the laity inwardly knew 

that the true religion could never be equated with dutiful observance.”
132

  The heirs of the 

Puritans hoped, prayed, and believed that a revival could occur. 

Beginning in the 1730s that is exactly what happened.  Starting with Jonathan 

Edwards’s congregation in 1734 in Northhampton, and exploding outward over the next 

few years, an extended revival occurred which has come to be known as the Great 

Awakening.
133
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As stated above, the central figure in that revival was an Anglican minister named 

George Whitefield.
134

  Whitefield did not set out to be an innovator (for instance he never 

left the Church of England) but his ministry in the colonies had a revolutionary impact on 

religious life in America.  In a sense, the content of Whitefield’s preaching was nothing 

new.  He emphasized individual conversion and the New Birth, but both of these ideas 

were already present in Puritanism.  Whitefield, however, put such stress on these two 

ideas that they began to eclipse other aspects of the Puritan way.  For instance, 

Whitefield’s emphasis on the New Birth led him to question the salvation of anyone who 

had not experienced that same sense of radical conversion, including members of the 

clergy.  Whitefield states: “We must receive the Spirit of God in its sanctifying graces 

upon our souls, for Christ says ‘unless a man be born again, he cannot see the Kingdom 

of God’  . . .  and therefore my brethren, we are not true Christians till we are sanctified 

by the Spirit of God  . . .  and though our modern preachers do not actually deny the 

Spirit of God,  yet they say Christians must not feel it; which is in effect to deny it  . . .  

because the love of God is not in their hearts, they are void of Christ, and destitute of the 
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Spirit.”
135

  This extreme emphasis on the New Birth struck many within the religious 

establishment of the English-speaking world as highly radical. 

Furthermore, Whitefield’s personal style of preaching was both dramatic and 

emotional.  He did not wholly abandon the traditional Puritan framework of preaching, 

but he did greatly shift the points of emphasis within that framework.  Whitefield did not 

abandon doctrine but it was no longer given the central focus.  In The Lord Our 

Righteousness, one of Whitefield’s signature sermons, he states: “to preach to your head 

without preaching to your heart is doing you no good. If I know anything of my heart, I 

came here not to tickle your ears, but to do good to your souls.”
136

   

According to Stout, Whitefield’s willingness to deemphasize doctrine marked a 

new phase of the American Great Awakening, which could be seen most clearly in 

comparing Whitefield with man often credited with beginning the Great Awakening, 

Jonathan Edwards.  Harry Stout argues that “for all their shared importance to the 

eighteenth century revival  . . .  the two had little in common  . . . . When Edwards spoke 

of the centrality of the ‘heart’ and the ‘affections,’ he did so in highly technical, 

epistemological ways that Whitefield found personally distracting, if necessary.”
137
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Furthermore, when Whitefield did mention doctrine, the number of doctrines he 

touched on was also greatly restricted.  It typically went little further than human 

depravity, which was often where he began many of his sermons.  Whitefield often 

declared that “man is half a Devil and half a Beast.”  Beginning with man’s “wretched 

state” helped Whitefield emphasize even more strongly the need for “the New Birth.”  

Unlike the heirs of the Puritans, however, Whitefield greatly de-emphasized 

predestination.  In describing his thoughts on predestination, Whitefield once borrowed 

the words of Isaac Watts, stating that “we should go first to the grammar school of faith 

and repentance, before we go to the university of predestination: whereas the devil would 

have them go first to the university to examine whether they were elected or rejected.”
138

    

In place of doctrine, Whitefield emphasized stories and personal experience that 

gave his sermons a much greater emotional content.  Puritan sermons sought to touch the 

heart, but only as one aspect of each sermon’s aim to shape the heart, mind, and will of 

the listener.  Whitefield’s preaching gave the heart the place of prominence.  It is 

probably no exaggeration to state that Whitefield’s preaching method created the 

predominant framework for revivalism that continues even to this day.   

The impact of Whitefield’s preaching tours on individuals and churches 

throughout New England (combined with the many imitators that followed after him) 

reignited the continuing debate over the connection between God’s justification, an 

individual’s conversion, and each congregation’s understanding of membership. Those 

who followed Whitefield’s example, stressing the New Birth, individual conversion, and 

its subsequent implications for church membership, were called New Lights.  Those who 
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opposed the movement were called Old Lights.  The debate between these groups would 

have great significance for the growth of the Baptist movement. 

According to Ahlstrom, most Baptists in New England initially resisted the 

ministry of the revivalists, including Whitefield.  And yet, as more and more individuals 

(and sometimes entire congregations) within the Congregationalist ranks became 

uncomfortable with previous generations’ compromises over church membership, many 

of these individuals began to make their way into the Baptist fold.  The Baptist emphasis 

on a regenerate church membership through the practice of believer’s baptism 

represented greater clarity, for some, as to the link between God’s saving grace, the 

individual response during conversion, and church membership.  As a result, Baptists 

experienced phenomenal growth in New England.  “For more than a half-century after 

the outbreak of the Great Awakening, there was a steady stream of individuals moving 

from New Light Congregational churches into organized Baptist churches where the fires 

of the revival remained alive much longer because no tradition of community 

inclusiveness tended to smother it.”
139

  

Shubal Stearns 

It was within this chaotic time of ecclesiological flux that a Congregationalist 

farmer named Shubal Stearns (1706-1771) from Connecticut would experience the New 

Birth as a result of Whitefield’s preaching.
140

 Stearns, the eldest son of a large family 
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quickly threw himself into drawing others into the experience of the New Birth, acting as 

a kind of shadow pastor for those who had such an experience within the Congregational 

church at Tolland, Connecticut, where he lived.  Eventually, this group became a 

Separatist Congregational church with Stearns as pastor.
141

 

Like others before him, Separatist Congregationalism was only a temporary stop 

for Stearns.  In 1751, a Baptist minister named Wait Palmer made a tour of the area of 

Connecticut that included Tolland where Stearns’s church was located.  Apparently, the 

issues of conversion, baptism, and church membership were still open questions in 

Stearns’s mind, because he and much of his family rode several miles over from Tolland 

to hear Palmer preach at Windsor, a nearby town.  Palmer pushed Stearns to examine 

scripture on the issues in question, and after his own thorough examination, Stearns was 

converted to Baptist views.  Hinting at the powerful sway Stearns would later have on 

nearly everyone close to him, all of Stearns’ family that traveled to Windsor joined him 

down at the river and Palmer immersed them all.
142

  Palmer then followed Stearns and his 

family back to Tolland where Stearns pushed for the entire congregation to be 

reconstituted as a Separate Baptist church.      
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  Three years later, Stearns began to speak to his small congregation of a great 

work that he believed God had for him in them in the West.  So, in August of 1754, 

Stearns, his wife Sarah, and most of the Tolland congregation set out for an unknown 

destination in the west. 

 The group’s journey first led them to Virginia where they settled for a time, but 

meeting with little ministerial success there, they kept moving southward until they came 

to a newly settled area in central North Carolina.
143

  A short time later, the Separate 

Baptists from New England constituted a church named for a nearby stream.  On 

November 22, 1755 the Sandy Creek Baptist Church was formed. 

  Stearns’ preaching had a powerful and almost immediate impact among the 

frontier settlers in the region around Sandy Creek.  According to Tidence Lane, a man 

converted under his preaching, Stearns’ “voice was musical and strong, which he 

managed in such a manner  . . .  to make soft impressions on the heart, and fetch tears 

from the eyes  . . .  and  . . .  to shake the nerves, and to throw the animal system into 

tumults and perturbations.”
144

   George Purefoy, the nineteenth century chronicler of 
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Sandy Creek Baptist history, says that when Stearns preached “the people were 

astonished, many mocked, but  . . .  many trembled.”
145

  

Whether it was the novelty of Stearns’ preaching style or its power, his preaching 

soon attracted attention from all over the region.  Invitations began to pour in for Stearns 

to preach the gospel to those who otherwise might have had to travel days on foot or 

horseback to hear another minister.  Stearns, however, was not content to merely sit back 

and wait on invitations.  Within months of their arrival, Stearns and his chief assistant, his 

brother-in-law Daniel Marshall (1706-1784), set out on a preaching tour that would take 

them all the way to the coastal regions of the colony.
146

 

Their eastern tour met with much the same reaction they had received close to 

their upland home.  Many were converted, others scoffed at their emotional preaching, 

but people took notice.  It was not immediately clear to the more cultured denizens of the 

coastal regions of the colony who these preachers were.  Some thought them Methodists, 

but Whitefield himself denied it vehemently.  The colonial Governor and the Anglican 

clergy began calling them “strolling preachers” but the populace referred to them simply 

as “the Enthusiastical Sect.”
147
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 In first three years of the Separate Baptist presence in the South, Stearns and his 

growing band of followers (now including several other preachers in addition to 

Marshall) grew from the original sixteen to more than nine hundred people.
148

  Two more 

churches were fully constituted and each of the three existing congregations (including 

the mother church at Sandy Creek) had multiple branch congregations.  The influence of 

the Separates, by this point, extended out of the upland region back toward the coast, 

westward into the mountains, northward to the Virginia border, and southward into South 

Carolina.   This growth rate of the Separate Baptist movement in its early years in the 

South rivals any comparable phenomenon within the three centuries of North American 

revivalism.  Ahlstrom labels it “little short of phenomenal.”
149

  

 Perhaps to provide more structure due to the Separates’ growth, or even perhaps 

to further fuel it, Stearns next decided that his ever-increasing band needed a formal 

organization for its continued well-being.  In Fall 1757, and Spring of 1758 Stearns went 

from church to church advertising an important meeting that would take place at Sandy 

Creek during the following summer. Then in June, Stearns convened the first annual 

gathering of what came to be known as the Sandy Creek Baptist Association.  According 

to contemporary accounts, Stearns did not bother with implementing any formal 

organizational procedures or structures, nor did anyone else clamor for them.  The 

“associational meeting,” instead was given over to preaching the gospel, exhortation, 

singing, testifying and sharing stories of the spread of the movement.
150
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The only personal account of the meeting that is known to exist is a brief 

statement by James Read, who later became a Separate Baptist minister.  Read states: “At 

our first Association we continued together three or four days; great crowds of people 

attended, mostly through curiosity.  The great power of God was among us; the preaching 

every day seemed to be attended with God’s blessing.  We carried on our Association 

with sweet decorum and fellowship to the end.”
151

  

The Sandy Creek Association was both instrument and symbol of the growing 

influence that Shubal Stearns and the Separate Baptists were having upon the population 

of the southern colonial backcountry.  In little more than a decade, Stearns and his 

followers founded at least thirteen distinct churches with numerous branch congregations 

numbering thousands of members.  From the home base at Sandy Creek, the boundaries 

of Separate Baptist influence reached north to Virginia, south to South Carolina, east to 

the tidewater region, and west into the Appalachian mountains.  Stearns himself lived in 

the glow of this growth and success.  In a letter to a friend in New England, Stearns 

states: 

The Lord carries on his work gloriously in sundry places in this province, and in 

Virginia and South Carolina.  There has been no addition of churches since I 

wrote last year but many members have been added in many places.  Not long 

since I attended a meeting in Hoy River, about thirty miles from hence.  About 

seven hundred souls attended the meeting, which held six days.  We received 

twenty-four persons by satisfactory declaration of grace, and eighteen of them 

were baptized.  The power of the Lord was wonderful.
152

   

To Stearns, the growth of the Separate Baptist movement was nothing short of miraculous.   
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It is easy to see why Stearns felt that way.  According to Sparks, “the power and 

influence Shubal Stearns held over the English population of the North and South 

Carolina and southwestern Virginia backcountry” by the mid 1760s was “unprecedented 

for any pastor, and with the exception of George Whitefield himself, for any religious 

leader in America.”
153

  The Separate Baptists exploded onto the religious landscape, and 

they influenced American religion and the Baptist identity for years to come. 

The Impact of Stearns and the Sandy Creek Association 

Given the short duration of Stearns’s identity as a Baptist, it is probably no great 

surprise to discover that the Separate Baptist stream of southern Baptist life at Sandy 

Creek would take on a form that varied in significant ways from the Regular Baptist 

stream that preceded it in Charleston.  Unlike the Regulars under Hart, Stearns and the 

Separates practiced a much more radical form of revivalism.  

Following the preaching style of Whitefield and other New Lights, Stearns and 

his followers developed a revivalistic style of preaching that was characterized by one 

nineteenth century chronicler as “warm and pathetic.”
 154

  Morgan Edwards states that 

when preaching Stearns “voice was musical and strong, which he managed in such a 

manner, as one while to make soft impressions on the heart, and fetch tears from the eyes 

in a mechanical way; and anon to shake the nerves, and to throw the animal system into 

tumults and perturbations.  All the Separate ministers copy him in tones of voice and 
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actions of body . . . .”
155

 In response to this style of preaching the members of the 

congregation expressed themselves “by tears, trembling, screams, and exclamations of 

grief and joy.”
156

    

  It was not just the style, but the frequency and focus of their preaching that 

distinguished the Separates from their Regular Baptist counterparts. When Regular 

Baptist preachers went out from their congregations to preach, it was mainly due to the 

presence of Baptists in that distant area. Sometimes conversions would result, but the 

Regular Baptist approach to evangelism typically grew out of attempts to meet the needs 

of Baptist Christians already in existence.   

Stearns too would make preaching tours to “edify the faithful.” As stated above, 

however, from his earliest days as a Separate Baptist (perhaps even preceding them), 

Stearns had evidenced a missionary zeal that led him and the other Separates to seek out 

opportunities to preach in places where no Separate Baptist currently resided.  Typically, 

he and Daniel Marshall collaborated in the work of evangelizing new regions.  First, 

Marshall would go out into the farther regions of the colony beyond the range of current 

Separate Baptist congregations and preach in frontier settlements.  When Marshall was 

able to stir religious interest among the people of that settlement, he reported back to 

Stearns, who then accompanied him back to the community (or occasionally visited 
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alone) and hold further religious services with the hopes of gaining enough converts to 

constitute a branch of the Sandy Creek congregation.
157

   

After the founding of the Sandy Creek Association in 1758, Stearns also 

discovered that rotating the associational meetings out to the sites of branch 

congregations would further spread the word of the Separate Baptist movement. 

According to Benedict, great crowds from the surrounding settlements attended these 

gatherings, and as a result, invitations began to pour in from all over the backcountry for 

Stearns and the Separate Baptists to send preachers to their communities.
158

  From the 

earliest days, then, the drive for conversions was at the center of the Separate Baptist 

conception of their ministry. 

 At first glance, the differences between the practices of the Regular and Separate 

Baptists may seem minimal.  Are differences in the amount of doctrine one preaches, the 

amount of emotional content in a sermon, and whether or not one seeks out preaching 

opportunities indications of a shift in Baptist identity?  The answer is yes.  These 

practical differences that resulted from the Separate Baptist revivalistic methodology 

were actually the first indications of an overt move in southern Baptist identity toward a 

more a more populist and less Calvinistic (though not necessarily Arminian) theological 

framework.   
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High Calvinist theology was a set of very cohesive doctrines. Predestination, 

election, and the total depravity of human beings all grow out of twin assumptions of 

God’s ultimate transcendence and humanity’s inability to relate to God.  The expression 

of these assumptions among the heirs of American Puritanism (of which Regular and 

Separates must both be considered, albeit in different ways) was a set of practices that put 

certain restraints on human freedom and creativity.  In other words, to the extent that 

colonial Christians held these beliefs, they were unlikely to trust any method or practice 

that could not be linked explicitly to the express revelation of God.  The end result was to 

hardwire doubt into the faith and practice of many of the early heirs of the Puritan way, 

including the Regular Baptists.   

One institutional expression of this doubt among the Regular Baptists was their 

biblicism. Believing that we can trust nothing other than what is explicitly God-given, 

Regular Baptists retreated to the one thing they had which they knew fit that 

description—the Bible.  Nothing else fit that category, and so no practice or belief 

without explicit warrant in scripture was to be held.  Fallen human beings, if left to their 

own devices, will create fallen methods and institutions, so it behooves human beings to 

rely upon God given methods and practices.   Indeed, one can interpret the original 

Baptist exodus from New England as a rejection of novelty in the ranks of official 

Puritanism during the latter portions of the Seventeenth Century.  

And yet the Regular Baptists also inherited from their Puritan forebears a heavy 

emphasis upon theological confessionalism.  This tendency among the Regular Baptists 

remained theologically intact from what it represented in the Puritan Way, the desire for 

every aspect of a human being to be brought into submission to the will of God.  The 
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Regulars as heirs of Puritanism also believed that sinful human beings needed the clarity 

of belief and limitation on error that statements of faith provided.  Again, fallen human 

beings will almost inevitably wander into error, without the clarity provided for by a 

biblically based confession of faith.  Many of the practices of the Charleston stream of 

Baptist life can be interpreted in this light.   

Take preaching, for instance. In the Regular Baptist framework, the necessity of 

doctrinal content in preaching arises out of the human tendency toward error, which must 

be scrupulously avoided.  Preaching’s context within the church, aimed at believers, 

arises out of the twin assumptions of God’s transcendence and human inability.  Why 

schedule a preaching tour if those to whom you would preach are themselves incapable of 

comprehending the majesty and glory of a God who is beyond human understanding?   

Other Regular Baptist worship practices also reflect these twin assumptions.  The 

early resistance to hymns by Calvinistic Baptists is a reflection of this understanding.  

According to historian Amy Mears, the singing of Psalms was probably practiced as early 

as the opening decades of the seventeenth century, due to the express mandate of 

scripture.  The first recorded mention of hymnody among the Regulars in the South, 

however, did not occur until 1767, when the newly constituted Baptist church at 

Cashaway, South Carolina explicitly declared in its covenant that the “singing of Psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs was an ordinance of the Gospel.”
159

 So is the solemnity that 
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characterized Regular Baptist worship.  Everything was to be “orderly” in Regular 

Baptist worship because “order” was a code word for appropriate restraint of human 

impulses.   

   Another critical expression of doubt in Regular Baptist life can be seen in their 

practice of conversion.  Regular Baptists emphasized a “process” of conversion that bore 

a strong resemblance to the multi-stage morphology of conversion among the Puritans.  

Indeed, as stated above, this framework was left largely intact even after Regular Baptists 

began to emerge from Puritanism.  According to Kidd, most Puritans, other than those 

most radical, “emphasized obedience to the law through the power of the Spirit as the 

best means of confirming salvation.” Following this understanding, moderate revivalists 

such as the Regulars maintained that “lasting godliness offered the best hope, but not 

total assurance of salvation.”
 160

 

 As radical revivalists, however, the Separate Baptists replaced doubt with the 

assurance that comes from the immediate experience of the Holy Spirit.   Following 

Whitefield, the Separates maintained their emphasis on human depravity, but they subtly 

(and probably unintentionally) altered the Puritan understanding of God’s transcendence.  

Whereas the early American Puritans and the early Regular Baptists scrupulously 

maintained God’s complete transcendence to the point where they even doubted their 

own personal interaction with God, the Separates developed a soteriological framework 

based not on doubt, but on the confident assertion that God came near in the emotional 

experience of the New Birth.  In other words, God was now a discernible reality for any 

human being within a realm of life that everyone experienced, his or her own emotions.  
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By itself, this was only a slight modification of the soteriological framework that the 

Separates adopted from their Puritan heritage.  Puritans had already created room for 

emotional content in their understanding of faith in God.   

The Separates, however, took an additional step, which further undermined the 

traditional Puritan notion of God’s transcendence and the doubt that accompanied that 

notion. The individual confidence that came from a direct experience of God in the New 

Birth, took on institutional form for the Separate Baptists in the growth of their 

movement.  

Stearns and his followers were simple people.  They believed that the emotional 

manifestations which each individual believer had experienced were a direct 

manifestation of the Holy Spirit in their lives.  The manifestation of the Holy Spirit in 

their midst also took on corporate form in what seemed like to them as miraculous 

growth. More and more people joined their churches in a wave of revivalistic fervor, 

providing discernible proof of God’s presence and power. 

As important as this subtle theological shift was in its impact on southern Baptist 

identity, it was not the only theological impact that Separates injected into southern 

Baptist faith and practice.  More significant perhaps, was the relative importance (or lack 

thereof) that the Sandy Creek tradition placed upon correct doctrine in general.  More so 

even than Whitefield, Stearns and the Separates minimized doctrine, and in many cases 

left it out altogether, in favor of emotional fervor and practical emphases.
161
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Some of the evidence that displays this trend comes from external sources critical 

of Separate Baptist life.  One Anglican minister complained that the Separate Baptists 

were “preaching up the inexpediency of human learning and the practice of moral virtue, 

and the great expediency of dreams, visions, and immediate revelations.”
162

   

While any assessments of early Separate Baptists by Anglicans should be 

evaluated critically, the Separates received similar critiques from other Baptist sources as 

well.  Morgan Edwards critiqued the preaching ministry of several Separate Baptist 

ministers stating of Daniel Marshall that he was “a man of no bright parts nor eloquence 

nor learning.”  “Piety, earnestness and honesty” were the most that could be said to 

characterize his preaching.
163

  Of Philip Mulkey, another Separate Baptist preacher, 

Edwards stated that there is not “anything extraordinary in his natural endowments, 

except a sweet voice [which] he manages in such a manner as to make soft impressions 

on the heart and fetch down tears from the eyes  . . . . His success has been such as to 

hazard being exalted above measure.”
164

   

Another early Baptist historian, David Benedict states things a bit more favorably 

for the Separates but with much the same point in mind.  Benedict states of the Separates 

that they “were so much engaged in their evangelical pursuits, that they had no time for 

theological debates, nor were they very scrupulous about their mode of conducting 
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meetings.  When they assembled their chief employment was preaching, exhortation, 

singing, and conversation about their various exertions in the Redeemer’s service [and] 

the success which had attended them.”
165

 

The end result of the radically different approach of the Separate Baptist 

movement was mirrored in a radically different numerical identity than their Regular 

Baptist counterparts. In the first fifty years of their presence in the South, the Regular 

Baptists grew to number more than nine hundred and fifty members in twenty churches.  

It took the Separate Baptists only five years to achieve a similar size.
166

  As stated above, 

this growth of the Separate Baptist movement became a point of confirmation about their 

distinctive approach to faith and practice.  Growth fueled the Separates’ revivalistic 

fervor, and their fervor made growing their movement possible, as doctrinal content was 

minimized in favor of the more egalitarian emotionalism that made experiencing God 

accessible to a broader group of people. 
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Chapter Summary 

By the eve of the Revolutionary War, these two very different groups of Baptists 

had risen to become two of the largest religious groups in the colonial South.  Both 

groups traced their lineage to New England Puritanism albeit to different generations of 

Puritanism.  Both groups had experienced the wave of revivalistic fervor known as the 

Great Awakening that broke over the colonies during the middle decades of the 

eighteenth century.  The extent to which each group was influenced by this wave, 

however, varied greatly from the Regulars to the Separates.   

The staunch Calvinists among the Regular Baptists appreciated Whitefield’s focus 

on depravity, but adopted only a few of his methods, typically with some modification.   

As a result, however, the Puritan theological framework they had inherited went largely 

unmodified.  By the beginning of the Revolutionary period, then, the Regulars were 

moderately revivalistic.  They experienced numerical growth, but stopped far short of 

making that growth a constitutive element of their identity.  

The Separate Baptists, however, borrowed wholesale from Whitefield:  his radical 

methods, his diminished emphasis upon doctrinal content, and especially his fervor.  The 

end result was a significant modification of the Baptist identity as it emerged out of 

Puritanism.   

It remained to be seen, however, which of these two groups of Baptists would set 

the agenda for the embodiment of Baptist identity in the coming years.  In order to 

ascertain that, this study will now turn to the specific question which forms the main 

thrust of research, the question of revivalism’s impact upon Baptist identity between the 

American Revolution and the Civil War.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Southern Baptists and Revivalism from 1770 to 1800 

 

 The final thirty years of the eighteenth century are of great significance to the 

history of the American republic, but this period also carries significant weight for the 

history of southern Baptist life.  Part of that significance lies in the surprising outcomes 

that would occur for both the Separate and Regular Baptists during this period.  In 1770, 

the Separates were clearly in the ascendancy. By 1800, the two groups were basically 

united but in ways that more closely resembled the faith and practice of the Regulars.   

Two main causes led to this outcome.  First, the Separate Baptist movement fragmented.  

Second, the Separates were slowly “regularized” which led to a shift in the way that 

revivalism would influence southern Baptist life during the period.  Both of these 

phenomena will be examined in turn. 

Another surprising outcome was that despite the “regularization” of the Separates 

during the final three decades of the eighteenth century, Baptist life in the South 

continued to grow at a very rapid pace for most of this period.  The epicenter of this rapid 

growth was in Virginia but southern Baptists increased in numbers in every colony/state 

at a rate that outpaced population growth, sometimes exceedingly so.  

The final surprising outcome, however, was that after more than three decades of 

consistent and often rapid growth (due in no small measure to changes that resulted from 

the Great Awakening), revivals, and the growth that accompanied them, basically 

disappeared from southern Baptist life in the final decade of the century. Southern Baptist 



 90 

leaders spoke of the final decade of the century as a period of “coldness and languor.”
167

   

External factors helped shape this outcome, but so did religious factors, and 

understanding the combination of both sets of factors (external and religious) will help 

provide more information as to the complex relationship between southern Baptist life 

and the phenomenon of revivalism in this period. 

It is the purpose of this chapter to examine the relationship between the 

phenomenon of revivalism and southern Baptist identity in an approximately thirty-year 

period extending from 1770 to 1800.  As has already been stated, this chapter will show 

that the impact that revivalism had upon southern Baptist identity is more complex than 

most standard accounts of this period have previously acknowledged.  Revivalism did not 

demonstrate a continually growing impact on southern Baptist life.  Instead, revivalism 

waxed and waned during the last three decades of the eighteenth-century. Specifically, 

this chapter will show how certain revivalistic tendencies increased among southern 

Baptists, but also how other aspects of Baptist identity resisted or diminished the impact 

of revivalism during this period. 

In order to achieve this purpose, this chapter seeks to accomplish the following 

objectives.  First, this chapter will provide a chronology of southern Baptist life during 

this thirty-year period.  This chronology will focus primarily on important events and 

milestones during the period, especially the post-war merger of the Separate and Regular 

Baptists, but will also examine how certain external factors influenced the course of the 
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Baptist movement leading up to, in the midst of, and in the aftermath of the 

Revolutionary War. 

Second, this chapter will lay out in depth descriptions of how each of the three 

strands of Baptist identity (practices, theology, and the relative emphasis on numerical 

growth) was influenced by revivalism during this thirty-year period. Concerning the 

practices of southern Baptists, this chapter will show that while some of the revivalistic 

practices of the Separate Baptists began to dominate the breadth of southern Baptist life 

after the Revolutionary War, there were other practical areas in which revivalism’s 

impact was actually restrained during the period in question. 

Theologically, this chapter will show that despite the overwhelming numerical 

superiority of the Separate Baptists, the shape of southern Baptist theological identity 

would be much more strongly influenced by the Regulars and their Calvinistic 

confessionalism.  

Numerically, this chapter will examine Baptist growth during the period, and 

whether or not numerical growth became a constitutive element of southern Baptist 

identity prior to the turn of the century.  Interestingly, this chapter should indicate that 

while in many ways, southern Baptist life was “regularized” following the Revolutionary 

War, the pace of growth during this period was more in line with the fervency of the 

Separate Baptists than the slow but steady approach of the Regulars heretofore.  

One important by-product of the research in this chapter will be an examination of 

the larger historiography emerging out of the studies of American history generally, the 

Second Great Awakening particularly, and also the history of revivalism in America.  If 

successful, this chapter will provide a minor corrective to the standard historiographical 
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account of the relationship between the first two Great Awakenings.  Furthermore, this 

chapter will also respond critically to the more recent attempts to overturn that standard 

account. This corrective will come from not only showing when and how Baptists 

experienced growth during these three decades, but also what such growth implies about 

the impact of revivalism prior to the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

The Fragmentation of the Separate Baptist Movement 

In 1770, in the midst of continuing high numerical growth, the Sandy Creek 

Association split into three distinct geographically based groups.  The broad geographic 

reach of the Association certainly contributed to the split but politics (both internal and 

external), personalities, and perhaps even religious methodology were most responsible 

for the division.  

Since his arrival in North Carolina, Shubal Stearns had ruled over the Separate 

Baptist movement with unquestioned, if mainly benevolent, authority.  Stearns’ charisma 

and ability had enabled the Separate Baptist movement to grow from a handful of 

immigrants from New England to thousands of people in churches spread from the South 

Carolina upland regions in the south, to both the frontier and tidewater regions of 

Virginia in the north.  And yet, the growth of the movement eventually drew people into 

leadership that differed in style and emphasis with Stearns. Over time, such differences 

provoked tension within the Sandy Creek Association. 

One of the most prominent conflicts of this type concerned a man named John 

Newton.  Unlike Stearns, Newton was well educated. Of greater significance for their 

future dispute, perhaps, was the fact that Newton was converted and baptized not among 

the Separates but a few years earlier in the Southampton church.  The Southampton 
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Baptist Church was a Regular Baptist congregation in Pennsylvania, which was a part of 

the Philadelphia Baptist Association.  As a result, his style of preaching differed from 

Stearns in that he was much more likely to build the foundations of his sermons on the 

direct reading of scripture rather than on the individual experience of salvation (referred 

to by Stearns as “the New Birth) which Stearns and most of his followers were likely to 

do.
168

   

No extant rationale from Stearns concerning his conflict with Newton is known to 

exist, so one is left to speculate over the cause of their disagreements.  Certainly, given 

Newton’s background, and the stylistic differences between the two men, one might 

conclude that the Separate Baptists under Stearns valued religious experience even more 

highly than adherence to scripture, especially in soteriological matters.  Other examples 

exist, however, of appreciation shown by Separate Baptists for the preaching of their 

Regular Baptist counterparts, and, thus without a detailed explanation from Stearns, 

however, observers are left with mere guesswork.
169

   

What is known, however, is that on multiple occasions, Stearns chose not to let 

Newton be ordained.  While Newton was living and serving under the auspices of the 
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Sandy Creek Church that choice was logistically acceptable, but in 1765 Newton moved 

to South Carolina to assist a new congregation at Congaree.  The Congaree congregation 

petitioned to have Newton ordained, but, as before, Stearns resisted.  In response, the 

congregation sent requests to two Regular Baptist ministers (Evan Pugh of the Pee Dee 

church and Oliver Hart from Charleston) who traveled to Congaree and ordained 

Newton, with another man, Joseph Reese.  Over a period of several annual Sandy Creek 

Association meetings, this decision by the Congaree Church, and Stearns’ reaction to it, 

caused great tension in the Association.
170

  

Still, while the tension that Stearns’ leadership style caused in the association was 

great, it took an external issue to provide the catalyst for the eventual split. That catalyst 

was the rise of a politically subversive group in North Carolina known as the Regulators.  

The factors that led to the growth of an armed band of rebels, intent on overturning the 

tax system and legislation coming out of the colonial legislature in North Carolina, are 

beyond the scope of this dissertation.  It is important to note, however, that the Regulator 

movement was born and led right in Shubal Stearns’ backyard.  One of its most important 
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leaders was Herman Husbands (1724-1795) who may have been partially responsible for 

Stearns’ decision to move permanently to the piedmont of North Carolina.
171

   

Though no definitive records exist to indicate just how extensive the 

intermingling of the Separate Baptist members and the Regulators was, the profiles of the 

groups were largely the same; small farmstead owners living in the western counties of 

the colony.
172

  As a result, Stearns and the Separates were, in some ways, competing for 

the loyalties of significant numbers of the same people as the Regulators.  Stearns tended 

to avoid political issues not as much for overtly theological reasons as for their practical 

consequences.
173

   

The Separates, as a movement, largely followed Stearns’ example.  While not 

completely oblivious to political issues (they opposed slavery for instance), there was a 

high degree of otherworldliness to the Separate Baptist movement from its earliest days, 

and, thus, the turn to violence in order to secure political gain in this lifetime was a 

foreign concept, and to Stearns especially, a negative one.  Stearns and the Separates 
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avoided anything that distracted people from the necessity and life transforming 

consequences of the New Birth. 

The Regulators, on the other hand, were concerned with present issues of both 

political and material significance.  With increasing stridency, the Regulators began to 

defy the colonial government, until that conflict finally turned violent.  When it became 

violent, Stearns felt that he could no longer ignore it, and he decided to take a stand.
174

   

During Sandy Creek’s Association meeting in 1769, the issues caused by the 

Regulator movement came to a head. Stearns’ benevolent paternalism did not serve him 

well at the meeting.  Stearns presented an order at the meeting that stated, “If any of our 

members shall take up arms against the legal authority and abet them that do, he shall be 

excommunicated.”
175

  When the order was presented, word quickly spread.  Like many 

early Baptist association meetings, the crowds were large.  Association meetings were 

social gatherings almost as much as religious gatherings.  Among those present were 

some of the top leaders of the Regulator movement.
176

  They forced their way into the 

association meeting and confronted Stearns.  Complicating the issue was the fact that 

many of the young Virginians who had joined the Separate movement in recent years had 

endured persecution for their beliefs, persecution that Stearns himself had not 

experienced.  Confronted with the possibility of an angry mob, Stearns backed down.  

Taken together with his treatment of those leaders in the Association who maintained a 

degree of independence from Stearns in various matters, the combination of factors 
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proved the end of his benevolent dictatorship over the Separates.  The Association began 

to lose confidence in his leadership. 

A year later when the Association met, the Regulators were at war with the 

colonial government (having seized government buildings in Hillsboro).  Furthermore, 

the southern and northern wings of the Separate Baptist movement were signaling their 

own independence from what they saw as the unreasonable control that Stearns exerted 

over the Separate Baptist movement.  The challenge of holding together such a large and 

diverse movement was now more than Stearns’ charisma could accomplish.  

Though no record exists of just who made the motion for the Association to split 

into three parts, the division took place.  The South Carolina Separates withdrew to form 

the Congaree Association.  Most of the Virginia Separates withdrew to form the Rapidan 

Association, the rest of the churches (all but a few located in North Carolina) remained 

with the Sandy Creek Association.
177

 

If the three way split had been the final difficult episode for the Separate Baptist 

movement (and more specifically for Stearns and the Sandy Creek Association), then it is 

possible that the complete fragmentation of the Separate Baptist movement might have 

been avoided.  Given more independence, the three Associations might have continued to 

work closely together to achieve common ends and, as a result, southern Baptist life 

might have taken a different even more revivalistic course. There was one more event yet 

to occur, however, which greatly affected the cohesiveness of the Separate Baptists.   
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In May of 1771, the Regulators fought and lost a decisive battle with colonial 

forces at a place called Big Alamance.
178

  Following the battle, the colonial government 

began to assert itself even more strongly in the western counties, and many of the men 

who had participated actively in the Regulator movement were either dead or on the run.  

Many survivors left North Carolina for the unsettled frontiers of either Virginia or South 

Carolina (with a significant number even making their way down into Georgia).
179

   

This exodus had a significant impact on the Separate Baptist movement.  The 

most immediate result was a significant numerical decline in the Sandy Creek 

Association.  Thousands of people left the region around Sandy Creek.
180

  Not every 

church in the Association was affected (the greater the distance from the center of the 

revolt, the less impact there was), but a few were decimated. According to Morgan 

Edwards, Little River Church, which in its heyday less than a decade before had 

numbered more than five hundred people, sank to forty-eight members in the months 

following the end of the Regulator War.  The mother church, Sandy Creek, fell even 

further.  From a high of more than six hundred, Sandy Creek church fell to only fourteen 

members.
181
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An even more significant result for the future, however, was the loss of a central 

located and unifying force for the greater Separate Baptist movement.  The division of 

the Separate Baptist movement into three parts was a blow to Stearns, but not the 

movement itself.  The defeat of the Regulators, however, and the subsequent exodus from 

North Carolina of many who were both Separate Baptist and Regulator in their 

sympathies, meant that there was no middle ground in North Carolina to hold the center.  

The strongest leaders other than Stearns were already in South Carolina or Virginia, and 

so divided by both leadership style and geography, that the cohesiveness of the Separate 

Baptist movement collapsed.   The regional unity of the Separate Baptist movement 

began and ended with Stearns’ ability to hold the movement together.   

Following the fortunes of the movement with which he was so closely associated, 

Stearns too diminished in life and vitality.  Within a few weeks after the first meeting of a 

greatly diminished Sandy Creek Association in 1771, Stearns became gravely ill.  A few 

weeks later, he died.
182

 

Immediately following the split, and Stearns’ passing, the energy in the Separate 

Baptist movement moved southward into the newly constituted Congaree Association 

(which included churches from both South Carolina and Georgia) and northward into the 

Rapidan Association (located in Virginia).  The fortunes of the southern Separates and 

northern Separates, however, varied greatly. 
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In the Congaree Association, leadership of the Separates fell mainly to Phillip 

Mulkey, who was one of Stearns’ chief lieutenants.
183

  In many ways, Mulkey was a 

carbon copy of Stearns.  His preaching greatly aroused the emotions of his hearers.  

Morgan Edwards suggested that even the best actors of the day might learn from Mulkey 

in how to use their voices to produce “awe, distress, solicitude, or any other affection.”
184

  

Also like Stearns, Mulkey put more stress on personal revelation than solid biblical 

preaching.  Indeed, Mulkey seems to have gone to even greater extremes in the 

allegorizing of biblical texts as well as the use of ecstatic content such as dreams and 

visions.
185

   

Mulkey also seems to have copied Stearns in his style of leadership.  The 

Congaree Association was beset, almost from its earliest days, with dissension over the 

proper amount of authority that the Association could exert on congregational affairs.
186

  

The Association disbanded after only a few years of existence, and most of the churches 

constituted the Bethel Association after a brief hiatus.   

There is one arena in which Mulkey was distinct from his mentor, Stearns; 

Mulkey sought good relations with the Regular Baptists.  According to Benedict, the 

Congaree Association opened a correspondence with the Philadelphia Association soon 
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after it was constituted.  Then in 1773, three delegates from the Congaree Association 

attended a meeting of the Charleston Association in order to discuss union.  The Regulars 

expressed reluctance.  According to the minutes of the Charleston Association, “as the 

Separates were tenacious of their peculiarities, nothing was accomplished  . . . .  They 

were suspected of Arminian tendencies, and were regarded as unduly exclusive in 

refusing communion with those who rejected their peculiarities.”
187

  In 1775, Mulkey 

himself appeared at the Charleston Association meeting carrying a letter from the 

Congaree churches proposing that the two groups unite.  This offer was also rejected.
188

  

Though it is impossible to tell, given Mulkey’s faith and practice, it is plausible to 

suggest that Mulkey himself might have proven the greatest obstacle to the early union of 

Separates and Regulars in South Carolina. 

It is also likely that Mulkey’s erratic influence was a factor in the relative failure 

of the Congaree Association to grow as the Sandy Creek Association had earlier in North 

Carolina. Only a handful of churches were constituted by the Congaree Association 

during the years that led up to the Revolutionary War.  According to King, nine Separate 

Baptist congregations were constituted between 1770 and 1775.
189

  By the mid point of 

the war, the Congaree Association had basically ceased to function.  Most of its member 
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churches would come together just after the war to constitute a new body, the Bethel 

Association.
190

 

The fortunes of the Separate Baptist movement in Virginia were quite different.  

The Separate Baptist movement in Virginia already experienced phenomenal rates of 

growth prior to the three way split of the Sandy Creek Association.  This growth 

continued at the same high rate after the founding of the Rapidan Association, and in its 

early stages, most of that growth could be traced to the work of Samuel Harris.   

Mere moments after the Sandy Creek Association had split into three parts, a 

group of delegates prevailed upon Harris to do a sort of preaching tour throughout central 

North Carolina and southern Virginia in the coming months.
191

  In fact, Harris’s 

preaching and leadership was so effective that the Rapidan Association even sought to 

give him the title of Apostle, but the experiment was short lived.
192

  There is no evidence, 

however, that Harris sought such a position or mimicked the style of leadership that his 

predecessor, Stearns, had demonstrated.   

Despite the tension that arose at this abortive attempt at a new form of 

governance, Separate Baptist work in Virginia was highly successful in the period 
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leading up to the Revolutionary period, in terms of its growth.  Harris and other Virginia 

Separates, apparently, were more effective leaders than their counterparts to the south. 

According to David Benedict, the Rapidan Association counted fourteen churches at its 

first meeting in 1771.  Two years later, the Association counted thirty-four churches with 

more than three thousand members.  In 1776, the Association had grown to seventy-four 

churches (though Benedict does not include a membership total).
193

  Such rates of growth 

equaled or, perhaps, surpassed the growth rates that Separate Baptists had experienced 

nearly twenty years before when the Sandy Creek Church first began its work in North 

Carolina.  Indeed, these growth rates are comparable to the highest rates of growth for 

any group during the Great Awakening.
194
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Regular Baptist Activity During the Prelude to War 

The story of the Regular Baptists during the final years before the Revolutionary 

War is similar to that of the Separates in that the fortunes of the Regulars varied widely 

from colony to colony.  Despite the variety in their circumstances, however, the particular 

emphases of the Regular Baptists (with their strong resemblance to Puritanism) were 

basically maintained until and throughout the Revolutionary period.  

Unlike their Separate Baptist counterparts in the colony, Regular Baptist life in 

South Carolina was marked by relative stability.  Oliver Hart continued to provide strong 

leadership in his own congregation, but his circle of influence had, by now, expanded far 

beyond the immediate environs of Charleston.  One manifestation of Hart’s influence can 

be seen in the number of young men called into the ministry either directly or indirectly 

as a result of Hart’s ministry. 

As was typical of Regular Baptists throughout the colonies, Hart emphasized 

leadership development as a central task in the overall growth of Baptist life.  Unlike the 

Separates who saw churches come into existence due to the emotional fervor of 

revivalistic preaching, Hart and his fellow regular Baptists believed that the constitution 

of new churches was only possible to the extent that correct faith and order could be 

maintained.  This meant finding and training good ministers which Hart seems to have 

accomplished with increasing frequency in the years leading up to the Revolution.   

The list of those who were influenced by Hart in their calling to ministry includes 

many of the most prominent Regular Baptist ministers of the day. These ministers include 

Evan Pugh (1729-1802), the long time pastor of first the Welsh Neck congregation, then 

later the Cashaway congregation, Hezekiah Smith (1737 – 1805), and Edmund Botsford 
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(1745-1819), who was instrumental in the development of Baptist life in Georgia.
195

  As 

stated above, Hart also had a hand in the ordination of Joseph Reese, the Separate Baptist 

preacher, and through Reese, also had the opportunity to shape the life and ministry of 

the most prominent Baptist minister in South Carolina’s history, Richard Furman (1755-

1825).
196

  More will be offered on Richard Furman below. 

The growth of the Regular Baptists in South Carolina during this period (which 

actually outpaced that of the Separates, in terms of new churches) is probably directly 

attributable to work that Hart maintained in identifying and equipping ministers for new 

congregations.  Botsford and Pugh in particular were tireless in their labors, preaching 

throughout the region.
197

  As a result, their respective congregations added numerous 

branch congregations, and Regular Baptist influence began to move inland from the 

coastal region. 

Regular Baptist life in Virginia prospered in a similar fashion, due in part to the 

work of a Regular Baptist preacher named David Thomas (1732-1812).  Thomas first 

arrived on the scene in Virginia as a missionary of the Philadelphia Baptist Association 

who came into the colony for the purpose of “regularizing” a General Baptist 

congregation at Opeckon.  He later returned to the state and helped gather a congregation 

at Broad Run, which he began to serve as pastor.
198
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In many ways, Thomas was the perfect embodiment of what the 

Philadelphia/Charleston tradition hoped for in their ministers. According to David 

Benedict, in addition to the benefits of a “vigorous mind” and “classical education” he 

also combined “a melodious  . . .  piercing voice and pathetic address [with]  . . .  a heart 

filled with love to God and his fellow men.”
199

  In short, Thomas could be described as 

someone who combined mind and heart with tireless labor.  

Thomas’ preaching soon began to attract significant attention, not all of it 

positive.  According to Benedict, “his preaching drew the attention of the people 

throughout an extensive circle, so that in many instances they came fifty and sixty miles 

to hear him.”
200

  With this kind of result, both the established clergy and the colonial 

authorities began attempts to hinder Thomas and other Baptist leaders in their work.  The 

established clergy would rail against the Baptists from their pulpit, but often to little 

affect, as Thomas and other Regular Baptist leaders traveled extensively throughout the 

northern parts of the colony, often at the invitation of people who had traveled great 

distances to “procure their services.”
201

   

The magistrates sought to use intimidation against the most vocal Baptist leaders.   

When Baptist ministers (and occasionally even laymen) were hauled before the 

authorities, the authorities would severely reprimand them for disturbing the peace.  

Occasionally such threats would work, but more often, threats simply spurred Baptists 

leaders onward to preach with greater frequency and fervency.  Imprisonment was not 
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common, but it did happen.  Thirty Virginia Baptist ministers were jailed during this 

period, “some as many as four times.”
202

 Yet when jailed, the ministers often used the 

spectacle of their incarceration both as opportunities to preach and to decry their 

imprisonment as unjust.  According to Semple, large crowds sometimes gathered because 

of the excitement, and a few conversions took place as a result.
203

   

Shared persecution also became a factor that led to the growing trust between 

Separates and Regulars in Virginia.  Both groups experienced persecution enough to be 

driven together toward the shared goal of religious liberty.  It is also interesting to note 

that it was in those moments when Regulars were most like their Separate Baptist 

counterparts, that persecution was most likely. The accounts of Semple and Benedict both 

seem to indicate that the greater the fervency, or perhaps even more simply, the greater 

the volume of the preachers, the more likely they were to attract negative attention from 

the colonial magistrates and be accused of disturbing the peace.
204
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Despite this persecution, or perhaps because of it, Regular Baptists grew in the 

years leading up to the war.  Persecution often earned the Baptists the support and 

affection of the rebellious frontier population who felt slighted by the colonial 

government with its tidewater identity.  According to Benedict, despite oppression and 

persecution, the Baptist cause in Virginia “still flourished and went forward; new 

churches were constituted, and young preachers raised up.”
205

 

The one colony where Regular Baptists failed to flourish (at least in numerical 

terms) during the immediate prelude to war was North Carolina. The likely culprit for 

this lack of growth was controversy in the Kehukee Association.  As stated in Chapter 

Two above, the Kehukee Association was originally a group of General Baptist churches 

that had been reconstituted as a Regular Baptist association under the direction of 

representatives from the Philadelphia Baptist Association.  In the move to reconstitute the 

Association, however, the Philadelphia ministers either overlooked or failed to consider 

the differences in General Baptist and Regular Baptist understandings of conversion.
206

   

These differences in the doctrine of conversion eventually led to sharp 

disagreements in the Association.  The resulting conflict which played out over several 

years beginning in 1773 captured the attention of everyone in the Association, and with 

their attentions captured by controversy, the Regular Baptists of North Carolina failed to 
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expand in the years leading up to the Revolution in the same way that their counterparts 

did in other states.
207

  Somewhat surprisingly, however, that would soon change. 

Southern Baptist Activity During the War 

Most standard characterizations of religious activity during the Revolutionary 

War note how difficult it was for churches and religion during the period.  Sydney 

Ahlstrom states, “The churches experienced a period of distraction, disruption, and 

decline, for reasons that any political and military history of the period make obvious.”
208

  

William McLoughlin, in his history of revivalism states, “The revival spirit  . . .  

collapsed after 1776.”
209

  John Boles, speaking specifically of the fortunes of religion in 

Virginia, makes a similar point when he argues that despite the growing strength of 

revivalistic religion at the beginning of the war, “it lost during the ensuing decade much 

of whatever influence and support it had gained.”
210

  

Some Baptist historians have offered similar descriptions of southern Baptist life 

during the War.  According to Robert Torbet, “the preoccupation of the Baptists with the 

struggle for independence produced a gradual deterioration of their religious life.”
211

  

William Lumpkin states it even more strongly:  “From the outbreak of the war and for 
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some years after its conclusion, the Baptist movement showed a marked decline in 

growth.”
212

 

Certainly, it is fair to say that the Revolutionary War had a huge impact upon 

religious life in general and southern Baptist life in particular.  Many prominent Baptist 

ministers were patriots whose lives were at risk from British forces.  Oliver Hart had fled 

Charleston in February of 1780 because of his well-known identity as an American 

patriot.  Edmund Botsford, the pastor of the Welsh Neck church, joined Hart in leaving 

South Carolina and heading north to safer locations.  Richard Furman followed both men 

a few months later.  The records also indicate that Daniel Marshall was the only Baptist 

minister in Georgia who remained with his congregation for the entirety of the war.
213

   

As a result, several churches, including the First Baptist Church of Charleston, went 

without a pastor during the latter half of the war.  Regulars and Separates alike, then, 

were greatly impacted by the War. 

Interestingly, however, the turmoil of the war does not seem to have halted 

Baptist growth (at least not in terms of the start of new churches) as the many negative 

characterizations of the war period seem to imply. For instance, in Virginia the Separates 

added an additional thirty-seven churches from 1775 to 1783.
214

  While this marks a 

slower pace than the Separates had experienced before the war, it is still represents a 

growth rate of fifty percent during the conflict.  
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Baptists in North Carolina also added churches during the Revolution.  Though 

Stearns’ death initially left the Sandy Creek Association without firm leadership, by the 

advent of the Revolution the churches of the Association began to reassert themselves.  

As a result, Baptists in North Carolina added twenty-five new churches during the period 

of the Revolution.
215

   

In South Carolina, the Separates continued to struggle, constituting only two 

churches during the War.   The Regular Baptists, on the other hand, increased the pace at 

which churches were constituted during the period.  According to King, records indicate 

that eight Regular Baptist churches were constituted during the War.
216

 

This sustained, albeit slow, pace of growth among southern Baptists challenges 

the historiographical consensus concerning the period in question.  More will be offered 

on the implications of this numerical growth for southern Baptist identity and the 

historiography of early American religion below. 

While the data indicates that southern Baptists did add churches during the war, 

very little else is known of the corporate life of Baptist churches and associations during 

this period.  Indeed, many associations ceased to meet for extended periods during the 

war, and individual churches often failed to send or even keep records during this period.  
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When the war was over, a more detailed picture once again emerged, and the picture that 

emerged was one of unity and growth for southern Baptists. 

The Post-War Period:  Revival Promotes Unity 

The years following the Revolutionary War saw the renewal of Baptist 

associational life, but now the desire for Baptist unity, which had brought these 

associations into existence in the first place, began to assume more importance.  The post 

war years would soon see the formation of a cohesive southern Baptist identity as 

Separate Baptists and Regular Baptist began a process of unification throughout the 

southern states.   

Friendships had already begun to form across the lines of demarcation.  For 

example, Edmund Botsford and Daniel Marshall were, from their very first encounter, 

highly complimentary of each other, and often opened their pulpits to one another.
217

 

Friendships began the process of breaking down the barriers between the two groups, and 

were part of the impetus for unification. 

Another impetus for unification was the zeal for associational life that 

characterized Baptist life flowing out of Philadelphia and Charleston.  As stated in 

Chapter Two above, the Philadelphia stream of Baptist identity was both highly activist 

in its organizational style, and also zealous concerning the relationships these Baptists 

built and maintained (such as their early work with the Kehukee Association).  This same 

drive continued to display itself among southern Regulars as well.  Indeed, the Ketocton 

Association which had broached the subject of merging with the Separate Baptists in 
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Virginia as early as 1769 was a group of churches that had originally been a part of the 

Philadelphia Association, before deciding to form their own association in Virginia.  The 

desire for merger, then, was already present among some Separates and Regulars.  

So far, however, the distinctives of the Separates and Regulars had prevented the 

move toward full unity.  The Regulars were not only thorough Calvinists, but they also 

placed a high value on doctrinal conformity.  The concrete expression of this conformity 

was an adherence to the London/Philadelphia Confession within all Regular Baptist 

associations in the South.
218

  

Separate Baptists, by comparison, were more diverse theologically.  Some 

Separate Baptists left far more room for free will and human initiative in the process of 

salvation than their Regular Baptist counterparts.  This diversity also led the Separate 

Baptists to be more latitudinarian about theological difference.  Theological 

systematizing just was not as important to the Separates as it was to the Regulars, because 

the Separates emphasized religious experience over doctrinal content.   

These differences were made evident in one of the aborted attempts at union that 

took place prior to the Revolutionary War.  In 1769, the Ketocton Association, a Regular 

Baptist association in Virginia, sent messengers to a meeting of the Separate Baptists in 

Virginia with a proposal for a merger.  According to Edwards, the Separates rejected the 

proposal because they were wary of the pronounced confessionalism of the Regulars.  

The Separates politely stated: “excuse us in love, for we are acquainted with our own 
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order but not so well with yours; and if there is a difference we might ignorantly jump 

into that which might make us rue it.”
219

 

Yet despite this polite rejection, Regulars and Separates were slowly moving 

toward one another.  While the two groups disagreed on certain theological issues, they 

evidenced a growing similarity when it came to the significance of religious experience.  

As stated earlier, the Regulars had inherited from Puritanism a high value on religious 

experience, but Regular Baptists’ early identity as a protest movement meant that the 

connection between conversion and church membership was still in flux in the early 

stages of Regular Baptist life.  Furthermore, the Regulars’ pronounced emphasis on 

human depravity meant that religious experience, while still a key component in their 

theological framework was always subject to doubtful scrutiny and introspection.  This 

was in keeping with Puritanism. 

The Separate Baptists, by contrast, developed not as a result of protest or shifting 

religious convictions, but through an overwhelming emphasis on the individual 

experience of conversion, a “New Birth.”  Separates, then, developed a seamless link 

between conversion and church membership.  And unlike the Puritans and Regulars, the 

Separates tended to place greater confidence in religious experience.   

As the Separates and Regulars began to encounter one another more frequently 

prior to, during, and immediately after the Revolutionary War, both groups were pushed 

to refine and clarify their identity in relation to each other.  For the Regulars, this meant 

additional clarification related to the significance of religious experience in the 

conversion process.  As stated above, in 1773 the Kehukee Association had considered 
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the possibility of union with the Separates.  The conversation between the two groups 

provoked a controversy, however, concerning the relationship between conversion and 

church membership. The Separates’ emphasis upon an definitive experience of salvation 

as an absolute prerequisite to baptism proved problematic because a number of 

individuals (including several ministers) in the Kehukee Association had been baptized as 

General Baptists, and were seen as having been baptized prior to true conversion.  

Lemuel Burkitt (1750-1806), one of the strongest leaders in the Association, pushed the 

Association and its member churches to expel all of its members “who had, according to 

their own confessions, been baptized prior to saving experience.”
220

   

Over a two-year period, it became clear that the majority in the Association would 

follow Burkitt’s lead.  The Association voted to preclude anyone from communion who 

had been baptized without first having received an actual experience of saving grace. Any 

church that included such individuals as members would be considered disorderly and 

rejected as a member church of the Association. As a result of this “reformation,” the 

Kehukee Association was reconstituted in 1777 and added to its number some 

congregations that had formerly been Separate Baptist churches.
221

   

It is also interesting to note that in order to guard against the errors that had 

provoked the necessity for reformation, the Association also considered and adopted a 

confessional statement at that 1777 meeting, which in retrospect, is somewhat ironic.  

The experiential emphasis of the Separates had pushed the Regulars, led by Burkitt, to 
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reform the Association.  And yet, in order to maintain this experiential emphasis, the now 

unified body of Regulars and Separates felt it necessary to formalize the emphasis within 

a written confession.  Given the Separates’ lack of experience with confessional 

statements, it is likely that the Regulars took the lead in drafting the statement, and thus, 

it should be of no great surprise to note that it was strongly Calvinistic in its language.
222

  

More will be offered on the significance of the statement below. 

The “reformation” of the Kehukee Association during the War was a precursor to 

the region-wide merger of Regulars and Separates in the following years.
223

   It is 

interesting to note, that the push for union arose out of a shared revival that began in the 

James River Valley in Virginia, which then spread throughout the state.  According to 

Lumpkin, the beginnings of the revival can be traced to the work of John Leland (1754 – 

1841).
224

  Leland moved to Virginia from Massachusetts in 1777.  Immediately upon his 

arrival, he began itinerant preaching throughout the region.  His preaching led to high 
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numbers of conversions.  On a tour of York County, Virginia, over a period of months in 

1779-1780, Leland baptized 130 people.
225

 

A few years later in 1786, Leland joined Samuel Harris in a preaching tour of 

several Virginia counties. Their preaching sparked a revival that spread throughout the 

region, then across the state.  By 1787, the revival had spread beyond the Separates to the 

Regular Baptist churches as well.
226

  By the late 1780s, there was already a high amount 

of cooperation between Separates and Regulars for the promotion of revivals.  Both 

groups were itinerating throughout the state, and occasionally when a Separate preacher 

would make a tour, the end result would be for more conversions and baptisms in nearby 

Regular churches.  The reverse was also occasionally true (even though the process of 

conversion and baptism was more deliberate among the Regulars), and according to 

Lumpkin, it was actually Regular Baptists that promoted the revival more extensively in 

the northern part of the state.
227

  

Simultaneous to the spread of the revival, the Separate Baptists in Virginia had 

reorganized themselves in the state for logistical reasons.  The original Rapidan 

Association had grown so large that it had divided itself into four different associations, 

which worked together as the General Association of Separate Baptists.  In 1784, the 

General Association met to consider dividing into two districts (north and south), and 

created a General Committee to coordinate their work. At that meeting of the General 

Committee, representatives from the Ketocton Association of Regular Baptists were 
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admitted as participants in the organizational process, essentially recognizing the 

Ketocton Association as a member organization.
228

   

The participation of the Ketocton Association in the General Committee paved 

the way for a statewide union of all Separates and Regulars. The only remaining obstacle 

that stood in the way of complete union of the two groups in Virginia was the adoption of 

a confession of faith.  The General Committee had already wrestled with the issue at 

length.  At the first meeting that included delegates from the Ketocton Association, the 

Committee spent considerable time discussing the obstacles to complete union.  

According to Benedict, “the objections on the part of the Separates related chiefly to 

maters of trivial importance, such as dress  . . .  and had been for some time removed, so 

as to be no bar of communion.”
229

 The Regulars on the other hand “complained that the 

Separates were not sufficiently explicit in their principles  . . .  and they kept within their 

communion many who were professed Arminians.”
230

  The Separates responded that 

while the large majority of their body held to the principles that Regular Baptists 

proclaimed in their confessional statements, there were many ministers in their ranks of 

Arminian belief who “were men of exemplary piety and great usefulness in the 

Redeemer’s Kingdom; and they conceived it better to bear with some diversity of opinion 

in doctrines, than to break with men whose Christian deportment rendered them amiable 

in the estimation of all true lovers of genuine godliness.”
231
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Desiring union, both groups approached the issue with a conciliatory tone, and 

were able to hammer out a recommendation to the member bodies that the Philadelphia 

Confession be adopted, but with provision for latitude on certain matters.  This 

recommendation was made to the member bodies in 1787, and delegates from each 

association were invited to the annual meeting of the General Committee, where after 

lengthy debate, the recommendation was passed.
232

  Separates and Regular Baptists in 

Virginia were, thus, united.  

Following this union in Virginia, a similar merger took place among the Separates 

and Regulars in North Carolina.  The two groups did not pursue formal union in South 

Carolina or Georgia, but as new Baptist associations were born in those state, churches 

from both groups came together to create the new bodies.  In Tennessee, the first 

association that came into existence was the Holston Association, and it had included 

churches from both groups from its inception.
233

  

The only place where the two groups failed to merge prior to the turn of the 

century was in Kentucky.  Delegates from the Regular Baptist of the Elkhorn Association 

met with Separate Baptist delegates of the South Kentucky Association. The two groups 

could not agree upon the necessity and application of the Philadelphia Confession, and so 

the attempt at union was abandoned until after the turn of the century when a massive 

revival in the state pushed both groups to reconsider the prospect of union.
234
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How significant was revivalism’s impact on the merger of Regulars and 

Separates?  The question is difficult to answer, because there were a number of other 

factors that also influenced the merger of the two groups.  The Regular and Separates 

already displayed a willingness to work together occasionally for each other’s benefit 

since the arrival of the Separates in the 1750’s, and increasingly so as the years 

progressed.  For instance, John Gano, the regular Baptist minister, though initially held at 

arm’s distance, was asked to preach at the Sandy Creek Association in 1759.  The 

Congaree Baptist Church (a Separate Baptist congregation) sought assistance from Evan 

Pugh (a Regular Baptist minister) to ordain their minister, John Newton, in 1768.  The 

Separates and Regulars also shared a commitment to religious liberty.
235

  Furthermore, 

both groups were primitivistic in their outlook, using scripture to reach back into the past 

for correct beliefs and practices in the present.
236

  So, even though the two groups 

occasionally viewed each other with a certain level of skepticism, they also recognized 

each other as legitimate in terms of authority.   
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It is also true that this period saw a trend toward Calvinistic confessionalism 

among the Separates, which, no doubt, made their union easier.  Theological 

disagreements remained, however, even as the Separates and Regulars began, first, to 

work together for the promotion of revivals, and second, to experience the remarkable 

growth that characterized this period of southern Baptist history.
237

 

It is this fact, however, the union of the Separates and Regulars despite the 

presence of theological diversity, which points so strongly to revivalism’s influence on 

the merger.  The Regulars had slowly begun to place greater confidence in the individual 

believer’s religious experience during the conversion process.  By extension they also 

began to extend greater trust to Separate Baptist ministers who, despite a tendency toward 

Arminianism (or at least theological latitudinarianism) promoted revivals, and insistently 

preached the need for conversion.  Indeed, according to the grounds of agreement laid 

down in Virginia, what made theological diversity acceptable to the “United Baptists” 

was the fact that those of more Arminian sentiment were “men of great usefulness in the 

Redeemer’s kingdom.”  Usefulness was a code word for effectiveness in promoting 

revivals.  In short, the merger of the Separates and Regulars would have been impossible 

if not for revivalism. 

The 1790s:  Revivals Disappear 

For a few years after the Separates and Regulars were united, southern Baptists 

continued to experience revivals and numerical growth.  At the annual meeting of the 

Dover Association of Virginia in 1789, the delegates acknowledged that it was a “time of 
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great revival.”  Throughout the association, the news from the churches “teemed with the 

most glorious intelligence. Their labors by day and by night, were abundantly blessed.  

The souls of the saints were comforted, and very many sinners were won over to 

Christ.”
238

    

  Beginning in the 1790s, however, Baptists throughout the South slowly started 

to complain about the state of their churches, and of the lack of revival. The minutes of 

the Dover Association in 1794 reported correspondence from twenty-two churches.  

Their letters “said nothing of revival, but of the contrary.”
239

  In 1800, the circular letter 

of the Georgia Baptist Association complained of the coldness and languor that 

characterized the state of its churches, and of the current spirit of worldliness and 

materialism in the state.
240

 

So bad was the state of religion among southern Baptists during this brief period 

that even the most capable ministers were tempted to despair.  Edmund Botsford wrote a 

friend that, due to the negative spirit of the day, he was considering whether or not to 

leave his congregation.  Attendance was down. “Infidelity” seemed to be increasing. 

Overall, his people and the surrounding community struck Botsford as both hard and cold 

of heart.  Botsford states: “I was in hopes some time ago it was midnight with us, but not 
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I now begin to fear I was mistaken for little has changed since last we spoke.  In cold 

winter nights, it often seems a long time from midnight to morning.”
241

 

What was happening?  Was this period a time of true decline or something else?  

Recent historiographical examination has focused on this very question.  In their book, 

The Churching of America, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark set out to provide an answer.  

Quoting several major historians of American religion, they report that the 

historiographical consensus for some time has been that the final years of the eighteenth 

century were the period of the lowest “ebb tide” in the history of American 

Christianity.
242

  Finke and Stark, however, disagree with this conclusion.
243

  Citing 

sophisticated statistical analysis of the numerical growth of various denominations from 

1776 up until 1850, they argue that the “ebb tide” characterization was the mistaken 

notion of the leadership of those whose denominations failed to grow during the period.  

The “losers” wrote the history, so to speak.  As this dissertation will show in later 

chapters, Finke and Stark have a point.  From the perspective of seventy-five years of 

growth (the bulk of which will be examined in succeeding chapters), Baptists (and 

southern Baptists in particular) did, with few exceptions, experience consistent and 
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impressive growth throughout the period.  One of those exceptions, however, was exactly 

the period in question.  A more detailed analysis will be offered below in the examination 

of the numerical make up of Baptist identity during the period. For now, however, let it 

suffice to say that every existing southern Baptist association that was tracking statistical 

data such as conversion and total membership during the final decade of the eighteenth 

century saw a significant decline in the rate of conversions during the period, and many 

associations saw a decrease in overall membership.
244

 Contrary to the argument made by 

Finke and Stark, it was not only the “losing” denominations such as the 

Congregationalists and Episcopalians who were lamenting the state of their churches, but 

numerous southern Baptist witnesses as well.  As the eighteenth century came to a close, 

southern Baptists felt a sense of crisis that would only dissipate as a new region wide 

revival spread outward from Kentucky at the turn of the Century. 

Southern Baptist Practices:  1770-1800 

Having offered a chronological overview of the period in question, this chapter 

will now turn to an examination of each of the three strands of southern Baptist identity 

that are the focus of this dissertation.  This examination will begin with a look at the way 

that the practices of southern Baptists were (and were not) shaped by revivalism over the 

final three decades of the eighteenth century. 
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 Just as the Regulars and Separates began to forge an organizational unity during 

the period, both groups of Baptists also moved toward one another in the practical ways 

they embodied the faith.  One of the ways this displayed itself for the Regulars was in 

greater “warmth” in preaching and worship.  When Regulars and Separates first began to 

overlap one another’s area of work and influence, the zeal of the Separates seemed 

extreme and occasionally even bizarre to the more formal Regular Baptists.  Take, for 

instance, the following account of a baptismal service offered to Morgan Edwards by a 

young Regular Baptist minister named Daniel Fristoe who described it in his journal.  

Separate Baptists had begun to make great inroads into the tidewater region, and the 

resulting shift in religious practices seemed a bit bewildering to the young minister. 

Sat., June 15, 1771.  This day I began to act as an ordained minister, and never 

before saw such manifest appearances of God’s working and devil’s raging at one 

time and in one place  . . . . The next day (being Sunday) about 2000 people came 

together.  Many more offered for baptism, 13 of which were judged worthy. 

    As we stood by the water the people were weeping and crying in a most 

extraordinary manner; and others cursing and swearing and acting like men 

possessed.  In the midst of this, a tree tumbled down, being overloaded with 

people who (Zacheus like) had climbed up to see baptism administered; the 

coming down of that tree occasioned the adjacent trees to fall also being loaded in 

the same manner; but none were hurt. 

    When the ordinance was administered and I had laid hands on the parties 

baptized, we sang those charming words of Dr. Watts, “Come we that fear the 

Lord.”  The multitude sang and wept and smiled in tears, holding up their hands 

and countenances toward heaven in such a manner as I had not seen before. 

    In going home I turned to look at the people who remained by the water side 

and saw some screaming on the ground, some wringing their hands, and some in 

ecstasies  of joy, some praying, others cursing and swearing and exceedingly 

outrageous.  We have seen strange things today.
245

  

Fristoe’s experience was by no means unique.  Separates and Regulars began to 

encounter and influence one another almost from the time that Stearns and his small band 

settled in North Carolina.  Explosive growth meant that despite the Regulars’ longer 
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presence in the region, the two groups tended to relate to each other on an equal level, 

with both groups bringing their respective strengths to the table.    

In the earliest days of their interaction, the data seem to indicate that the Separates 

had a stronger influence on the practices of the Regulars, than the other way around. 

Benedict relates the story of what was once a General Baptist church in Opeckon that 

joined the Philadelphia Baptist Association after rejecting General Baptist principles.  It 

seems, however, that their “identity crisis” was not yet complete when the Separates 

began to influence the congregation.  Benedict states, “The Opeckon church united with 

Philadelphia Association soon after its renovation, in 1757.  They became very warm and 

animated in their religious exercises  . . .  after Mr. Marshall and the zealous Separates 

came amongst them; and they soon went to such lengths in their New Light career, that 

some of the less engaged members lodged a complaint against them in the Association to 

which they belonged.”
246

 

 Another way in which Regular Baptists began to adopt the themes and emphases 

of the Separates was in the extent to which they emphasized personal experience as the 

key ingredient in the process of conversion.  Take, for example, an encounter that 

Edmund Botsford had with a man named Lewis Savidge that Botsford encountered on an 

itinerating tour of the region surrounding his church.  Benedict details the story as 

follows: 

Savidge.  I suppose you are the baptist minister who is to preach to-day at Kiokee. 

Botsford. Yes sir:  will you go? 

Savidge.  No:  I am not fond of the Baptists; they think nobody is baptized but 

themselves. 

Botsford.  Have you been baptized? 
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Savidge.  To be sure I have, according to the rubric. 

Botsford.  How do you know? 

Savidge.  How do I know, why my parents told me I was; that is the way I know. 

Botsford. Then you do not know, you have only the information of others. 

 

After this short parley, the minister mounted his horse and rode on, and left his 

opponent to meditate on the short but peculiar interview.  How do you know? kept 

running through his mind, and harassed him continually, until he came out fully 

on Baptist ground.  He was baptized by Mr. Marshall, immediately began to 

preach, and was still in the ministry when I was there in 1810.
247

 

 

Botsford was not the only Regular Baptist to place such an emphasis on the value 

of religious experience.  As stated above, leaders of the Kehukee Association such as 

Lemuel Burkitt placed such a high value on religious experience within the process of 

conversion that they fought a battle over the issue which initially split the association.  

They even went so far as to require such experiences within the conversion process as a 

part of their confession of faith. By the turn of the century, then, there was largely no 

distinction between those who had been Regulars and those who had been Separates in 

the extent to which each emphasized religious experience.  Both groups considered 

religious experience not only important, but an absolutely essential component of a 

theology of conversion. 

If it can be documented that the Regulars grew to resemble the Separates in the 

value they placed upon emotion and experience in the way they practiced their faith, it is 

also fair to say that over time, the Separates began to resemble the Regulars in their 

manner of preaching, at least to some extent.  According to early Baptist historian Robert 

Baylor Semple, by the conclusion of the post Revolutionary revival in Virginia (1785-

1792) the former Separates slowly began to discard the more extreme manifestations that 

had earlier characterized their preaching style.  Semple states:  
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From this revival, great changes took place  . . .  Their preachers were become 

much more correct in their manner of preaching: A great many odd tones, 

disgusting whoops and awkward gestures, were disused:  In their matter also, they 

had more of sound sense and strong reasoning.  Their zeal was less mixed with 

enthusiasm, and their piety became more rational.  They were much more 

numerous, and of course, in the eyes of the world, more respectable  . . .  This 

could not, but influence their manners and spirit more or less.  Accordingly, a 

great deal of that simplicity and plainness, that rigid scrupulosity about little 

matters, which so happily tends to keep us at a distance from greater follies, was 

laid aside.  Their mode of preaching was also somewhat changed.  At their first 

entrance into the state, though not incoherent in their method and language, they 

were quite correct in their views upon all subjects of primary importance.  No 

preachers ever dealt out to their hearers, the nature of experimental religion, more 

clearly and more warmly.  As their respectability increased, the preachers and 

their hearers found a relish for stronger meat, which, to a proper extent, was very 

suitable:  but it too often happened in indulging this, that party spirit, and even 

vanity, had too much influence, To dive deeply into the mysteries of the gospel;  

to tell, or to make plausible guess, about what happened before the world was 

made;  or what will happen before it shall end;  looked more wise, and excited 

more applause, than to travel in the old track.
248

 

 

Semple’s statement implies several important points regarding the shifting nature 

of Baptist preaching during this period.  First, Semple indicates that the emotional 

content of preaching was, relative to earliest days of Separate Baptist life in the South, in 

decline during the period in question.  Stearns and his first wave of young followers, had 

aimed to touch the hearts of their listeners not only to open them to the necessity of the 

New Birth, but also as a kind of proof that the spiritual transformation was taking place.    

Emotion and experience were broad enough in scope that appealing to emotion gave the 

Separate ministers and their hearers a way to verify that God was present and working in 

their midst. 

There was a law of diminishing returns, however, in that the more extreme 

examples of this emotionalism (the whoops, gestures, and tones to which Semple refers) 

                                                 
248

 Semple, 38-39. 

 



 129 

in some ways acted to prevent southern Baptists from gaining converts in the post 

Revolutionary period, as these practices struck the upper and middle classes of the 

tidewater region, as well as many new immigrants to the region, as bizarre.
249

   

This is not to suggest that emotional content did not continue to be a major 

component of southern Baptist preaching, quite the contrary, but in the post-

Revolutionary period, as the Separates and Regulars began to merge, unspoken 

boundaries acceptable to both groups were slowly developed that eliminated the extremes 

of both.   

For the Separates, this was the elimination of extreme emotional tones, and 

gestures, for the Regulars this meant a move toward a more extemporaneous form of 

preaching.  By the late eighteenth century, even the venerable and learned ministers 

emerging out of the Charleston tradition were declaring their preference for a freer 

preaching style that enabled the preacher to connect with his congregation.  William 

Johnson (1782-1862) recalled a time when Edmund Botsford was preaching before the 

Charleston Association, and he commented upon stylistic issues.  Johnson recalls “after 

reading his text as follows, ‘whom ye preach, etc.’ he turned round to his ministering 

brethren on the stand, and put his finger upon the word ‘preach,’ saying ‘See, brethren, it 

is preach not read.’”
250

  The result of these stylistic compromises was the incorporation of 

a revivalistic style of preaching in nearly all southern Baptist preaching.  At the same 

time these compromises also limited emotionalism. 
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While many southern Baptist practices were in flux during this period due to the 

merger of the Separates and Regulars, there were also other revivalistic innovations that 

were not the direct results of the merger.  One such innovation was the apparent growth 

in congregational singing of hymns.  As stated in Chapter Two, hymn-singing had 

already appeared among southern Baptists prior to the final three decades of the 

eighteenth century, though the extent of its impact in southern Baptist life did not yet 

seem to be great.  In the years leading up to and following the American Revolution, 

however, hymn singing seems to have taken on a broader role in southern Baptist life.   

Take the example of the Cashaway congregation, a Regular Baptist church that 

was part of the Charleston Association in South Carolina.  The church had formerly been 

a branch congregation of the Welsh Neck church, but in 1767, took steps to become a 

self-governing body.  Part of that process was the writing of a Church Covenant and a set 

of Articles of Faith, which were drawn up by their pastor, Evan Pugh.  Article Twelve of 

the covenant mentions congregational singing and hymns.  The covenant states:  “We 

believe that singing of Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs vocally is an ordinance of the 

Gospel to be performed by Believers and that every one ought to be left to their liberty in 

using it.”
251

  Including the statement in their church covenant suggests both that some 

controversy must have existed over the practice of singing hymns and spiritual songs (the 

singing of Psalms having been established for a longer period of time).  All southern 

Baptists including both Regulars and Separates maintained a pronounced strand of 

primitivism that tended to work against the adoption of any new practices not specifically 
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mentioned in scripture in general, and the New Testament in particular.  The Cashaway 

church, obviously then, saw the need to defend such practices to the outside world.
252

  

Yet while records indicate that the Cashaway church was among the first to sanction 

hymn singing officially, behind the scenes the practice was growing rapidly in the 

Revolutionary period.  Much of that growth can be associated with the growth of 

revivalism.   

In the years after the Separates began their work in the South, conversion 

narratives of those who experienced saving grace often times mentioned how music or 

the words of hymns were key components in the process of conversion.  John Taylor 

(1752-1835), one of the most well known Baptist preachers in the history of Kentucky, 

tells of how a verse from the hymn “I’m Not Ashamed to Own My Lord” by Isaac Watts 

played a role in his conversion.  In 1772, Taylor had been in attendance, for the first time, 

at a Separate Baptist church meeting.  While there, Taylor fell under conviction, and 

desired to leave to find a place to pray privately.  Taylor states that a verse “kept 

repeating in my mind till I got out of the door, when it kindled into a heavenly flame.  It 

seemed that the name of Jesus never sounded so sweet before.”
253
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James Taylor tells a similar story for a Virginia Baptist preacher named James 

Garnett. Garnett had been attending a Separate Baptist church for several months, and his 

conviction of sin had been growing during that time.  Finally, he reached a point of crisis. 

Taylor states:  “On arriving in site of Blue Run Meetinghouse, he heard the saints singing 

the well known hymn of Dr. Watts, ‘Lord What a Wretched Land is This!’  It made such 

an impression on his mind that before he reached the house, he fell to the ground, unable 

to proceed farther.  He felt the full force of those words  . . .  Thus guilty, condemned, 

and almost in despair, he lay until the singers reached the words of the same hymn, ‘But 

Judah’s lion guards the way, And guides the strangers home.’  At this moment his mind 

was relieved, and he found peace.”
254

   

These stories suggest how important congregational singing was becoming in 

fostering the revivalistic spirit.  Timothy Smith’s definition of “special efforts to secure 

conversions amidst excited group emotions” leads one almost inevitably to think of the 

role that music must have played in such efforts.  Few, if any, tools that early southern 

Baptists used worked better to create the full and necessary range of communal emotions 

associated with the revival spirit than congregational singing.   According to historian 

Dickson Bruce in his definitive work on the “plain folk” style of religion, group singing 

was a highly significant element in the growth of revivalism.  Those under conviction 

were subjected to a powerful psychological impetus provided by each congregational 

hymn.  Those who had already experienced salvation could sing both of the horrible 

plights of those who did not know God, but also with joy of the assurance of salvation.  
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Those present who had not experienced salvation, however, sang with the tension of not 

having such assurance, thus creating a dilemma that could only be resolved through the 

process of salvation.   According to Bruce, then, even though “the dominant concern of 

frontier religion was with the individual soul  . . .  the sense of belonging  . . .  was an 

inseparable part of every individual’s salvation.”
255

   

Furthermore, the “songs were virtual descriptions of the conversion process, 

defining how that process should take place and what each saint could hope to achieve 

from it.”
256

  Corporate singing among southern Baptists then reinforced, through the text, 

the process of salvation, and through the practice of group singing, the relational 

necessity of salvation. 

In future decades, southern Baptists would become prolific composers of religious 

music, but in the period before and after the Revolution, southern Baptists were still 

borrowing from English sources, especially from the work of Isaac Watts (1674-1748).  

Just as John Taylor’s narrative indicates, when conversion narratives mentioned music or 

lyrics, typically the work of Watts was noted.  In his book on Virginia Baptist ministers, 

James Taylor tells the story of how Watts’  “Come We That Love the Lord” was a part of 

the conversion narrative of Jeremiah Moore, a Virginia Baptist preacher.  On Easter of 

1771, Moore had begun to come under conviction when his wife returned from a Baptist 

meeting.  A few days later, he attended church with her and the service began by singing 

the hymn by Watts.  According to Taylor:  “the following words, ‘Let those refuse to sing 
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that never knew our God,’ came with power.  He felt that he knew not God; and deep 

distress filled his soul.  For a considerable time he was left to mourn that he could not 

mourn  . . .  At length, through the goodness of God, he was enabled to feel the remission 

of his sins through the blood of the Lamb, to the unspeakable joy of his heart.”
257

 

Though the revivalistic religious groups in America can be viewed through a 

number of lenses, historian George Pullen Jackson sees them in a long line of dissenting 

religious groups in the English-speaking world.  Jackson argues that the emotion laden 

and populist oriented revivalists began a process of rejecting the singing of Psalms 

mainly because the practice of Psalm singing could neither create nor sustain the fervent 

religious enthusiasm that characterized early American revivals. Lacking a body of their 

own hymnody, however, these revivalistic groups in America reached back into recent 

English history and seized upon a “folk-selected anthology from the pens of two to three 

generations of intensely and emotionally religious youth, dissenters all.”
258

  Among these 

dissenters was Isaac Watts who helped shape the attitudes of the broader 

Puritan/Dissenter religious consensus in England, which included English Baptist life.   

Though no definitive record exists of the songs being sung by southern Baptists 

during the final decades of the eighteenth century, and even though the works of other 

hymn writers were likely also in circulation, it is probably safe to draw at least two 

contrasting conclusions from the southern Baptist penchant during the Revolutionary 
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period to borrow from English sources, especially Watts.
259

  First, as the conversion 

narratives of numerous Baptist witnesses show, using hymns allowed for a more 

communal experience of worship for southern Baptists, which likely amplified 

revivalistic tendencies. On the other hand, the hymns of Watts (and other English hymn 

writers influenced by Puritanism) tended to reflect a Calvinistic theological framework 

more aligned with Regular Baptist faith and practice than with the more populist fervor of 

the Separates.  Take, for instance, the words of one of Watts’ hymns contained in an 

appendix published in Boston in 1760.  The hymn reads:  

Vain are the hopes, the sons of Men on their own Works have built; their hearts 

by nature all unclean, and all their Actions Guilt.  Let Jew and Gentile stop their 

Mouths without a murmuring Word, and the whole race of Adam stand guilty 

before the Lord.  In vain we ask God’s righteous Law to justify us now, since to 

convince and to condemn is all the Law can do.  Jesus how glorious is thy Name 

we trust!  Our Faith receives a Righteousness that makes the Sinner just.
260

 

Watts’ lyrics display a rich, though decidedly Calvinistic theological content.  Watts 

contrasts the justifying power of the Law with the justifying power of faith in Jesus 

Christ, a contrast present in much of transatlantic Puritanism’s theology of the covenant.   
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 Unlike many of the hymns and popular songs that began to emerge along the 

American frontier in the early nineteenth century, Watts’ hymns contained strongly 

theocentric lyrics.  Take the first two verses of Hymn LXXXIV, found in his Hymns and 

Spiritual Songs:  “Jehovah speaks, let Isr’el hear, Let all the Earth rejoice and fear, While 

GOD’s eternal son proclaims his sovereign Honours, and his Names: I am the Last, and I 

the First, the Saviour GOD, and GOD the just; There’s none beside pretend to shew such 

Justice and Salvation too.  Ye that in shades of darkness dwell.”
261

  The theocentric 

hymns of Watts and other English hymn writers touched the hearts of Christians on both 

sides of the Atlantic, but they were written as much with the Puritan desire for doctrinal 

clarity in mind, as to create the sense of urgency and emotionalism that revivalists often 

associated with the New Birth.  

Still, lacking the kind of experiential and anthropocentric hymnody that would 

emerge a generation later, the “restrained revivalism” of the English hymn writers 

proved temporarily adequate to meet the demand for music capable of creating a 

revival spirit.  During the Virginia revival of 1785 – 1791, singing was a key 

component in sustaining the revival as it spread across the state.  According to 

Virginia Baptist historian Garnett Ryland, “bands went singing to meetings, sang 

after preaching, went singing home and from fields, shops and houses ‘made the 

heavens ring’ with ‘spiritual songs.’”
262
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One future Baptist minister, Andrew Broaddus (1770-1848), was forbidden by his 

father to attend revival meetings that were being held at neighboring home. Broaddus, 

however, still went outside to listen to the Baptist singing.  Though having no other 

contact with the revival taking place, the music alone was enough to touch his heart.  In 

his latter years, it still seemed to him “more like the music of heaven” than any to which 

he had ever listened.
263

  Broaddus was not alone.  The growth of congregational singing 

was among the most significant changes driven by the growth of revivalism among 

southern Baptists during the years surrounding the Revolutionary War. 

While some practices such as congregational singing began to show marked 

change during the final three decades of the eighteenth century, other practices changed 

more slowly, if at all.  One of those practices was the practice of conversion.  Even as the 

Regulars and Separates began the process of merging their two movements, those who 

with ties to Regular Baptist life still displayed the multi-state, highly introspective 

conversion process similar to the Puritan pattern.  

In 1787, Jesse Mercer (1769-1841) went through the lengthy process of 

conversion.  Though Mercer was a southern Baptist of the eighteenth century, his 

narrative could just easily been authored by an American or even English Puritan a 

century earlier.  He first began to be convicted of his own “wickedness” at the age of 

fifteen. 

At this age, I was seriously impressed with a sense of the wickedness of my heart, 

and its alienation from God.  I believed he was too holy to conform himself to my 

pleasure, and allow me to live in sin, and not bring me into judgment for it.  I 

feared the judgment, because I had done only evil and that continually; and now 

to do good and please was the important work before me.  This I believed was to 

                                                 
263

 Andrew Broaddus, Sermons and Other Writings with a Memoir of His Life, ed. 

J.B. Jeter (New York:  Lewis Colby, 1852), 12.  



 138 

be accomplished by praying, reading the scriptures, and going to meeting to hear 

the gospel preached.  To all this I gave attention, with sometimes more and 

sometimes less anxiety and diligence for nearly three years, when I found myself 

nothing better, but rather worse that when I first began to seek the Lord.  My heart 

became hard and unfeeling, and I wondered that God, who was angry with the 

wicked every day, had not long since cut me off and sent me to destruction, --a 

condemnation which my conscience could not but have approved.  I now felt a 

deeper and more abiding concern, but what to do I knew not, for it was now 

suggested that there was no hope for me, but that the time once was, when I first 

sought the Lord, when my conscience was tender, when I was young and had 

committed but little sin, that the Saviour would have taken me in the arms of his 

love and blessed me; but, inasmuch as I had cast off those early impressions, and 

desired that God would connive at my love of sin, and still take me to heaven 

when I died, and thus rejected the Lord in my childhood, the promise “suffer little 

children to come unto me and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of 

heaven,” was to me lost, for ever lost.  I now thought I was given over to unbelief 

and hardness of heart, to spend the remainder of my days in hopeless despair.  

Whatever my end might be, it was, however my heart’s desire that might sin no 

more.  I now thought I had a clear view of the plan of salvation through Jesus 

Christ, and saw plainly how sinners might be saved who would come unto him 

aright, confessing their sins and believing on his name.  Seeing it thus, I tried with 

all the faculties of my soul to believe, but could not; and so I was concluded I had 

not come aright, and was rejected.  I was glad, and in my greatest distress rejoiced 

that others could believe in Christ, and by believing, flee the wrath to come.  My 

heart’s desire was to be holy, and I loved God because he was holy.  I trembled at 

the thoughts of the great day of final retribution, when I must be driven out from 

the presence of the great God who made me, and whom I adored.  My secret 

desire then was, that others might be saved, for I wanted none to accompany me 

in my banishment from Heaven to the regions of misery and despair to which I 

believed I was doomed.  I had been some three years earnestly seeking the 

forgiveness of my sins, and had seen the time when I could weep over them, but 

now my heart was hardened, and my tears all dried up, save only to weep because 

I could not weep.  While on the verge of despair, I was walking alone along a 

narrow, solitary path in the woods, poring over my helpless case, and saying to 

myself wo is me!  wo, wo is me! for I am undone for ever!  I would I were a beast 

of the field!—At length, I found myself standing with my eyes steadfastly fixed 

on a small oak that grew by the path-side, and earnestly wishing that I could be 

like the little oak when it died and crumbled to dust.  At that moment light broke 

into my soul, and I believed in Christ for myself and not another, and went on my 

way rejoicing.
264
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Like the Puritans before him, Mercer’s lengthy narrative shows multiple phases of 

conviction.  As stated above in Chapter Two, different Puritans numbered different 

phases, but clearly discernible in Mercer’s narrative are humiliation (a deep awareness of 

not only of one’s sinfulness, but also that the individual is the cause of that condition), 

legal obedience (an attempt to justify one’s self through outward religious acts), and 

despair (the painful recognition that one’s own works can contribute nothing to the 

process of salvation).  Mercer’s narrative also clearly displays the moment of exaltation, 

which was common not only to Puritan narratives, but also displays itself among the heirs 

of revivalism, including the Separate Baptists.
 265

  Another important aspect of Mercer’s 

conversion narrative that remained a significant part of typical southern Baptist 

understanding of conversion for at least a generation was its location.  Mercer reached the 

moment of conversion while he was alone.  Nor was Mercer the only example of this 

pattern.   

Another pastor to be, Richard Furman, underwent a similar pattern.  Wood 

Furman, Richard’s father, had moved his family from the Charleston area to an interior 

region of the colony in 1770, the High Hills of the Santee.  The Furman family was not 

alone in this move, political developments had opened the interior of the colony to further 

development, and settlers were moving to the region.  Among those settlers were a 

number of Separate Baptists who in 1770 constituted a branch congregation of the 
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Congaree church at High Hills, before becoming an independent church in 1772.
266

  It 

was during the two years of the congregation’s connection with the Congaree church, that 

Furman would first be exposed to Separate Baptist preaching.  Daniel Reese preached 

periodically at the Congaree branch at High Hills, and a couple of months after the 

Furman family arrived in the interior, Reese came to preach at High Hills.   

Reese’s preaching, and the Separate Baptist approach to faith had a great impact 

on Furman.  Thirteen people were presented for baptism on that first night that Furman 

heard Reese preach. As was typical of Separate Baptist gatherings, the service was warm 

and energetic.   In his sermon, Reese touched upon the New Birth, and believer’s 

baptism, and, his sermon, taken together with the baptisms, and the warmth of the 

congregation, “inspired his interest and deepened the religious impressions he had felt 

since childhood.”
267

 

Despite the deep impression the service made upon him, Furman did not respond 

with the emotions typical of others thus moved in Separate Baptist gatherings.  Instead, 

Furman began a process of serious study over the issues with which he had been 

confronted by Reese’s preaching.  Over the next few months, Furman’s examination of 

scripture led him to Baptist conviction concerning believer’s baptism, and when Reese 

returned to the High Hills church, Furman attended the service with the notion of 

presenting himself as a candidate for baptism.  According to biographer Harvey Cook, 

however, Furman became overwhelmed during the service with a “sense of guilt and 

unworthiness” and withdrew from the gathering so that he could struggle alone over what 
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was taking place in his heart and mind.  A brief time later, he returned, and at the 

conclusion of the service that night, he testified to what he believed was the work of 

God’s justifying grace in his heart.
268

   

Thus, Furman’s conversion represents an interesting mix of the way Regular 

Baptists and Separate Baptists experienced conversion.   The initial catalyst for Furman, 

which started the chain of events that led to his conversion, was the communal emotion 

of a Separate Baptist revival.  Every other aspect of his narrative, however, was in 

keeping the Puritan/Regular Baptist pattern. Furman’s earnest examination of the truth of 

scripture is similar to the Puritan attempt to ground the process of salvation in a 

discernible biblical pattern.  So too, was Furman’s individual retreat from the 

congregation to examine for himself was God was doing in his heart.   

What makes Furman’s conversion narrative distinct from Mercer’s however is 

that Furman displayed a Regular Baptist pattern in a Separate Baptist context.  Furman, 

however, was not alone in this regard.   As detailed above, John Taylor, the famous 

Kentucky frontier-preacher, also told of withdrawing from the congregation in order to 

pray, as a part of his conversion narrative.  This is not to imply that every conversion that 

took place during the final three decades of the eighteenth century was long, 

introspective, and solitary.  It is, however, fair to say that the overwhelming majority of 

conversion narratives during this period show similar characteristics, suggesting that 

revivalism was yet to have its strongest influence upon the process of conversion.  It 

would be the mid-nineteenth century, before a significant number of southern Baptist 
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conversion narratives began to display pronounced trend toward greater immediacy as 

influenced by communal emotion. 

So far, the examination undertaken of the shift in southern Baptist methodologies 

during the Revolutionary period has focused mainly on individual or congregational 

practices, but shifts also were taking place on an associational level.  Methodological 

shifts took place in Baptist associations in such ways as a growing focus on itinerant 

preaching, and in even more direct ways as the meetings of southern Baptist associations 

began to become a tool that Baptists used to promote revivals.  Both of these shifts will 

be examined in greater detail in the numerical section below, but one associational 

practice that bears examining in this section, is the practice of associational prayer for 

revival. 

The way that Baptist associations prayed for revival fits the larger pattern of 

shifting southern Baptist methodologies during the Revolutionary period.  Revival had 

become a consistent hope of Baptist associations from their inception in the South, and 

one of the ways they embodied that hope was in the practice of prayer, but the way that 

southern Baptists prayed for revival shows that they still viewed revival from a more 

Calvinistic perspective.   

All southern Baptist associations met at least once annually. Sometimes when an 

association was large geographically, the Association would also conduct various 

regional meetings at certain times of the year.  On the frontier, it was difficult to gather 

more often than that.  Sometimes, however, associations called special meetings, most 

often for prayer. For instance, in the sixteen-year period from the formation of the 

Georgia Baptist Association until 1800, twelve separate gatherings were convened in 



 143 

different churches for days of “humiliation, fasting, and prayer.”
269

   Various reasons 

were given for these prayer gatherings, but by far the most consistent reason for these 

gatherings was to pray “for a revival of religion.”
270

  The Georgia Baptist Association 

was certainly not the only association to pray for revival. Mentions of such prayers are 

sprinkled throughout every set of southern Baptist associational minutes that still exist 

from this period.   

The amount of time that Baptist associations spent praying for revival suggests 

how important revivals had become to the southern Baptist psyche in such a short time.  

Only a half century removed from the time when revival first exploded onto the stage of 

American religion, southern Baptists were beginning to associate the fortunes of their 

movement, and all of American Christianity, with the extent to which revivals were 

prevailing around them.   

The emphasis on praying for revival by Baptist associations also hints, however, 

that revivalism was yet to have its greatest impact upon southern Baptist faith and 

practice.  Southern Baptists prayed fervently for revival, in part, because they still saw 

revival as a “mysterious work of God.”  One searches in vain through eighteenth century 

southern Baptist associational documents for any indication that Baptists believed that a 

revival could be manufactured or worked up.  Even the most fervent Separate Baptists 

still talked as if revivals were simply a gift from God that could not be predicted or 

explained, and their actions exemplified this belief.  As has been mentioned, there were 
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by this time ministers preaching to the unconverted, but with the possible exception of a 

few sporadic mission enterprises aimed at Native Americans, no southern Baptist 

association was actively organizing itself for the express purpose of evangelism.  That 

would not take place until after the turn of the century.   

Obviously, Baptist associational life is a prime example of how revivalism was 

simultaneously growing but in some ways, also being restrained during the final three 

decades of the eighteenth century.  More data will be offered on this phenomenon in the 

numerical section below, but for now, this chapter will turn to the ways in which 

revivalism influenced southern Baptist theological identity during the period surrounding 

the Revolutionary War. 

Southern Baptist Theological Identity: 1770-1800 

 There is a widespread notion in the historiography of American Christianity in 

general, and the history of the Great Awakenings in particular, that the growth of 

revivalism in American Christianity following what have been labeled the first and 

second Great Awakenings was inextricably linked to a rejection of Calvinism. Sydney 

Ahlstrom states:  “The Great Awakening thus became the single most important catalyst 

of that ‘Arminian’ tradition which had been growing surreptitiously and half-consciously 

since the turn of the century.”
271

  Another more particular example can be found in a 

regional survey of southern religious history.  In a chapter on religion in Georgia, 

southern historian Wayne Mixon states:  “By the end of the eighteenth century, 

theological similarities overshadowed differences among Baptists, Methodists, and 

Presbyterians.  Each denomination  . . .  embraced Arminianism, which meliorated the 
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harsh doctrines of Calvinism by espousing the idea of unlimited atonement and by 

contending that the human will played an active part in the process of salvation.”
272

 At 

first glance, southern Baptists seem to fit this mold. As this chapter has asserted, southern 

Baptist practices became more strongly revivalistic in the final three decades of the 

eighteenth century.  Yet, while in their methodologies southern Baptists did become more 

revivalistic during this period, theologically, southern Baptists seem to have reaffirmed 

and even strengthened their commitment to confessional Calvinism during the same 

period.     

In 1767, the Charleston Association formally adopted the Philadelphia adaptation 

of the 1689 London Confession (which by that point had come to be known as the 

Philadelphia Confession).  No extant rationale exists for this adoption, so it is impossible 

to know for certain why the Regulars of the Charleston stream felt the need to take this 

step.  Though it had not formally been adopted prior to this point, the London confession 

(and later the Philadelphia adaptation) had served as the de facto confessional framework 

for the Charleston Association since the days of William Screven.
273

   

In the coming years, several other associations would follow suit, including some 

made up predominantly of Separate Baptists.  In 1785, two new associations in Kentucky, 

the Elkhorn and Salem associations, adopted the Philadelphia Confession as a part of 

                                                 
272

 Wayne Mixon, “Georgia,” Religion in the Southern States, edited by Sam Hill 

(Macon: Mercer University Press, 1983), 83. 

 
273

 This was the statement mentioned by Screven on his death-bed, as detailed in 

Chapter Two. 

 



 146 

their incorporation as a body.
274

  A year later, the Holston Association in Tennessee 

followed suit.
275

   

The Holston Association’s adoption of the Philadelphia Confession was 

particularly noteworthy because until its formal organization as an independent body, its 

churches had existed as an auxiliary arm of the Sandy Creek Association.  One of its 

chief leaders, Tidence Lane, had been among Shubal Stearns’ key assistants prior to his 

death, and yet despite Stearns’ vocal opposition to the Philadelphia Confession, his 

followers in Tennessee adopted it with little opposition.
276

 

Other associations adopted modified or condensed versions of the Philadelphia 

confession.  As mentioned earlier, the Kehukee Association adopted a statement of faith 

based on much of the language of the Philadelphia Confession. According to M.A. 

Huggins, however, Lemuel Burkitt, its author, was “hyper-Calvinistic” and thus the 

language of the statement was even more “rigidly Calvinistic” than the Philadelphia 

Confession.
277

   

The end result of so many southern Baptist associations codifying their doctrinal 

beliefs in associational covenants and statements of faith was a much higher rate of 
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adherence to Calvinist theology among southern Baptists at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century than had existed roughly thirty years earlier. The Separate Baptists, 

who were far less confessional (preferring simply to affirm the authority of scripture) 

outnumbered Regular Baptists greatly in 1770.  It was the Calvinistic confessionalism of 

the Regulars, however, that widely predominated by the end of the period in question.   

Semple describes it in straightforward terms:  “the ultimate consequence of this 

investigation of principles, was, a decrease of Arminianism  . . .  and a much greater 

uniformity in the doctrines of grace.  Some were thought also  . . .  to have pushed the 

Calvinistic scheme, to an Antinomian extreme.”
278

   

What makes the growth of Calvinistic confessionalism so interesting in retrospect,  

is that took place at roughly the same time that southern Baptists were attempting to unite 

across a broad theological spectrum.  The tension that these concurrent trends created is 

evident in the agreement that was forged in Virginia to unite the Regulars and Separates.  

When the delegates met to consider the recommendation to adopt the Philadelphia 

Confession as the confessional statement for the united body of Separates and Regulars, a 

lengthy debate ensued, not only over the Philadelphia Confession, but also over the 

propriety of confessional statements in general.  The debate was not easily resolved, and 

it was not until an additional provision was agreed upon that the Association approved 

the adoption of the confessional statement.  The provision states:  “To prevent its 

usurping a tyrannical power over the consciences of any, we do not mean that every 

person is to be bound to the strict observance of everything therein contained; yet that it 

holds forth the essential truths of the gospel, and that the doctrine of salvation by Christ, 
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and free and unmerited grace alone, ought to be believed by every Christian, and 

maintained by every minister of the gospel.”
279

 

In one sense, this proviso to the adoption of the Philadelphia Confession by 

Virginia Baptists is the theological counterpart to methodological restraint that formerly 

Separate Baptists began to display after the conclusion of the Virginia Revival of 1787-

1792.  The Separates dropped their extreme displays at basically the same time that the 

Regulars agreed to hedge the strict observance of their confessions.  A “restrained 

revivalism” found its counterpart in a “restrained confessionalism” so to speak.  

However, unlike the ongoing shift that the former Separate Baptists were making in their 

practices, the restraint of Calvinistic confessionalism was only temporary. 

Three years after Separates and Regulars merged in Virginia, Georgia Baptists 

experienced a significant theological controversy.  For the first six years of its existence, 

(1784 to 1790), the Georgia Association seems to have operated without any written 

theological statement or rules of order.  The Association included within its ranks a 

significant number of former Separates and Regulars.
280

  According to one of its key 

leaders, Jesse Mercer, some pastors in the Association were strict Calvinists, others were 

virtually Arminian, but many occupied a position somewhere in between.
281

  In 1789, the 

peaceful cooperation across theological lines was disrupted by a minister new to the area. 

Jeremiah Walker (1747-1792), a well-known Baptist minister in both Virginia and 
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Georgia, had recently moved to Georgia.  He brought an aggressive form of Arminianism 

with him from Virginia, and began to extol its virtues among the churches of the Georgia 

Association. Within a short time of his arrival, he and his followers “openly questioned 

the final perseverance of the saints in grace and at once attracted followers in Powelton 

and Phillips Mill churches.”
282

  Both of these congregations requested guidance from the 

association concerning their relations with such members.   

In response to these requests, a five-man committee was created, and asked to 

define the association’s doctrinal stances.  The product of their work was an associational 

Covenant. The Covenant, though relatively brief (consisting only of eight articles) was 

decidedly Calvinistic, and can obviously be seen as a direct answer to Walker’s 

aggressive advocacy for Arminian theology.
283

 Its eight articles contained a Calvinistic 

stance on such key issues as original sin, unconditional and particular election, and the 

eternal perseverance of elect. 

Another example of how internal controversy helped lead to an increase in 

confessionalism was the example of the Kehukee Association. As mentioned above, the 

Kehukee Association struggled over the issue of a rigid soteriology that demanded a set 

pattern in how experience, conversion, and baptism should be linked.  As the vast 
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majority of those in the association believed there was no room for disagreement on such 

vital issues, it is no great surprise that they approved a confession statement that 

guaranteed unity of belief on those matters.   

While these internal disagreements factored in the growth of Calvinistic 

confessionalism, it is more likely that external competition was an even greater factor not 

only in the growth of Calvinism but also in the whole desire for union between Separates 

and Regulars.  Both groups saw a threat in the emerging Methodist denomination. 

According to one of the leading chroniclers of the southern phase of the Great 

Awakening, the high point of Methodist growth and activity overlapped that of the 

explosive growth of the Separate Baptist movement in Virginia.  Though perhaps it 

seems strange today to see the relationship between two similar Christian denominations 

as a competition, Methodists and Baptists (especially Separate Baptists) waged a 

vigorous and occasionally ugly battle for the hearts and minds of common people on the 

frontier.  Lumpkin even argues that it was Methodist growth as much as the beginning of 

the War for Indendepence that slowed the growth of the Separates in the period leading 

up and including the war.
284

   

Part of the battle being fought between Baptists and Methodists was waged within 

the Baptist community.  Several prominent Separate Baptist leaders became strongly 

influenced by the Arminian theology of the Methodists. In Virginia, John Waller “fell 

under the influence of a Methodist preacher, Robert Williams and fully embraced 

Arminian doctrine in 1775 or 1776.”
285

  At the next Association meeting of the Separates, 
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he tried to convince the delegates of the correctness of his views, but when he failed to 

win the Association over, he withdrew and took several people with him.   

While both internal controversy and external competition led southern Baptists to 

a restraint of revivalism through a more pronounced confessionalism, it is also fair to say 

that part of the growth in Calvinistic confessionalism was likely by default.  As southern 

Baptists felt the need to define themselves theologically, they reached for existing 

sources to help them create such definitions.  Just as it had been with their hymnody, 

however, few indigenous resources were available to southern Baptists, many of whom 

lived and ministered on the frontier,  at this moment in their history, As a result, those 

southern Baptists who felt the need to define themselves theologically, borrowed almost 

exclusively from the theological traditions existing in England, Philadelphia, and to a 

lesser extent, Charleston, and each of those Baptist communities was more strident in 

their Calvinism than the majority of southern Baptists tended to be.  So pronounced was 

this trend, that it is almost impossible to find any southern Baptist association including 

either Regulars or Separates that became less Calvinistic during the final three decades of 

the eighteenth century.
286

  The obvious question concerning the growth of Calvinistic 
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confessionalism among southern Baptists during this period is “why?”  Why were 

southern Baptists becoming simultaneously more revivalistic in their practices, yet more 

Calvinistic in their theology?  Mostly it was due to controversy, mainly internal, but in at 

least one important case, it came as a result of outside competition.  Southern Baptists 

obviously, then, were embracing certain revivalistic practices. Just as obvious, however, 

was their resistance to any significant theological shift during this period in their history.  

Southern Baptists were generally resistant to external theological influences, nor were 

they interested in adapting their confessionalism from within. 

The Numerical Identity of Southern Baptists:  1770-1800 

 Despite the “regularization” of southern Baptists’ theological identity during the 

last three decades of the eighteenth century, the rate at which southern Baptist 

membership grew during the period bears a stronger resemblance to the Separate Baptist 

pattern set by Stearns and the Separates upon their arrival in 1750s, than the slow but 

steady growth that the Regulars Baptists experienced during the seventy years they had 

been present in the South.  The best estimates of population growth during the period 

suggest that Baptist growth in the South seems to have consistently outpaced the growth 

of the population from 1770 until some point in the early 1790s.   

In 1770 in South Carolina, there were eleven churches (counting both Separate 

and Regular churches) with a combined membership of 449 people.  By 1790, there were 

seventy-six churches with a combined membership of 4,194 members.
 287

  That 

represents an average annual rate of growth of more than forty percent.  As stated in the 

                                                                                                                                                 

 
287

 Gardner, 34-35.  

 



 153 

previous chapter, population estimates for South Carolina in 1770 numbered somewhere 

around 124,000.
288

  By 1790, the first official U.S. census recorded South Carolina’s 

population at 249,073.
289

  South Carolina, then, added approximately 125,000 people in a 

twenty-year period, which represents an average annual rate of growth of around five 

percent.  Baptists in South Carolina, then, grew approximately eight times faster than the 

overall population. 

 By 1770 in North Carolina, the combined totals for Regular and Separate Baptists 

were thirty-two churches with a membership of 1,229 people.
290

  By 1790 that total had 

grown to 103 churches with a membership of 7,623 people.
 291

 In 1770, population 

estimates for the colony of North Carolina numbered approximately 197,200 people.
292

  

By the Census of 1790, the state of North Carolina numbered 393,751.
293

  North 

Carolina, then, grew at a rate of just over one hundred percent during that twenty-year 

period, whereas Baptists in North Carolina grew by five hundred percent over the same 

amount of time.   
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 The most dramatic growth that took place among southern Baptists during the 

period was in Virginia.  In 1770, the Regulars and Separates together numbered twenty 

churches with a combined membership of 1,772.
294

  In 1790, the now “United” Baptists 

counted 203 churches with a combined membership of 20,398, a more than eleven-fold 

growth rate.
295

  By comparison, the population of Virginia was 447,016 in 1770.
296

  In 

1790, it had grown to 747,550; not even double what it was twenty years previously.
297

  

Baptists in Virginia, then, grew more than ten times faster than population from 1770 to 

1790. 

On the basis of the numerical data, these growth rates argue strongly for an 

extended view of the Great Awakening.
298

  According to Sydney Ahlstrom, various 

estimates number the increase in church membership during the New England phase of 

the Great Awakening at somewhere between twenty and fifty thousand over a similar 
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twenty-year period of time.
299

  Southern Baptists, by comparison, grew by more than 

24,000 from 1770 to 1790.  Of course, it is unfair to make a simple numerical comparison 

as the populations of New England was much smaller than Virginia and the Carolinas, 

and no comparison is being offered for growth rates of church membership between the 

two regions. Still, when one takes into account that southern Baptists alone added a 

number comparable to the total growth in church membership during the New England 

phase of the Great Awakening over roughly the same amount of time, then even allowing 

for New England’s smaller population, southern Baptist growth rates still compare 

favorably.
300

 

Increased Baptist growth rates, however, did not last. As stated above, all this 

began to change during the final decade of the eighteenth century.  As late as 1794, the 

Bethel Association in South Carolina, The Portsmouth Association in Virginia, and the 

Holston Association in Tennessee were baptizing approximately one person for every ten 

members of the association annually.
301

  Farther away from the epicenter of the revival in 

Virginia, the Charleston Association was baptizing approximately one person for every 

twenty members of their respective associations as late as 1792.  This was far short of the 

highest growth rates that southern Baptists had experienced, but more than enough to 

                                                 
299

 Ahlstrom, 287. 

 
300

 The combined population of New England in 1750 (which corresponds 

roughly to the time when the Great Awakening was winding down in that region) was 

roughly 360,000. Carter and Sutch, 651.  The combined population of Virginia, North 

Carolina, and South Carolina in 1790 was roughly 1,390,000.  Guthrie, 125. 

 
301

 Bethel Association Minutes, 1790-1800 (SBHLA); Portsmouth Association 

Minutes 1790-1800 (SBHLA); Holston Association Minutes 1790-1800 (SBHLA). 

 



 156 

outpace general population growth.
302

  For instance, the Holston Association reported 

only 15 baptisms in 1797, down from 131 in 1791.  The Portsmouth Association reported 

only 16 baptisms in 1798, down from 103 in 1792.  Some of those same associations also 

saw an overall decline in membership during the decade, and even those associations that 

did manage to grow saw relative rates of growth lower than the growth of their respective 

state populations during that ten-year period.
303

 

While associational records and circular letters reveal that southern Baptists 

experienced a decline both in revivalistic fervor and in numerical strength during the 

1790s, what those records do not explain is why, at least not directly.  One possible 

answer may be found by referring back to one of the central questions concerning 

southern Baptist numerical identity throughout this dissertation:  namely, how important 

had numerical growth become to southern Baptists by the beginning of the nineteenth 

century? 

Some indications have already been provided above with the examinations of 

both the methodological and theological strands of southern Baptist identity during the 

period in question.  Theologically, it has been shown that the merger of the Separates and 

Regulars depended far more strongly upon the Calvinistic confessionalism that was 

inherited by the Regulars from their early Puritan heritage, sustained by the 
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Philadelphia/Charleston tradition and reinforced by southern Baptist competition with 

Methodism.  Methodologically, it has been shown that while certain revivalistic practices 

had become commonplace among all southern Baptists during this thirty year period, 

these practices were still embedded in a soteriological framework that reached backwards 

to Puritanism rather than forward to the theological emphases of what has been called the 

Second Great Awakening.   

What about the numerical strand of Baptist identity; how was it influenced by 

revivalism during this thirty-year period?  Southern Baptists grew substantially during the 

period.  What does such growth say, however, about the extent to which revivalism was 

pushing southern Baptists to make growth a central focus of their faith and practice?  To 

answer that question, it may be helpful to return again to the only inter-church 

organizational unit that existed during the period in question, Baptist associations.  

In the previous chapter, it was shown that the Separates and Regulars offered two 

slightly contrasting visions of associational life.  The Regulars saw the primary function 

of the association as maintaining the purity of the congregations that made up the 

association.  Growth was not unimportant, but it was a by-product of pure churches, 

which the association worked to maintain.  The Separates also emphasized purity within 

their associations though they the purity they emphasized was more ethically focused and 

individually based, but what really received their time and energy was extolling, as often 

as possible, the virtues of the New Birth.  This took place mainly through regional 

preaching tours.  This begs the question, then, as Regulars and Separates began to move 

closer to one another, which vision of associational emphasis would come to dominate?  

The answer to that question is somewhat complex.   
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 At first glance, there seems to be ample evidence that the urgency and fervency of 

the Separates set the tone.  One fact that stands out prominently is how important 

associational meetings became to the growth of the Baptist movement during this period.  

According to several Baptist preachers of the period, despite a relatively small number of 

official messengers, it was not uncommon to have vast crowds (often more than a 

thousand people) attend the annual meeting.   Abraham Marshall (1748-1819), the son of 

Daniel and Martha Stearns Marshall, reported that more than a thousand people attended 

the annual meeting of the Georgia Baptist Association in 1786.
304

  The secretary for the 

Association, John Newton, reported “vast multitudes” in October of 1788, a “large 

congregation” in May of 1789, and “a large number of people” in May of 1790. 
305

 

 These large gatherings were not new. As stated in the previous chapter, Shubal 

Stearns and the Separates experienced such crowds almost from the first meeting of the 

Sandy Creek Association.  Yet the fact that association meetings continued to function in 

such a way after the merger of Regulars and Separates provides some indication that 

revivalistic fervor continued to be a significant aspect of associational life during this 

period.  

Another aspect of associational life that indicates the same revivalistic trend is an 

issue that many associations dealt with during the period, the issue of itineracy.   Over 

and over throughout the period, associations sought ways to support a consistent 

mechanism by which ministers could be sent out to preach in places other than their own 
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churches.  Beginning in 1786, the Kehukee Association promoted the idea, informally, 

among its ministers and churches.  This informal approach proved ineffective, so in 1790 

the Association appointed a committee of five people to “devise ways and means for the 

encouragement of itinerant preaching.”
306

   Despite all the discussion, however, the plan 

failed when only half of the ministers designated to itinerate followed through with their 

assignments.   

The Georgia Association had similar discussions, and in 1786 even took the 

unusual step of producing a letter of introduction for Abraham Marshall, who desired to 

itinerate.  The letter reads as follows: 

Our reverend brother, Abraham Marshall, being about to travel into some of the 

Northern States, (particularly Connecticut) has applied to us for a letter 

recommendatory.  His praise is in all the churches, and where has labored in the 

Gospel, (which has been to a considerable extent) he needs not “epistle of 

commendation,” having many “epistles not written with ink, but with the Spirit of 

the living God.
307

 

 

What is interesting about this letter and the failed attempts of various associations to 

promote itineracy was in what they imply about how Baptist associations saw the act of 

itinerant preaching. The fact that Abraham Marshall received a letter of recommendation 

obviously implies that his itineracy would take him to places that expected to see his 

credentials.  

In some cases, Baptist associations even sought to restrain the act of preaching, to 

make certain that it was only happening in an orderly fashion.  In 1783, a query was 

made at the annual meeting of the Kehukee Association:  “Is a person who is called to the 
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work of the ministry, in his duty to travel out into different parts of the world to preach, 

without a letter from his church signifying their approbation of his personal conduct, and 

call to the ministry?”  The Association responded:  “we do not think they are in their 

duty.”
308

   

  What this means is that Baptist associations were putting their time and effort into 

sending ministers to preach, not to the unconverted, but to churches that had no ministers.  

Furthermore, multiple Baptist associations, including those that counted Separate Baptists 

as part of their number, seemed to be operating under the Puritan-like assumption that the 

purity of the Church, and the way the Church practices its faith (in this case in the 

practice of preaching) is of greater significance than any effort the Church might put into 

evangelistic opportunities.  Prior to the turn of the century then, it seems that while most 

southern Baptist associations acted as if preaching the gospel throughout the frontier 

would advance the cause of Christ, it would only do so if it was conducted in an orderly 

fashion.   

Does this explain the temporary decline of revival fervor among southern Baptists 

that took place during the 1790s?  Was the “regularization” of southern Baptist life 

following the merger of Separates and Regulars the sole culprit for the first real break in 

southern Baptist growth since Shubal Stearns and the Separates arrived from 
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Connecticut?  It seems unlikely.  Regular Baptists in Virginia (led by David Thomas) had 

already proven they were more than capable of sustaining a revivalistic mentality prior to 

the merger of the two groups.  Furthermore, high rates of numerical growth continued for 

several years after the merger of Separates and Regulars took place.  Therefore, while the 

Regular Baptist willingness to sacrifice fervor for the sake of order might have 

contributed, it is unlikely that it was the sole cause of the decline that southern Baptists 

experienced in the in final years of the eighteenth century. 

So what else might have contributed to this change?  One definite possibility is 

geographic dislocation.  In 1790, a final treaty was signed by the government with the 

Creek Indian tribe, over issues related to their support of the British during the 

Revolutionary War.  Part of the terms for the treaty was the opening for settlement of a 

segment of land in Georgia inland from the coastal regions.
309

  According to Gardner, 

immigrants came pouring into Georgia from the Carolinas, Virginia, and northward for 

“cheap land”
310

  Semple makes a similar point about Kentucky.  Semple estimates that 

during this period, “fully one fourth of the Baptists of Virginia removed to Kentucky.
311

  

Moreover, it was not just the movement of southern Baptist to the western frontier, it was 

also “who” was moving that was significant. 

Frank Masters’ history of Kentucky Baptist life gives some important clues about 

those whom the eastern states were losing to the western frontier.  According to Masters, 
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of the earliest Kentucky Baptist ministers, the vast majority of them were Separate 

Baptists, this despite the fact that most of them were ministering in the Elkhorn Baptist 

Association, which was a Regular Baptist association from its inception.
312

   

Before moving west, these Separates had experienced the fervor of revivals in 

settings further east. Take John Taylor for instance. John Taylor intinerated all over 

Virginia and occasionally as far south as South Carolina or as far west as what is today 

Central Kentucky, before finally moving to Kentucky in 1783.
313

  The Craig Brothers 

were another example. Elijah Craig (1743-1803) had been instrumental in the expansion 

of the Separate Baptist movement into Virginia, and in the explosive growth that soon 

followed.
314

  He and his brothers Lewis (1737-1825) endured severe persecution as 

Separate Baptist preachers in Virginia, but both still managed to build large Separate 

Baptist congregations before moving to Kentucky in the 1780s.
315

  John Shackleford 

(1750-1829) had also endured persecution in Virginia, going to prison multiple times.  

After his release, Shackleford continued to pastor in Virginia another fourteen years at 

the Tuckahoe Church (which had earlier been “gathered” by the work of Elijah Craig).  

Though small, the church experienced an enormous revival in 1788, and Shackleford 

baptized nearly three hundred converts.  Shackleford moved to Kentucky in 1792 to 

continue his ministry.
316
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What this suggests was that the more settled regions of the southern United States 

(mainly along the coast, but also inland to the eastern edge of the Appalachian 

mountains), were not just losing people they were losing those leaders who were more 

likely to promote revivals.  Despite the merger, there were still differences in the way that 

former Separates and former Regulars saw the ministry.   Many Separate Baptist 

preachers refused to receive compensation for their congregations for their labors.
317

  

This gave them far greater independence, and thus, led to a much higher degree of 

mobility.  The Regular Baptist ministers, on the other hand, tended to expect 

compensation.
318

  As newly planted congregations were unlikely to be able to provide full 

or regular compensation, few established Regulars ventured out to the frontier.
319

    

What the data seems to indicate, then, is that “regularization” not only had an 

impact on the theology and practices of southern Baptists, it was also a numerical 

phenomenon as well.  Many of the most revivalistic preachers in the East departed, 

leaving behind churches and associations, which after their departure grew more 

restrained and less revivalistic.  Though this form of “restraint” was mostly logistical, it is 

as likely a culprit as any for the loss of fervor that seems to have characterized the final 

decade of the eighteenth century.   
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It should be noted, however, that just as the dislocation of a number of revivalistic 

ministers may have helped pave the way for numerical decline during the 1790s, it is also 

likely that such departures laid the foundation for one of the greatest region wide revivals 

in American history a decade later--what some historians have called the Great Revival.  

More will be offered on this revival and how southern Baptist immigration helped pave 

the way for its rise in Chapter Four below. 

Chapter Summary 

Having reviewed the chronology of important Baptist events, and the ways in 

which southern Baptists’ faith and practice related to revivalism during the period in 

question, what general conclusions can be about the relationship between southern 

Baptist identity and the phenomenon of revivalism between 1770 and 1800?  As this 

chapter has shown, the answer to that question is complex.   

Influenced by the Sandy Creek and Charleston traditions, southern Baptists 

experienced both the widespread adoption of revivalistic practices and the simultaneous 

restraint of those practices as the more extreme manifestations of revivalism began 

slowly to wane. The most important long-term trend that emerged from this period of 

southern Baptist history was the widespread adoption of hymn-singing within a 

congregational context.  Though the hymns were yet to take on the full shape and tone of 

revivalism, the emotional impact that music carried would go on to become a 

foundational characteristic of southern Baptists’ growing revivalistic identity in later 

generations, and also remain a key part of Baptist identity to the present. 

Theologically, revivalism’s only impact on southern Baptists during this period 

was an initial commitment to confessional latitude secured by the Separates as part of the 
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Separate/Regular merger.  This commitment was soon abandoned, however, as internal 

and external controversy pushed southern Baptists toward a more strident Calvinistic 

confessionalism and away from either an Arminian theology of revivalism or, as the 

Separates had done, a de-emphasizing of theological content in favor of an emphasis 

upon religious experience. 

Despite this trend towards Calvinism, southern Baptists continued to experience 

numerical growth more akin to the explosive first decade of Separate Baptist life and the 

New England phase of the Great Awakening, than to the first half-century of Regular 

Baptist life where church growth was generally outpaced by overall population growth.  

Revivals swept up and down the southern colonies/states, and southern Baptists were at 

the center of many such revivals until the 1790s.  Ultimately, however, the way that 

southern Baptists viewed those revivals was more important than the numerical growth 

taking place because of them.  Southern Baptists still saw the revivals as a “surprising 

work of God” not as the central goal around which congregational and associational life 

was to be organized.  It would be at least another generation, before southern Baptists 

began to see revivals as a goal that could (and should) be achieved through human 

instrumentality.  In other words, while southern Baptists embraced revivals prior to the 

nineteenth century, they were not yet embracing revivalism. 

There is one more conclusion, perhaps, that can be drawn from this period of 

southern Baptist history concerning revivalism. Though it is more difficult to make an 

argument out of what did not happen, it might also be important to note how a growing 

theological trend toward Calvinism and a corresponding trend toward a practical restraint 

of revivalism combined to prevent a certain mode of revivalism from becoming dominant 
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in southern Baptist life.  In other words, if the Separates had not dropped the more 

“extreme manifestations” in preaching and worship, and if southern Baptists had not 

reacted negatively to Methodism, the form of revivalism that could have come to 

predominate might have resembled the rise of Pentecostalism a century later.  Without 

the pronounced confessionalism that southern Baptists inherited from Puritanism, and 

that was at least partially reasserted in the final years of the eighteenth century, southern 

Baptists’ embrace of revivalism might have come sooner and in forms noisy and 

experiential.  That kind of embrace, however, did not happen.   Decades later, when 

southern Baptists began to move from promoting revivals to embracing revivalism they 

did not reach back to appropriate the “extreme manifestations” they had earlier rejected.  

Instead, they embraced revivalism in ways that were unique to the southern Baptist 

identity. The beginnings of that shift will be discussed in Chapter Four. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Southern Baptists and Revivalism from 1800 to 1830 

 

Historians of religion in the American South often look to the opening days of the 

nineteenth century as the defining moment for southern religion.  As the nineteenth 
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century began, the Great Revival swept across the South, nearly doubled the size of 

church membership and stamped southern religion with a revivalistic character that lasted 

for nearly two centuries.  Indeed, according to John Boles, “the Great Revival was a 

watershed in the religious history of the South.”
320

   

It is certainly fair to say that the events of the opening decades of the nineteenth 

century were crucial in the impact they had on southern religion in general, and southern 

Baptist identity in particular. As stated in Chapter Three, in the final decade of the 

eighteenth century southern Baptists experienced the virtual disappearance of revivals.  

Furthermore, southern Baptists displayed a growing restraint in terms of revivalistic 

practices, as well as the resurgence of a strident Calvinism (even among those who had 

previously classified themselves as Separate Baptists).  This made the revival that swept 

over the South and through Baptist churches both surprising in its impetus, and 

significant in its impact.  Revival soon swept over southern Baptist life in ways that 

began to alter southern Baptist identity for generations to come.  And yet, as significant 

as the Great Revival was for southern religion, its numerical impact may have acted to 

obscure the fact that southern Baptists maintained an overwhelming continuity with the 

period that preceded this event.   

This is not to suggest that revivalism had no impact upon southern Baptist identity 

in the early decades of the nineteenth century.  Two significant events occurred in 

southern Baptist life during this period that had important ramifications for the 

revivalistic character of southern Baptist identity in the years that followed.  
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The first event, mentioned earlier, was the Great Revival.  Beginning in Kentucky 

just before the turn of the century, the revival spread across the South over an 

approximately six-year period.  Baptists in the South, along with their Presbyterian and 

Methodist counterparts, saw phenomenal growth during this period.  Unlike the 

Methodists and the Presbyterians (who split in the Revival’s immediate aftermath), 

southern Baptists experienced only minimal impact upon their faith and practice, at least 

initially.   

 The second event was the birth of the missions movement among southern 

Baptists.  During the Great Revival, southern Baptists began the long and complex 

process of shifting their common organizational life (associations and later societies and 

conventions) away from a central focus on primitive purity toward fervent support for 

missions and evangelism.  Though some aspects of this developing support for missions 

cannot be directly attributed to revivalist fervor, such support certainly began in the midst 

of the Great Revival and was reinforced by subsequent revivals.  As a result, one cannot 

understand how revivalism impacted southern Baptist identity during this period without 

examining the development of missions support. 

It should also be noted that the rise of the missions movement led to a major 

backlash in Baptist life that would have its own impact on the way that southern Baptists 

embraced or rejected revivalism.  That backlash, often labeled the anti-mission 

movement, culminated in the Kehukee declaration of 1827, the first formal statement by 

a southern Baptist organization in opposition to missions.  Though not explicitly anti-

revivalist, the Kehukee declaration created a contest between two competing values in the 

southern Baptist identity—primitivism and revivalism.  Revival fervor had paved the way 
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for a host of innovations to make their way into southern Baptist life, the most prominent 

of which was the creation of missions organizations.  In the final years of the 1820s, 

southern Baptists began to choose up sides because they saw these innovations either as 

useful (i.e., they promoted revivals, induced conversions, and led to numerical growth) or 

heretical (i.e., they were not explicitly mentioned in scripture and thus led to a departure 

from the primitive purity of New Testament Christianity).  The collective result of these 

choices altered southern Baptist life.   

It is the purpose of this chapter to describe the nature of these two events, and the 

resulting impact they had on Baptist life in the South. In order to achieve this purpose, 

this chapter will focus on the following objectives.  The first objective is to provide a 

chronological overview of these two events (and the reaction to them) and relate them 

back to the overall topic of revivalism.  The second objective is to show the impact of 

revivalism upon the theology, practices, and numerical identity of southern Baptists due 

to these two events as well as overall during a roughly thirty-year period beginning with 

the advent of the Great Revival.  Furthermore, this chapter will demonstrate the particular 

ways in which southern Baptists defy standard historiographical assumptions concerning 

the Second Great Awakening.  Southern Baptists, like the majority of other Protestants in 

America, were in the process of becoming thoroughgoing revivalists during this period, 

but southern Baptist distinctives also gave a particular shape and form to revivals and 

revivalism that bear full examination. 

The Great Revival:  A Chronological Overview 
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According to most historians of revivalism, the advent of the Great Revival can be 

traced to the work of a Presbyterian minister named James McGready (1758-1817).
321

   

Though scattered revivals had popped up among all three of the revival-oriented 

denominations at various places in the South (Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist), the 

first place that revival fervor was able to sustain itself following the quiet period of the 

1790s was in a set of churches in Logan County, Kentucky, where McGready served as 

pastor. McGready is thus considered the father of the Great Revival.
322

 

McGready was a New Side Presbyterian; his “technique and his training were 

ideally united for revivalism.”
323

  McGready had been educated at an academy in western 
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Pennsylvania that opened to train the increasing number of Presbyterian ministers who 

were needed west of the Alleghenies.  While a student there, McGready had his own 

conversion experience.  After completing his education, he moved first to North Carolina 

where he caused quite a stir with vigorous attacks on what he saw as the dead formalism 

of his congregations.  Many responded, and revival broke out soon after his coming; 

other members resented his approach, and resistance soon led McGready to move west 

into Kentucky, arriving there in late 1796.   

McGready was not alone in his departure.  During his brief stay in North 

Carolina, McGready had developed a small band of disciples who shared his doctrinal 

outlook and practical orientation.  Several followed McGready to Kentucky, including 

some who later figure prominently in the beginning stages of the Great Revival in 

Kentucky.
324

  In some sense, McGready and his followers resembled Shubal Stearns and 

the early Separate Baptist ministers.  According to historian John Opie, McGready was 

focused almost exclusively on the salvation of his listeners rather than on maintaining the 

fine points of any theological creed.
325

  Instead, McGready put an intense focus on 

contrasting the joys of salvation with the fears of eternal damnation.  According to 

McGready, “A [minister] must use every possible means to alarm and awaken Christless 
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sinners from their security, and bring them to a sense of their danger and guilt.  He must 

use every argument to convince them of the horrors of an unconverted state.”
 326

 

This zealous approach proved highly effective for McGready and his followers 

along the frontier of Kentucky’s Cumberland region. When McGready arrived in 

Kentucky, he took charge of three congregations in Logan County (the Red River, 

Muddy River, and Gasper River congregations).  His initial preaching yielded little in the 

way of revival, but in the summer and fall of 1797, a handful of people were converted.  

The fervor which led to these conversions, however, did not last.  This created a sense of 

crisis in all three congregations. 

In the summer of 1798, at a sacramental meeting of the Gasper River 

congregation, the urgency of the crisis helped spark a revival.  According to McGready, 

“the Lord poured out his spirit in a very remarkable manner.”
327

  Word spread from 

Gasper River to the other two congregations and a general revival swept over Logan 

County as a result of the occurrences in these three Presbyterian congregations.   

Over the coming months, the revival occasionally waned but never fully departed.   

A second meeting, this one inter-denominational, happened a few months later, also at 

Gasper River. This gathering was huge and, according to Boles, it was the size and inter-

denominational character of this meeting that made it “the first genuine camp meeting” of 
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the Great Revival.  Presbyterians and Methodists both took part, and the crowd was 

estimated in the thousands.
328

  Word spread and soon even larger gatherings occurred. 

   The most famous revival gathering in Kentucky happened in the late summer of 

1801 at Cane Ridge, outside the Cumberland region.  This camp meeting was organized 

by a friend of McGready’s, Barton Stone (1772-1844), who pastored a Presbyterian 

congregation near Paris, Kentucky which was located near the center of Kentucky’s 

population.  With a larger population nearby, the Cane Ridge meeting outstripped every 

previous camp meeting in Kentucky.  The crowd was estimated by some at 25,000 

participants, which is part of what gave the event such a great impact, both for the 

participants and for those who heard about the event as news of the meeting spread. 

The Cane Ridge meeting also became famous for the unusual physical 

manifestations that first appeared at this meeting.
329

  Boles distinguishes six varieties of 
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exercises that displayed themselves at Cane Ridge and subsequent revival gatherings:  

“the falling exercise, the rolling exercise, the ‘jerks,’ the barking exercise, the dancing 

exercise, and the laughing and singing exercises.”
330

  Such exercises proved controversial 

and as they began to appear at other gatherings in Kentucky and across the South, they 

were sometimes criticized.  Though they received much attention, however, these 

exercises do not seem to have become commonplace. According to Boles: “at most camp 

meetings, shouting, crying, and falling down were the only physical responses to 

passionate preaching.”
331

  

As word of these events spread, and as accounts circulated outward (typically via 

letters), revival expectations began to grow in various places across the South.  The 

revival moved quickly into Tennessee and was present in both middle and east Tennessee 

by 1800.  North Carolina experienced some initial stirrings in 1800, but did not 

experience the full force of revival enthusiasm until the summer of 1801.  By 1802, the 

revival had spread to South Carolina and Georgia, and in a slightly diminished way, to 
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Virginia.
332

  For two more years, the fervor continued almost unabated before enthusiasm 

finally began to wane. By 1806 the Great Revival in the South came to an end. 

 Baptists experienced the beginnings of the Great Revival only marginally later 

than their Presbyterian counterparts.  Though it is possible that some Separate Baptists in 

southern Kentucky took part in the first large scale interdenominational camp meeting at 

Gasper River in 1798, no evidence exists, however, to verify this possibility.  The first 

documented Baptist participation happened in the spring of 1800 in the northern and 

more populated part of the state, and was connected to the preaching of John Taylor. 

  Taylor had received a letter inviting him to participate in a “great revival of 

religion” that was taking place near the mouth of the Kentucky River in Carroll 

County.
333

  Taylor, having business in that part of the state, accepted the invitation.  Upon 

his arrival, Taylor discovered that the revival also included Methodists in the area, which 

caused him “to call in question the reality of the work.”
334

  Despite his misgivings, Taylor 

soon came to believe that the revival was genuine.  Taylor states,  “I never heard the 

question (what shall we do to be saved) more prevalent at any time in my life than now, 

or had I ever so many questions asked of me for the same length of time, as through the 

balance of the night  . . . .  I felt unworthy to be in the company; a number of them neither 

lay down nor slept through the whole night, and seemed disappointed, about the break of 
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day, I lay down to take about one hour of broken rest.” 
335

 Within a year, the Port 

William Baptist church was gathered out of this revival.
336

  Taylor then traveled on to 

Gallatin County for business.  Upon his arrival, he also decided to utilize his trip for the 

purpose of preaching the gospel.  While there, he saw what he called the “buddings” of 

revival among the people.  Within a few months, these “buddings” resulted in a newly 

planted church (Corn Creek).
337

    

  Having experienced what he believed to be the gracious work of God both in 

Carroll and Gallatin counties, Taylor then headed for Bullitsburg, his home in Boone 

County.   According to Taylor, “I almost dreaded to go home  . . .  fearing I should be 

unprofitable.  Poor Bullitsburg now appeared like a deserted cottage in the wilderness.”
338

   

Upon arriving home, he discovered that a new family, the Depews, had arrived in town.  

Captain DePew not only allowed but openly encouraged dancing in his home, and several 

members of the Bullitsburg congregation had begun to take part. According to Taylor,  

Mrs. DePew had endeavored to strengthen her female disciples, before they went 

to meeting, by saying to them:  ‘Girls, we shall hear enough of our dancing today, 

but let us not mind what Mr. Taylor says, we are at liberty, and will do as we 

please, let him say what he will,’ I never had been so thoroughly cowed down by 

discouragement in a ministry of twenty-five years  . . .  I preached from the 

words; ‘My heart’s desire and prayer to God for Israel, is, that they might be 

saved.’  Soon after I began, a set of feelings overtook me, that exceeded anything 

I ever felt in a public speaking.  They consisted of a profuse weeping that I could 

not suppress  . . .  The whole assembly seemed to reciprocate my feelings; perhaps 
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there was not a dry eye in the whole house, Mrs. DePew exceeded in weeping.  

What the Lord did at this meeting, entirely broke up dancing in the settlement.
339

   

 

Though it may seem strange to a modern reader, it was in this manner that the 

great revival came to the Bullitsburg Baptist church, early in the spring of 1800.  In 1799, 

the congregation numbered sixty-three members, but saw no baptisms.  On the heels of 

the revival, the congregation baptized twenty-two new believers for a total membership 

of eighty-two.  In 1801, 104 were baptized there, with a total membership of 186.  

According to Taylor, within a few months, there were comparatively few adults in the 

neighborhood left out of the church.
340

   

 Similar accounts emerged that spring and summer from other Baptist churches in 

northern Kentucky, mainly in the Elkhorn Association. William Hickman, pastor of the 

Baptist Church at the forks of the Licking River wrote of his own congregation’s sudden 

emergence from “her slumbers.”  Telling the story of four women who showed 

uncommon emotion in his dealings with them during the spring of 1800, Hickman 

offered their emotional experiences of conversion as the catalyst which led to the 

beginning of a “glorious work of God” in his congregation.  Following their baptisms, 

“every meeting was crowded and many were converted to God  . . .  I suppose I baptized 

more than five hundred in the course of two years.”
341
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The word of what was happening at Bullitsburg and at the forks of the Licking 

River spread throughout the Elkhorn Association and the results were every bit as 

dramatic as what had taken place on the Cumberland frontier months earlier.  In 1800, the 

churches of the Elkhorn Association baptized eighty-two new Christians out of a total 

membership of 1,642.  A year later, the Association saw 3,011 baptisms out of a total 

membership of 4,853.  Churches that had seen few, if any, baptisms for the better part of 

a decade were now baptizing new Christians by the hundreds.
342

 

This spike in interest, enthusiasm, and numerical growth subsided among Baptists 

in Kentucky by the end of 1803.  Baptisms in the Elkhorn Association, at the epicenter of 

the revival, dropped from a high of more than 3,000 in 1801 to nearly 500 in 1802, before 

dropping to 64 in 1803.
343

  Overall Baptists grew from 5,119 members gathered in 106 

churches, to a total of 15,495 members in 219 different churches from 1801 to 1803, a 

growth rate of more than two hundred percent.
344

  After 1803 however, growth dropped 

dramatically in Kentucky.
345
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 The Great Revival did not stay confined to Kentucky for long.  It moved first to 

Tennessee, then onward to North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Virginia.  After 

its beginnings in Kentucky, the Great Revival appeared very quickly in Tennessee 

especially in the eastern part of the state.  Friends and acquaintances of McGready’s from 

Tennessee were present at the second Gasper River meeting, and took word of what was 

happening home with them to Middle and East Tennessee.  The word spread quickly, and 

before long similar inter-denominational gatherings began to occur in various places 

around the state.  The influence of Separate Baptist life was strong in Tennessee and this 

led to “more excitement and some falling and jerking” as the Revival displayed itself in 

this new locale. Such practices were limited however, even among the former 

Separates.
346

 With the advent of the revival, the Holston Association (in East Tennessee) 

saw a huge increase in the number of baptisms, growing from 60 baptisms among 1,297 

members in 1800 to 286 baptisms among 1467 member in 1801 to a high point of 686 

baptisms among 2,484 members in 1802.
347

 

 From Tennessee, the Revival spread eastward to North Carolina.  The minutes of 

the Kehukee Association indicate that “there was a small appearance of the beginning of 

the work” in three churches in 1800, but the real catalyst for widespread revival happened 
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in 1801 when Lemuel Burkitt returned from a tour of Kentucky and Tennessee.  During 

the associational meeting, Burkitt “proclaimed it from the stage, that in about eight 

months six thousand had given a rational account of a work of grace on their souls, and 

had been baptized in the State of Kentucky.”
348

   

This news so galvanized the association that revival broke out almost 

instantaneously.  “The desirable news seemed to take such an uncommon effect on the 

people, that numbers were crying out for mercy, and many praising and glorifying God.  

Such a Kehukee Association we had never seen before.”
349

  Within two years, the 

Kehukee Association would see more than 1,500 added to its roles via baptism.
350

   

 South Carolina followed suit, beginning in 1802.  In May, in the upstate region of 

South Carolina near modern day Greenville, an inter-denominational camp meeting took 

place near Waxhaws.  The revival was conducted by a group of eleven Presbyterian, three 

Methodist, and four Baptist ministers.
351

  Richard Furman (who was present, but did not 

help conduct the meeting) described the event to a friend:  

A place was chosen in the forest for an encampment.  The numbers which 

assembled from various parts of the country formed a very large 

congregation  . . .  variously estimated  . . .  to be 3,000, or perhaps 4,000 

persons; but some supposed there were 7,000 or 8,000  . . .  This I can say, 

                                                 
348

 Lemuell Burkitt and Jesse Read, A Concise History of the Kehukee Baptist 

Association From Its Original Rise Down to 1803 (1850; repr., New York:  Arno Press, 

1980), 144. 

 
349

 Ibid, 145. 

 
350

 Ibid, 147. 

 
351

 Boles, 79. 

 



 181 

it was conducted with such solemnity, while I was at it; and the 

engagedness of the people appeared to be great.
352

 

Baptists inland from the coast experienced the greatest levels of fervor and 

growth.  With the coming of the Revival, crowds swelled greatly at associational 

gatherings.  The Bethel Association clerk described the Association’s 1802 gathering 

enthusiastically:   

A vast concourse of people assembled on Saturday, and considerable 

appearance of solemnity soon took place; but no uncommon effect until 

Sunday late in the evening.  Then the Lord was pleased to manifest his 

power to many hearts.  Numbers were powerfully exercised through the 

whole night, and some were thrown to the ground.  On Monday, the work 

increased.  The hearts of many were made to melt, and several of the men, 

noted for their impiety, were stricken and lay among the prostrate  . . .  So 

very intent were the people to hear, that they petitioned for preaching, 

after business was finished; and some of the ministers continued with 

them in constant exercise, ‘till midnight  . . .  Infidelity is almost ashamed 

to show its head.  Several deists have been constrained, under a sense of 

their lost condition, to cry aloud for mercy.
353

   

 

The Bethel Association went from baptizing as few as 119 people among 2,805 members 

in 1800, to baptizing 703 among 2,690 in 1802.  In 1803, the numbers reached their high 

point as the Association baptized 1,411 new Christians among 3,518 members.
354

  

Even the stately Baptists of Charleston were impacted by the Great Revival 

(though not to the numerical level of most Baptist associations across the South).  The 

Charleston Baptist Association reached its low point in the decade leading up to the Great 

Revival by baptizing only 23 people in 1798 among nearly 2,000 members.  In 1802, the 
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Association added 118 people by baptism among 2,001 members, and in 1803 the 

Revival helped bring 332 new people into the Association via baptism among 2,215 

members.
355

 

The Revival also appeared among Baptists in Georgia in 1802, though it never 

seems to have displayed the same intensity in Georgia as it had closer to the epicenter of 

the Revival in Kentucky and Tennessee.  In 1797, the Georgia Association saw 132 new 

Christians baptized among 2,535 members.  Six years later during the height of the 

Revival, the Georgia Baptist Association added 385 new people to their number by 

baptism, among 2,180 members.
356

      

Another significant aspect of Baptist participation in Georgia is that it may be the 

only instance in which Baptists actually took the lead in holding an inter-denominational 

gathering.  In 1803-1804, the Georgia Baptist Association held meetings at six different 

churches throughout the Association to promote an association-wide revival.  The 

meetings were held on Fridays, one to three months apart.  To these gatherings, the 

leaders of the Association invited “orderly” non-Baptist ministers who “may expect to be 

treated with respect, provided they make themselves known.”
357

 

The one state where the course and impact of the Great Revival is the most 

difficult to gauge was Virginia.  Different regions of the state (and even different 

churches within the same association) seemed to experience the Revival to greater and 
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lesser degrees.  A number of Baptist churches in the middle region of the state (near 

modern day Richmond) experienced a revival beginning in 1800.  According to the 

minutes of the Dover Association, the revival in the Association had “not been 

universal.”  The minutes recorded that “some churches complain of coldness and sloth; 

others do not call it a revival, but speak of their state as comfortable; that a few are added, 

and that the prospects are promising; but in many churches glorious revivals are spoken 

of.”
358

  Seven churches in particular witnessed many of the same phenomena that so 

many Baptists in other states pointed to as indications of revival:  a growing attentiveness 

to all religious matters, a general request for more meetings and other opportunities to 

worship and hear preaching of the gospel, followed by a dramatic increase in the number 

of baptisms.
359

  Churches that had previously baptized only a handful of new Christians 

or none at all, were now baptizing them by the hundreds.   

The fervor generated within these congregations, however, did not generate a 

revival that moved outward to affect other Baptist congregations throughout the state.  

Perhaps the accounts of the Revival sweeping across Kentucky had not made their way 

over the mountains into Virginia (the Dover churches were not close to the Kentucky 

border).  It also is possible that the Baptists of Virginia, being more settled and refined 
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were less likely to display the remarkable fervor which made the Great Revival in 

Kentucky so catalytic for the revival’s impetus in other regions.  Contemporary 

chroniclers of Baptist history in Virginia, such as Robert Semple, do not offer an 

explanation, nor do the minutes of various Virginia Baptist associations offer any clues. 

Regardless, other churches in the Dover Association and throughout Virginia continued 

to report of “coldness and sloth” for at least two more years.
360

 

When the Great Revival finally began to display itself more fully among Virginia 

Baptists, it happened not in the Dover Association but farther south and east in the 

Roanoke Baptist Association in 1802.  According to Semple, a revival began on the heels 

of a tour by four leading ministers for the purpose of encouraging and bolstering the 

enthusiasm of all ministers within the Association.  Membership within many churches in 

the Association doubled, and the Association baptized more than 1,300 new Christians 

that year.
361

  

Not every Baptist Association in Virginia, however, experienced that level of 

fervor or growth.  The Portsmouth Baptist Association baptized 57 people among a total 

membership of 1,446 in 1801, before seeing a slight increase of 70 new Christians in 

1802 out of a total membership of 1,331.  The next two years saw the Revival’s greatest 

numerical impact as the Association baptized 205 among 1,571 members in 1803, and 

433 baptized among 1,991 members in 1804.   While these numbers indicate a significant 
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statistical increase, they fall well short of the impact that Baptists witnessed in 

associations in Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, and South Carolina.
362

   

The obvious question then is this—why was the Great Revival’s impact more 

limited among Virginia Baptists?  The answer is likely due to two related factors.  First of 

all, the camp meetings which in Kentucky, Tennessee, and North Carolina had been inter-

denominational in their organization were led strongly or even exclusively by Methodists 

in Virginia.  Boles states, “Denominational lines seem to have been firmer in Virginia 

than in neighboring states to the south and west.”
363

  

Second, Baptists in Virginia, especially those north of the James River, were more 

strongly influenced by Regular Baptist faith and practice and were less inclined to 

embrace the particular mode of revivalism displayed in the camp meetings.  As stated 

earlier, many of the most fervent preachers (both Regular and Separate) had gone west, 

which would have compounded the influence that the remaining Regular Baptist 

ministers had upon Virginia Baptist life during this period.   

Semple’s assessment of the Great Revival’s appearance in one Virginia 

congregation seems to support this notion.  According to Semple, a Baptist congregation 

in Mathews became overwrought with enthusiasm during this period.  Semple states:  “by 

many judicious professors, this revival was thought not to have been prudently conducted  

. . .  Persons were baptized upon too slight reasons, as many thought.  This circumstance, 

added to the slackness of their discipline, produced a good deal of unhappiness, after the 
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revival subsided.  Nor indeed have they since, ever completely regained that regularity 

and order, so necessary to the full enjoyment of religious society.”
364

 

Semple and other Virginia Baptist ministers were overjoyed at what they saw as 

the end of the “cold” period that had characterized the previous decade.  On the other 

hand, these ministers still operated within the relatively restrained parameters that had 

existed since the merger of Regulars and Separates.  Perhaps for this reason, the Great 

Revival reached the limits of its endurance in Virginia and throughout the South in 1806, 

at least in Baptist life.  The only significant reports of revival offered in 1806 were 

among a group of churches in the northern neck of Virginia.  A year later, the Revival 

came to an end.  Semple states with a mixture of wisdom and resignation:  “no new 

revivals are spoken of in any of the letters.  In some places, where revivals had been, a 

few years past, they speak of distressing times.”
365

  

The Numerical Impact of the Great Revival 

 Looking back at the Great Revival from a southern Baptist perspective, one can 

see several discernible effects of this event upon Baptist life in the South.  First, and most 

obvious, was the remarkable growth that occurred.   The number of baptized believers in 

Kentucky grew by more than two hundred percent during the course of the revival.
366

  In 

South Carolina, Baptist churches recorded eighty percent growth.
367

  While statewide 
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numbers were not kept by the Baptists of Tennessee, Virginia, North Carolina, and 

Georgia, the associations from those states which kept numerical records averaged a 

growth rate of nearly seventy percent over the roughly three year period of the Revival.
368

  

Though one can also see a corresponding increase in the number of exclusions after the 

Great Revival, overwhelmingly the growth that occurred during this period was 

permanent.
369

   

 More significant, however, is that despite this phenomenal growth, southern 

Baptists maintained a certain level of detachment from the statistical increase taking 

place in their midst, at least organizationally.  The epicenter of the Great Revival was in 

the Elkhorn Association in Kentucky, and yet the minutes of that Association in 1801 

made no specific mention of the huge increase in associational membership that year 

(other than to record the numerical tally of the churches), but instead detailed the typical 

matters of early-nineteenth century Baptist associations such as correspondence with 

other Baptist bodies.  The Kehukee Association did offer a narrative concerning the 

Revival’s progress within its member churches, but while the number of baptisms was 

included in the narrative, Burkitt and Read felt the need to explain the inclusion of the 
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tally, and did so in an almost apologetic tone.  Burkitt and Read state, “It has been 

objected by some that we ought not to number the Lord’s people, and bring, for example, 

the bad consequences which attended David’s numbering of the people of Israel.  But we 

think ourselves justifiable in mentioning our numbers, when we are actuated by good 

principles.”
370

  Within a few decades, anyone neglecting to include such numbers in an 

account of a significant revival would have needed to apologize, not vice versa.   

Perhaps the most useful source of information concerning the ways that Baptists 

viewed numerical growth in the early years of the nineteenth century is David Benedict’s 

Fifty Years Among the Baptists. Though not specifically oriented toward Baptist life in 

the South, Benedict’s chronicle of how Baptist life changed during the first half of the 

nineteenth century indicates that numerical growth was yet to become a central focus of 

Baptist life in the years following the Great Revival. Take, for example, Benedict’s 

comparison of the movement of ministers from one church to another in the late 1850s 

and in the first decade of the nineteenth century.  Benedict states “the causes of 

ministerial removals and changes, a half century since, were not so numerous or pressing 

as they have been for many years past.  Then the vehement spirit of numerical gain in the 

churches, and the restless desire for available ministers for the augmentation of 

congregations, had hardly begun to show itself.”
371

 According to Benedict, the same 

sentiments also governed how many churches would be located in a particular 

community.  “One church in a place was enough, according to the old Baptist policy, and 
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seldom did a second one arise, in an entirely pleasing manner.  The idea of colonizing for 

the general good of the denomination and the cause of religion, was but little thought of 

among our people in my younger years.”
372

   

This is not to suggest that southern Baptists were not excited about the growth 

taking place in their midst.  Correspondence from the period referred to the event of the 

revival in happy and even glowing terms.  When Richard Furman analyzed the revival for 

his friend John Rippon, he told him that he believed the revival showed “strong evidence 

of supernatural power, and gracious influence.”
373

  The minutes of the Kehukee 

Association refer to it as “the happy revival which took place in the Churches  . . .  in 

1802 and 1803.”
374

 After the “cold” period of the 1790’s, southern Baptists were 

overjoyed at the return of revival enthusiasm. 

Despite this enthusiasm, however, no documents are known to exist which 

indicate that southern Baptists were discussing ways to prolong the revival while it was 

taking place, or to recreate the revival after it had disappeared, at least not in ways that 

went beyond existing methodologies.  Southern Baptists were already practicing itineracy 

prior the Great Revival.  In the years that followed, this practice was, perhaps, slightly 

more emphasized at associational gatherings, but this added emphasis does not seem to 

have translated into a significantly greater amount of itinerant preaching during the 
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months that followed each associational gathering.
375

  In other words, southern Baptists 

believed that the practice was useful, but put very little additional effort into acting on 

that belief in the years that immediately followed the Great Revival, and certainly not 

with any idea that revival could be initiated or sustained through human decision or 

effort. 

Instead, southern Baptists continued to see revivals and conversions as a 

surprising work of God’s spirit rather than something that could be manufactured.
376

  

This attitude was reflected in the overall growth rates of southern Baptists during the first 

decade of the nineteenth century.  As indicated above, southern Baptists nearly doubled 

in size during the Great Revival, but overall growth rates during this decade were not 

nearly as impressive.  From 1770 to 1790, southern Baptists outpaced the growth rate of 

the general population in North Carolina by a factor of five to one, in South Carolina by a 

factor of eight to one, and in Virginia by a factor of ten to one.
377

  By comparison, 

Baptists in Kentucky numbered 5,119 in 1800 and had grown to 16,650 in 1810, while 

overall the population of Kentucky grew from 220,955 to 406,511 during the same 
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period.
378

  These figures suggest that Baptists in Kentucky outpaced the growth rate of 

the general population by a factor of less than two to one.  Georgia Baptists demonstrated 

similar growth rates during the same period.  Georgia Baptists increased from 4,690 

members in 1800 to a total membership of 14,761 in 1810, while the overall state 

population increased from 162,686 to 252,433 during the same period.  Though these 

figures represent a slightly higher rate of growth for Georgia Baptists, they still represent 

a comparative growth rate of less than three to one.
379

   

In summary, southern Baptists experienced significant growth during this period, 

especially in the years of the Great Revival, but numerical growth was yet to become a 

central focus, either organizationally or theologically.  In the year immediately following 

the end of the Great Revival in Virginia, Semple wrote: “no new revivals are spoken of in 

any of the letters  . . . There must be a fanning time; as well as a harvest time.”
380

  

Semple’s words exemplify an almost fatalistic attitude toward revival.  Revivals were 

blessings when they occurred, but they could not be controlled or predicted, simply 

experienced. In short, data indicates that southern Baptists were seeing the growth that 

took place during the Great Revival as a gift from God, not as something that should or 

even could be produced by human action.   
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Theological Impact of the Great Revival 

While the numerical growth that took place during the Great Revival did not, in 

and of itself, produce a significant theological shift in southern Baptist life, it would be 

inaccurate to say that the Great Revival did not influence southern Baptists theologically.  

The impact, however, was minor. Unlike the Presbyterians who split multiple times in the 

immediate aftermath of the Great Revival, the Regulars and Separates in Kentucky (the 

only remaining state where this division still existed) united in 1801 along basically the 

same lines that the two groups had merged in other states.  The confessional statement 

that the groups agreed to states: 

1
st
. That the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the infallible 

word of God, and the only rules of faith and practice.  2
nd

.  That there is 

only one true Godhead or divine essence, there are Father, Son, and Holy 

Ghost. 3d.  That by nature we are fallen and depraved creatures.  4
th

.  That 

salvation, regeneration, sanctification, and justification, are by the life, 

death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ.  5
th

.  That the saints will 

finally persevere through grace to glory.  6
th

.  That believers’ baptism by 

immersion is necessary to receiving the Lord’s supper.  7
th

.  That the 

salvation of the righteous, and punishment of the wicked will be eternal.  

8
th

.  That it is our duty to be tender and affectionate to each other, and 

study the happiness of the children of God in general; to be engaged singly 

to promote the honor of God.  9
th

.  And that the preaching [that] Christ 

tasted death for every man shall be no bar to communion.  10
th

.  And that 

each may keep up their associational and church government as to them 

may seem best.  11
th

. That a free correspondence and communion be kept 

up between the churches thus united.
381

 

 

It should be noted that this statement does represent a slightly greater compromise related 

to the scope of the atonement, and thus, a slight diminishing of the strident Calvinism that 

continued to dominate southern Baptist theology during this period.  On the other hand 

the implication is that tolerance will be granted not to those who believe in a limited 
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atonement, but to those who hold to the notion of a universal scope for Christ’s death.  In 

other words, this statement stops short of representing any significant theological shift.
382

   

Indeed, it is remarkable that in the years immediately following the conclusion of 

the Great Revival, no major theological shifts seemed to have occurred among southern 

Baptists.  No existing southern Baptist associations are known to have modified their 

confessional statements to make them friendlier to a revivalistic framework during this 

period.
383

   

Instead, southern Baptists continued to sound Calvinist themes, and extol 

Calvinist theology.  A circular letter written for the Dover Association in 1805 is 

illustrative. The topic of the letter was religious apostasy. Confident of human depravity, 

the writer states:  “Depraved as man is, it would be vain to hope, that he would not abuse 

any treasure (however precious) to which he could have access.  Sinful fallen man can 

never touch and not pollute  . . .  Pure Religion is handed to us directly from Heaven.  But 

alas!  How much is there that bears the name of Religion, that is nothing more than the 

production of man . . . ”
384

 This small section of the letter contains many of the themes so 

central to a Calvinist understanding of human nature, and of religious methodologies—
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human depravity, divine sovereignty, and a thorough skepticism toward any religious 

efforts initiated by human beings. 

 Nor did any of the many new associations that developed in the aftermath of the 

Great Revival seem to demonstrate any significant shifts from the theological 

frameworks of the existing associations from which they emerged.  For instance, none of 

the minutes from these associations indicate conflict as a reason for their separation from 

their mother associations.  As a result, some associations felt no need to formally adopt a 

confessional statement, or they simply retained the doctrinal stance of their mother 

association and failed to make note of it in their minutes.
 385

   

The new associations which did adopt theological statements utilized either the 

Philadelphia Confession or a condensed version of it.  In 1790 John Asplund published, 

in his Annual Register of the Baptist Denomination, an abstract of principles taken from 

the Philadelphia Confession.
386

  Several new Tennessee associations adopted this abstract 

just after the turn of the century including the Nolachucky, Tennessee, Cumberland, 

Concord, and Western District Associations.
387

  In confessional form, the abstract reads 

as follows: 

Article 1 – We believe in one truly and living God, the Father, the Word, 

and the Holy Ghost. 
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Article 2 – That the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament are the 

Word of God, and the only rule of faith and practice. 

 

Article 3 – We believe in the doctrine of Election, and that God chose his 

people in Christ before the foundation of the world. 

 

Article 4 – We believe in the doctrine of original sin, and man’s 

impotency to recover himself from the fallen state he is in by nature, by 

his own free will and ability. 

 

Article 5 – We believe that sinners are justified in the sight of God, only 

by the righteousness of Christ imputed to them. 

 

Article 6 – We believe that God’s elect shall be called, converted, 

regenerated, and sanctified by the Holy Ghost. 

 

Article 7 – We believe that the saints shall persevere in grace, and never 

finally fall away, and that good works are the fruits of the faith, and follow 

after justification. 

 

Article 8 – We believe that Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are ordinances 

of Jesus Christ, and that true believers are the only proper subjects, and 

that the only proper mode of Baptism is immersion. 

 

Article 9 – We believe in the resurrection of the dead, and the general 

judgment, and that the punishment of the wicked and the joys of the 

righteous shall be eternal. 

 

Article 10 – We believe that ministers have no right to administer the 

ordinances only such as are regularly baptized, and come under the 

imposition of hands by the Presbytery.
388

 

Clearly present in articles three through seven are the traditionally Calvinist views of 

total depravity, election, irresistible grace and the perseverance of the saints.  Strongly 

implied, though not directly stated, is the notion of a limited atonement.   

The only Association that might be an exception to this pattern of theological 

continuity is the Chowan Association (North Carolina) which formed out of the Kehukee 
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Association in 1806.  The question of the support of missions arose very early in the 

Kehukee Association, appearing in the minutes as a question put before the association in 

1803.  Apparently, some were against it even then, but the minutes for that year do not 

state such details, stating only the query.  It was during this early period of resistance to 

missions, however, that the churches that formed the Chowan Association departed. Still, 

the exact relationship of this query to the departure of those churches that formed the 

Chowan Association is unclear, as all of the churches that left the Kehukee Association 

were located north of the Roanoke River, and thus, geographical consideration could be 

said to have played a larger role in this division.  Furthermore, in 1809, the Chowan 

association is entreated, “to read with great attention Doctor Gill’s Body of Divinity.”  

According to the moderator of the Association, “no book ever written is better calculated 

than this to teach us the glorious doctrines of the Holy Bible.”
389

  John Gill (1697-1771), 

an eighteenth century English Baptist minister was highly respected among Baptists on 

both sides of the Atlantic,  but was known as being so strongly Calvinistic that he argued 

against preaching the gospel to the unconverted.
390

  It is unlikely, then, that the Chowan 

Association’s departure from the Kehukee Association was motivated by theology. 

Southern Baptists maintained this same continuity with earlier confessions of faith 

not just in their overall theological framework, but also in the specific ways in which they 

interpreted the event of the Great Revival.  Contemporary chroniclers took great pains to 
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reserve any and all of the credit for the revival’s impetus for God alone.  According to the 

minutes of the Dover Association, the revival began not with human effort but when God 

began to soften the hearts of the ministers within the association.  The minutes state: “It 

seems to be the uniform relation of all those preachers who have been happily engaged in 

the revival that for several months before it began they enjoyed greater communications 

of divine favor; and in preaching they felt their spirits more enlarged, and their hearts 

oftener melted under a sense of the goodness of God in the salvation of sinners.  These 

divine exercises induced ministers to be more engaged, and to be more earnest in 

enforcing the doctrines of salvation; their hopes were not disappointed; the Spirit of God 

was poured out upon the people.”
391

  Burkitt and Read in their history of the Kehukee 

Association state:  “we hope that no person will ascribe the glory of the work to any 

person or persons whatever, but to the Lord alone: for true religion is a work of God.”
392

   

In summary, during the Great Revival and immediately following it, southern 

Baptists maintained a thorough going Calvinism with its twin emphases upon God’s 

sovereignty and human inability.  Revivals were seen as “an astonishing work of grace,” 

and thus, a real shift toward a theology of human instrumentality was yet to occur. 
393

  

The Impact of the Great Revival Upon Southern Baptist Practices 

                                                 
391

 Dover Association Minutes, 1801.  

 
392

 Burkitt and Read, 146. 

 
393

 This was a common statement used to describe what many Baptist ministers 

saw as a very momentous event.  For a specific example of its use see George Purefoy, A 

History of the Sandy Creek Baptist Association From Its Organization In A.D. 1758, to 

A.D. 1858 (1859; repr., New York: Arno Press, 1980), 68. 

 



 198 

The theological continuity that southern Baptists maintained during and 

immediately after the Great Revival was, for the most part, mirrored in practical terms.  

Such continuity is significant, given the perception that the Great Revival introduced a 

more extreme version of revivalistic practices than had previously been witnessed in 

American Christianity.
394

 Of course, Baptist polity always lends itself to diversity, so 

there were also some exceptions to this overall trend toward continuity.  For purposes of 

clarity, both facets of southern Baptist revivalism during the period of the Great Revival 

deserve examination, as well as the overall trend toward continuity, and a few notable 

exceptions to that trend. 

There is very little evidence that, in the first decade of the nineteenth century, 

southern Baptists began to incorporate revivalistic practices that went beyond those that 

existed prior to the Great Revival.  Much has been made of the extreme “exercises” that 

appeared at Cane Ridge and in subsequent revival meetings, but far from any enthusiastic 

endorsement, there were reactions that varied from outright condemnation by a few, to a 

pronounced, if respectful, distance from such exercises among most southern Baptists. A 

strongly negative reaction to these revival exercises can be seen in the actions of Garner 

McConnico, pastor of a Baptist congregation in the Cumberland Association.  The 

Cumberland Association was one of the first Baptist associations in Tennessee to 

experience the overflow of revival from Kentucky.  According to Benedict, in the midst 

of a revival service, a person in the congregation began to experience “the jerks.”  Rather 
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than feed off the revival enthusiasm created from such an exercise, McConnico instead 

ordered the “unclean spirits” to leave, which put an end to the exercise.
395

 

A similar reaction came from Edmund Botsford.  Botsford was informed about a 

camp meeting in the upstate region of South Carolina in the summer of 1803, and 

reported on it in a letter to Richard Furman.  In the letter, he condemned the way the 

camp meeting was run, perhaps because it was organized by the Methodists who tended 

to embrace the more extreme forms of revival enthusiasm.  Botsford told Furman:  “it 

was a noisy clamorous meeting  . . .  no one who is fond of order could approve of it.”
396

 

Of course, few southern Baptists reacted as strongly as McConnico and Botsford.  

More typical were mild forms of skepticism. In 1805 a query was offered to the Sandy 

Creek Association concerning one of the exercises:  “Shall the new exercise, called 

dancing, be a bar to communion?”  The Association was unwilling to reject those so 

inclined, but it made itself clear that the dancing exercise was on the fringes of 

appropriate spiritual behavior.  “We do not find in God’s word, nor can we approbate it, 

but recommend the churches use great tenderness with those who are exercised in that 

way, before they make it a bar to communion.”
397

   

This is not to suggest that southern Baptists were reacting against all forms of 

emotional response, or religious experience.  Instead, the data indicates that southern 
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Baptists had already incorporated certain practices which allowed for the group emotions 

associated with revivals, while stopping short of what they saw as “disorder.”  As stated 

above, when the Great Revival appeared in the Bethel Association (South Carolina) in 

1802, the Association witnessed what they believed to be a powerful manifestation of 

God’s spirit. And yet when an “uncommon effect” displayed itself, the form this effect 

took was restrained, at least in comparison with accounts of camp meetings such as those 

from Cane Ridge.  “Some were thrown to the ground” and “the hearts of many were 

made to melt,” record the associational minutes.  Furthermore, the people were “so very 

intent” to hear God’s word, that “they petitioned for preaching, after business was 

finished; and some of the ministers continued with them in constant exercise, till 

midnight.”
398

  In the Bethel Association then, excited group emotions displayed 

themselves only in ways that reflected the restrained revivalism that arose out of the 

merger of Regulars and Separates more than a decade earlier.  According to Benedict, the 

same pattern manifested itself among the Baptists in North Carolina during the Great 

Revival.  Benedict states:  “The fantastic exercise of jerking, dancing and etc. in a 

religious way, prevailed much with the united body of Methodists and Presbyterians, 

toward the close of the revival; but they were not introduced at all among the Baptists in 

these parts but falling down under religious impressions was frequent among them.”
399
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By and large then, southern Baptists continued to embrace those forms of 

religious experience that had originated with the Separate Baptists a generation earlier.  

Tears, groans, silence, and the inability to move for a time might strike a modern 

observer as similarly extreme as jerking, and dancing, but the first group of practices 

either displayed themselves negatively (as in the inability to move or speak) or as 

religious expressions of normal activities (shouting and crying).  Furthermore, it is 

obvious that southern Baptists themselves saw a difference between the two sets of 

practices, and went to great lengths to disassociate themselves from what they saw as 

“extremes.”
400

  In short, southern Baptists had already forged a consensus which left 

ample room for revivalistic practices, without forsaking the emphasis on order embedded 

in their Calvinistic theology.  Benedict states:  

As a general thing, the old way of conducting meetings, whether in seasons of 

revivals or declensions, was pursued, and all attempts to produce a high state of 

feeling among the people were carefully avoided.  Depth of feeling was the main 

thing desired by our most efficient men, whether in the pulpit or conference room.  

They also made much dependence on the silent workings of the divine Spirit on 

the hearts of the people.  On these agencies the Baptists made much more 

dependence than on multitudinous gatherings and bodily exercises.
401

 

Such continuity displays itself in the data from the period not only in corporate 

settings but also on an individual level, specifically, in the practice of conversion.  The 

Great Revival is typically characterized as both a period of high emotion and also of 
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evangelistic fervor.  Indeed, it was not just that people displayed great emotion in 

sometimes surprising fashion during the Revival, but the fact that such exercises led to 

large numbers of conversions, which made the Revival so remarkable.  It is not surprising 

then, that the conversion narratives of southern Baptists from this period make mention of 

revival fervor.  In 1802 as the Revival began to make its way into South Carolina, 

Humphrey Posey (1780-1846), a schoolteacher (and future Baptist preacher) attended a 

gathering at a Baptist church near Greenville and observed:   

I went to a Baptist meeting, on the Lord’s day, when, to my surprise, a 

large congregation was in attendance, and singing, which had not been the 

case there for a long time previous.  It struck me there would be a revival, 

and I went in under solemn impressions.  There were two sermons 

preached, with no apparent effect; but when the preaching was closed, a 

Presbyterian gentleman, by request, got up and described a camp meeting 

which he had attended just previous to this, and which was, probably, the 

first in the State.  The description was given in such a manner that it 

affected the whole congregation, and my hard heart was softened, so that I 

shed tears freely.  A lively exhortation ensued, and an invitation to seekers 

being given, I was probably the first to go forward to give the preacher my 

hand to be prayed for.
402

 

 

If Posey had experienced the “New Birth” right then, it might have signaled a shift in the 

typical southern Baptist approach to conversion.  Posey, however, left the gathering 

unconverted.   

I was glad that I could weep, and I felt that I would rather stay right there 

than to go home; but still I could not think that my sins were forgiven.  

But I could now pray with some fervor, and therefore hoped there was yet 

mercy for me.  I went home, and my sadness increased.  In the morning I 

took up the hymnbook, and commenced singing the hymn beginning – 

‘How happy are they who their Savior obey’ I thought they were the 

happiest people in the world; but here was I, a sinner, who had no part in 

it.  I laid down the book and retired for secret prayer, which, I think, I 

engaged in about four times that night; but found no relief.  This struggle 
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continued about four days and nights, during which time sins that had 

been long committed came fresh to my recollection.  I felt that I was in the 

worst condition of any sinner, mainly on account of the badness of my 

heart that if God should send me to hell it would be just, and I could not 

see how he could be just and save me.  My anguish was past expression.  

About the fourth night, I went almost in despair, and kneeled down by a 

pile of rocks in my field, and having found so many evils in my heart, and 

not willing to remain in ignorance of my real character, I begged the Lord 

to show me the worst of my case, and if there was mercy in store for such 

a hell-deserving wretch, for the dear Redeemer’s sake, to let it be 

bestowed.  In this agony, light broke into my soul, with an impression like 

this, ‘Thy sins are forgiven thee.’  My soul was filled with joy, and it 

appeared to me astonishing that I had not sooner discovered the way of 

salvation through Jesus Christ.
403

 

 

Despite Posey’s revival experience, conversion happened not in the midst of the 

excitement of group emotions, but in solitary struggle.  The full narrative of his process 

of conviction and conversion (which has been edited for brevity) also indicates that Posey 

had been “deeply affected” for some months prior to his experience during the Baptist 

revival.
404

  Still, the emotions of the revival did factor in, and in that way, Posey’s 

conversion narrative bears strong resemblance to Richard Furman’s narrative offered in 

Chapter Three.  Both narratives display the similar Puritan-like process of intense 

introspection, while still giving evidence of the valuable role that fervent group emotion 

can play in the process.  On the whole, however, the most apt comparisons for Posey’s 

conversions (and most others that took place during the period of the Great Revival) can 

be found by reaching backward into the eighteenth century, rather than forward to a day 

when conversions happened quickly and without great self-examination.
405
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The same thing can be said for the specific ways in which southern Baptists 

approached the practice of worship during this period.  As a result of the merger between 

Separates and Regulars, southern Baptists had developed a hybrid of the Separates’ and 

Regulars’ approach to preaching.  Robert Gardner states that preaching in the Georgia 

Association was simultaneously “biblically based, dogmatic, polemical, [and] lengthy” 

(in keeping with the Regular Baptist penchant for doctrinal content) as well as 

“emotional, evangelistic, [and] loud” (in line with the Separate Baptist emphases on 

emotion and conversion).
406

  Little about this seems to have changed as a result of the 

Great Revival. According to Benedict, in the period of the Great Revival, “a sermon 

would have been accounted altogether defective which did not touch upon Election, Total 

Depravity, Final Perseverance, etc.”  While focused on conversion, preachers would still 

approach the topic indirectly with non-Christians. The preachers “would use 

                                                                                                                                                 

Joseph Borum’s Biographical Sketches of Tennessee Baptist Ministers (Memphis:  

Rogers & Co., 1880) also contains, among its extensive collection of biographical data, a 

few conversion narratives which can be dated to this period and bear resemblance to the 

narratives of Furman, Posey, and Brantly.  Part of the challenge of presenting historical 

data from the early national and antebellum periods of American history is the scarcity of 

biographical data.  This was especially true in the midst of Baptist life in the American 

South, which makes offering a broad amount of data related to the process of conversion 

a challenge.  Literacy rates were relatively low, and the challenges of life on the frontier 

meant that even those capable of writing, rarely took the time to record their thoughts or 

personal stories on paper, even about something as significant as one’s conversion 

experience.  Typically, only those who had risen to prominence were requested to record 

such narratives.  This study has sought to offer as broad a range of conversion narratives 

as possible, but it should be noted that most of the conversion narratives offered are from 

ministers who attained some level of notoriety, leaving one to speculate over the 

differences in conversion narratives which might be displayed from typical lay people in 

southern Baptist churches.  A slightly broader range of data related to conversion 

narratives will, however, be offered in Chapter Five. 
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circumlocution in their discourses on these matters, instead of direct appeals and 

exhortations to those whose conversion they desired.  They would describe the lost 

condition of sinners and point out the duty of all men to repent and believe the gospel; 

but beyond this, their views of consistency with the doctrine which ascribes the whole 

work of salvation to God alone, would not permit them to go.”  Most significantly, 

according to Benedict, “church members then received much more attention from our 

public speakers, than those who stood without its pale.”
407

  So, while revivalism had 

already affected the tone of Baptist preaching in a significant way prior to the Great 

Revival, the content of preaching was yet to shift from a merely central to a nearly 

exclusive focus on converting new Christians.  That shift would occur at a later date. 

The other aspect of worship that needs a cursory examination during this period is 

the practice of corporate singing.  Southern Baptists had already incorporated the use of 

hymns and spiritual songs into corporate worship.  As stated earlier, music played a key 

role in creating and sustaining the emotional fervor of revivals, but very little about this 

practice shifted during the Great Revival.  The data indicates no lasting resistance to this 

practice in southern Baptist life, so the atmosphere of the Great Revival had no obstacles 

to overcome in this regard.  The only remarkable aspect of corporate music for southern 

Baptists during this period was the introduction of a large number of new spiritual songs 

that appeared during the Great Revival.  According to George Pullen Jackson, a “new 

brand of religious folk song appeared, ushered in by a new emotional upheaval.  The 
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upheaval was the Kentucky Revival of 1800 on.”
408

    Thus, the Great Revival saw a vast 

proliferation of spiritual song as it swept across the southern states.   

The Kehukee Association experienced this proliferation.  According to the 

account of the Great Revival published in the associational minutes, “Singing was 

attended with great blessing:  Elder Burkitt published two or three different pamphlets, 

which contained a small collection of spirituals songs  . . .  They were in very great 

demand.  As many as about six thousand books were disposed of in two years  . . .  At 

every meeting  . . .  the congregation was melodiously entertained with numbers singing 

delightfully  . . .  Nothing seemed to engage the attention of the people more . . . .”
409

 

Burkitt’s production of pamphlets brought order to the singing of the Kehukee 

Association, but in most southern Baptist gatherings, songbooks and hymnals were not 

yet available.  As a result, revival singing was often haphazard and chaotic.  According to 

W. W. Sweet, “in camp meetings a dozen different hymns or songs would be sung at 

once.”  Furthermore, “because of the absence of hymn books, it was not uncommon for 

‘spiritual songs’ to be improvised on the spot.  The preacher would raise a tune, 

furnishing two lines and a chorus; when the congregation had sung that, he would be 

ready with two more lines, and so on more or less indefinitely.”
410

  The lack of hymnals 

and songbooks, however, hardly prevented the widespread practice of corporate singing.  

Southern Baptists had already found ways to incorporate this practice into their common 
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life prior to the Great Revival, and while the proliferation of new material during this 

period might have created additional challenges, these challenges never inhibited fervent 

revival singing during this period.  

Hints of a Coming Shift in Southern Baptist Practices 

While an examination of southern Baptist practices in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century indicates continuity with the preceding period, it should also be noted 

that southern Baptists did begin to witness the first hints of some important changes 

during the period of the Great Revival that would later become widespread.  Some 

examples of this foreshadowing can be seen, first, in the appearance among southern 

Baptists of what came to be known as the “new measures” (although only on a very 

limited basis).
411

  Two such practices were the shaking of hands, and the offering of an 

invitation for prayer to those “anxious” about their salvation.  More importantly, southern 

Baptists began the slow process of adapting their associational life from a focus on 

primitive purity toward support for missions and evangelism.  Both of these shifts will be 

examined. 
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During the appearance of the Great Revival in the Kehukee Association in North 

Carolina, a few ministers “at the close of worship [would] sing a spiritual song suited to 

the occasion, and go through the congregation, and shake hands with the people while 

singing.”
412

  Several of those converted during the Great Revival “declared that this was 

the first means of their conversion.”
413

  Combined with the hymn, this action by the 

minister “seemed so friendly, the ministers appeared so loving, that the party with whom 

the minister shook hands would be melted in tears.”
414

  

Prior to the Great Revival (and also to the merger of Separates and Regulars), the 

Separate Baptists had already taken a small step away from the Puritan soteriological 

framework by adding a human element to that process of separation in the form of 

“excited group emotions.” Such an addition, however, was only indirectly related to the 

actual moment of conversion and was never made normative.  The Separate Baptists 

certainly believed that conversion or “the New Birth” should be a highly emotional 

process leading to a highly emotional moment, but they never assumed that the 

enthusiasm of a congregation, or a minister’s invitation, were instrumental components in 

an individual’s conversion.  In other words, there was nothing in Separate Baptist 

soteriological practices which set up anything or anyone human in a mediating role 

during the process of salvation.  Conversion remained, just as it had with the Regulars 

and Puritans something God initiated and an individual human received with no one in 

between. 
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Handshakes began to shift the process toward greater human instrumentality.  

This was especially true when the practice of shaking hands was combined with the 

invitation for prayer.  Though it might seem strange to modern observers to see 

something as simple as a handshake as an early indication of a significant shift in Baptist 

identity, the practice represented a symbolic step away from the Puritan-like  process of 

conversion, even if it was only a small step.  Handshakes and invitations to the anxious 

for prayer were another step away from God’s transcendence because they began to inject 

an external human element into the conversion process.  Within a few years, the 

handshakes of the ministers with the congregation would come to focus partially, and in 

some cases exclusively, on those who had not yet been converted.  So too, the prayers for 

the anxious at the conclusion of the service would take the form of an anxious bench set 

up for those unconverted, which put a special focus (and pressure) on such individuals in 

worship.  Even in this preliminary stage it is worth noting that, in the form of a 

handshake, the “excited group emotions” moved from being indirectly related to the 

process of conversion to a place of instrumentality.   

 Handshakes and invitations were but slight indications of a shift toward greater 

human instrumentality. The Great Revival did, however, coincide with and give impetus 

to another phenomenon that, while only indirectly related to revivalism, would come to 

have tremendous significance for the course of southern Baptist revivalism in the years to 

come.  This phenomenon was the birth of the missions movement among southern 

Baptists.
415
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Many recent Baptist historians writing about the birth of support for missions 

among southern Baptists begin with the story of Luther Rice (1783-1836) and the 

beginning of the Triennial Convention in 1814.  Leon McBeth, for instance, begins his 

account of the birth of the missions support among Baptist with the creation of the 

Triennial Convention, but when he details “several developments [which] prepared for 

this important new Baptist organization,” he fails to mention any link between southern 

Baptist revivals and support for missions.
416

 McBeth’s approach is typical of other 

Baptist historians as well.
417

 

                                                                                                                                                 

show the early relationship between revival enthusiasm and support for missions, and 

then, later, to demonstrate how the organizational mindset that developed among some 

southern Baptists to support missions would also be a significant element in southern 

Baptist revivalism in the years to come.  For a more in depth treatment of the birth and 

development of the missions movement among southern Baptists see Leon McBeth, The 

Baptist Heritage (Nashville:  Broadman Press, 1984) and Carol Holcomb “Baptist 

missions and the Turn Toward National Denominational Organizations: the Baptist 

Missionary Society and the Triennial Convention: 1792/1812” in Turning Points in 

Baptist History : a Festschrift in Honor of Harry Leon McBeth, edited by Michael E. 

Williams and Walter B. Shurden (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2008).  For a more 

detailed look at the opposition to the missions movement that developed during roughly 

the same period see James Mathis, The Making of the Primitive Baptists: A Cultural and 

Intellectual History of the Antimission Movement, 1800-1840 (New York:  Routledge, 

2004) and Jeffrey Taylor, The Formation of the Primitive Baptist Movement (Kitchener: 

Pandora Press, 2004). 
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While the story of Rice and the formation of the Triennial Convention is the most 

significant element in the development of support for mission among southern Baptists, 

an emphasis on those events may unintentionally ignore the role that revivalism played in 

creating the initial fervor which first gave rise to missions more than a decade earlier.  

The first historical evidence of widespread support for missions emerged among southern 

Baptists in the very years that the Great Revival was sweeping through southern Baptist 

churches.  In 1802 during the annual meeting of the Charleston Baptist Association, 

reports poured in from individuals and other Baptist bodies about the course of a “happy 

work of grace” that was occurring in many parts of the South.  It was in this context that a 

query was presented by Richard Furman from his congregation concerning the possibility 

of appointing missionaries:  “Is it not in our power at this time to send out a missionary or 

missionaries, well qualified for the work, to preach the gospel to the many destitute 

people in various parts of our land; and do not zeal for the cause of God and love to the 

souls of men, require of us strenuous exertions in such an undertaking.”
418

 A similar 

query was made at a meeting of the Kehukee Association during the fervor of the Great 

Revival.  Elder Martin Ross stated the query on behalf of his church:  “Is not the Kehukee 

Association, with all her numerous and respectable friends, called on in Providence, in 

some way, to step forward in support of that missionary spirit which the great God is so 

wonderfully reviving amongst the different denominations of good men in various parts 

of the world?”
419

 Though he did not specifically mention it in his diary, reports of the 
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progress of the Great Revival also may have motivated Jesse Mercer’s initiation of a 

missionary conference in Powelton, Georgia in 1801.
420

   

A few years later, before reports began to circulate among southern Baptists about 

the adoption of Baptist convictions by Rice and the Judsons, and in the midst of another 

region-wide revival, additional steps were taken by various Baptist groups in support of 

the cause of missions.   One of the first Baptist bodies in the South to experience this 

revival was the Savannah River Association, a mix of Baptist churches along the border 

of Georgia and South Carolina. The revival began in the fall of 1811, and, a year later the 

Association began to discuss the creation of a permanent missionary organization.
421

   

Also in 1812, as revival reappeared among several Baptist churches in Kentucky, 

Stark Dupuy, a young Baptist minister in Kentucky, published the first edition of the 

Kentucky Missionary and Theological Magazine.  According to Spencer, the magazine 

was “devoted principally to missionary and revival intelligence  . . .  [and] was the first 

Baptist periodical known to have been published in the west.”
422
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Dupuy’s magazine and the Savannah Baptist Society for Foreign Missions were 

just two examples of a developing link in southern Baptist minds between revivals and 

missionary support.
423

  Southern Baptists began to see what they believed was a 

connection between the “gracious work of God’s spirit” in numerous revivals, and their 

own responsibility to contribute to the momentum of growth and fervor with support for 

the cause of missions.  For nearly half a century, revivals had been the primary context 

for the growth of the Baptist movement.  Before this period, the process of conversion 

had been seen almost exclusively in light of God’s transcendence.  Baptists believed that 

a holy God brought about conversions only through divinely appointed means which 

human beings experienced passively, and only in a lengthy and highly personal process 

of introspection and conviction.  Revivals, however, began to alter that process.  An 

external human element was being given greater weight (though not yet instrumentality), 

and it was inevitable that such an emphasis would have implications for Baptist identity.   

Support for missions was one such implication.  Just as handshakes and 

invitations for prayer were but small steps beyond the practices of an earlier generation of 

southern Baptist revivals, support for missions was but a small step beyond the way that 
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southern Baptists viewed itinerant preaching, but that small step was theologically 

significant.  Itinerant preaching was, ostensibly, linked to the existence of congregations.  

This assumption implied that preaching was a practice meant for the Church. Though this 

limitation was occasionally overlooked by individuals less concerned with the finer 

points of Calvinist conceptions of the atonement (and how those points might be applied), 

the limitation was maintained organizationally.  The birth of support for missions, 

however, removed this limitation.  Though it was but a small step beyond itineracy, it 

would soon lead to a giant leap in southern Baptist identity. 

It should be noted, however, that this giant leap was still years away.  Even 

though support for missions had begun, this support was only sporadic in nature prior to 

the events surrounding Luther Rice, the Judsons, and the birth of the Triennial 

Convention.  The Georgia and Charleston Associations both considered queries 

concerning support for missions that they answered in the affirmative.  Neither 

association, however, was able to develop broad support for missions either financially or 

organizationally in the years immediately following these queries.  Nor did such support 

appear in any but a few scattered Baptist associations across the south prior to 1813.  In 

short, southern Baptists were seeing only the first hints of the significant shift that would 

occur in southern Baptist faith and practice as a result of antebellum revivalism.   

 

 

The Great Revival and the Historiography of the Great Awakenings 
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If it is true that southern Baptists maintained a pattern of continuity in their faith 

and practice during the period of the Great Revival, what implications does this 

continuity hold for interpretations of the Great Revival in the context of the First and 

Second Great Awakenings?  As stated earlier, McLoughlin argues that in order for a 

general revival to rise to the level of an Awakening four “circumstances” must be 

present.  These four circumstances are a theological reorientation within the churches 

combined with a general intellectual reorientation in American society; church conflicts 

that are provoked by this reorientation; a growing “cleavage” between churches and 

society, and within churches themselves that arises out of religious sentiment; and that 

people outside the churches must believe that Christianity has special relevance for the 

present moment in history.
424

   

McLoughlin’s four-fold standard provokes a question: does southern Baptist 

participation in the Great Revival meet this standard?  In purely theological terms, the 

answer is no.  Southern Baptists exhibited very little theological reorientation in the 

twenty year period that included the Great Revival.  In the 1795 circular letter of the 

Georgia Association, Silas Mercer explained the “cold” period in which southern Baptist 

found themselves by stating:  “in a lively time of religion, hypocrites and formalists are 

apt to creep into the Church, therefore, a time of trial is necessary to purge these  . . .  

And further:  the Lord intends, it may be, by this way to prove that salvation is by grace 

alone; for in a time of declension no man or set of men  . . .  not all the people in the 

world, can make a stir of religion.”
425

  A decade later, when the Great Revival came to a 
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close, Semple echoed the exact same sentiment when he said, “there must be a fanning 

time; as well as a harvest time.”
426

  In other words, southern Baptists continued to view 

revivals in terms of divine inscrutability—God had his own purposes for the beginning 

and ending of revivals, and while their was logic to these purposes, they were beyond the 

full scope of human understanding.  

Furthermore, very few Baptists in the Great Revival went beyond the practical 

forms of enthusiasm the Separates had introduced into Baptist life fifty years earlier, and 

which came to be imitated by most southern Baptists. When they did, it was very limited 

in scope.  Of course it can be argued that the birth of support for missions during this 

decade, and individual examples of “new measures” were early indicators of a 

reorientation, but as already stated, these examples were limited and they failed to gain 

widespread support. Nor did they provoke the kind of conflict that typically characterizes 

such a major shift.  The fact remains that southern Baptists maintained their theology, and 

rejected the more extreme measures that developed during the Great Revival.   

Without any extensive reorientation, no grounds for widespread conflict arose.  

This lack of conflict is the strongest evidence in opposition to any interpretive framework 

that links southern Baptist participation in the Great Revival with a second Great 

Awakening.  Unlike the Methodists, who were still defining themselves because of their 

relatively recent identity as a movement separate from the Church of England, the 

Baptists and Presbyterians had firmly forged identities.  Many of their Presbyterian 

colleagues, however, significantly reshaped their identity during this period, some going 

so far as to form a new denomination with explicitly revivalistic principles and practices 
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(the Cumberland Presbyterians).  Southern Baptists, of course, have never completely 

avoided disagreement, but no splits occurred, and no new organizations were formed to 

contrast with the old.  By and large, southern Baptists stayed within the theological 

boundaries they had set with the union of the Regulars and Separates more than a decade 

earlier.   

This lack of conflict might also suggest why Presbyterian sources are often at the 

center of most interpretations of the Great Revival (and by extension for some, the 

Second Great Awakening). When McGready and most of his colleagues wrote accounts 

of the Great Revival, there was a dual purpose.  Not only were they reporting what they 

believed to be astonishing and even miraculous events, they were also writing in the 

context of a conflict within Presbyterianism.  The vast proliferation of Presbyterian 

sources from the Great Revival, should, perhaps, be seen in this light, especially relative 

to Baptist accounts of the same period.
427

     

This context of conflict is especially significant given that most general historians, 

and also many Baptist historians, have relied upon Presbyterian sources to inform their 

accounts of the Great Revival.  Take, for instance, B. F. Riley, a late-nineteenth century 

Baptist historian.  When Riley published his History of the Baptists in Southern States 

East of the Mississippi, he describes the events of the Great Revival happening a century 

earlier, not by providing a first-person narrative from Richard Furman, or details from the 

Elkhorn Association, but by summarizing an account from a history of the Presbyterian 

church in America.  Riley states, “This was the revival which began under James 
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McGready in North Carolina, and which swept over the Southern and Western States and 

Territories and shortly changed the aspect of religious society.”
428

 

If a Baptist historian less than a century removed interprets the Great Revival in 

those terms, then it should be no surprise that southern historians, historians of 

revivalism, and general historians of American religion do so as well.  According to 

McLoughlin, prior to the Great Revival “the prevailing cultural world view of 

southerners had been Calvinistic, but Calvinism faded fast after 1800.”
429

  To defend this 

statement, McLoughlin quotes, not the words of any new southern Baptist confessional 

statement, or even a revival sermon from a Baptist preacher, but the words of a Methodist 

circuit rider, Peter Cartwright (1785-1872).  Quoting Cartwright, McLoughlin contends 

that they [Baptists and Presbyterians] “almost to a man gave up these points of high 

Calvinism and preached a free salvation to all mankind.”
430

  McLoughlin is partially 

correct in that southern Baptists were in the midst of a theological shift concerning the 

atonement that affected the practice of preaching, but he fails to note that the shift began 

prior to the Great Revival, and lasted for decades after it ended.   

Boles’ examination of the Great Revival displays some of these same problems, 

but from a different historiographical context.  According to Boles, the Great Revival 

“was the South’s ‘Great Awakening.’”
431

  While, this places him at odds with 
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McLoughlin and others who see the Great Revival as the advent of the Second Great 

Awakening, his assertion is no less problematic when it comes to characterizing southern 

Baptist participation in the Great Revival in terms of an Awakening.
432

  Take, for 

instance, Boles work on the theological and organizational conflict which emerged as a 

result of the Great Revival.  Though his chapter “Unity and Schism” tends to be more 

descriptive than interpretive when it comes to discussing how the events of the Great 

Revival led to declension among southern evangelicals, it is significant that in his chapter 

on “Unity and Schism”, he makes absolutely no mention of any conflict within southern 

Baptist life in the aftermath of the Great Revival.  Assuming Boles’ definition of an 

Awakening is at least similar to McLoughlin’s, the lack of declension in southern Baptist 

life in the immediate aftermath of the Great Revival undermines any portrayal of the 

event as an Awakening, at least as it relates to southern Baptists.
433

 

In short, the only big change that occurred during the Great Revival was 

numerical growth, but southern Baptists had experienced similar growth rates at other 

times.  And given the fact that one of those periods of growth took place less than a 

decade before, it is difficult to justify the Great Revival as a Second Great Awakening, at 
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least among southern Baptists.  This is not to say that southern Baptists completely defy 

McLoughlin’s four-fold description.  Nor I am denying that, as Boles argues, southern 

Baptists became thorough going revivalists during the antebellum period. Southern 

Baptists experienced significant changes in their beliefs and practices because of 

revivalism, but the most substantive changes would not occur until nearly a generation 

after the Great Revival, beginning roughly around 1830.
434

   

The Rise of the Missions Movement 

While the most comprehensive shift in southern Baptist identity due to revivalism 

would not occur for more than twenty years, one significant development did occur in the 

second decade of the nineteenth century which would significantly influence the way 

southern Baptists practiced their faith—the growth of the missions movement.  As stated 

above, this movement had been hinted at in the immediate aftermath of the Great 

Revival, but it was not until second decade of the nineteenth century that the missions 

movement displayed the organizational momentum necessary to create a broad impact in 

southern Baptist faith and practice.  Furthermore, the shift that the missions movement 

represented was not only significant in its own right, it would also pave the way for the 

kind of changes that, according to McLoughlin, constitute an Awakening.  Before this 

shift is examined, however, a chronological overview of the growth of the missions 

movement will be provided.  

In February of 1812, three American Congregational missionaries, Ann Judson 

(1789-1826), Adoniram Judson (1788-1850), and Luther Rice set sail for India. Upon 
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their arrival they were to meet William Carey (1761-1834), a British Baptist missionary 

pioneer.  In preparation for meeting with Carey, Rice and the Judsons began to study the 

doctrine of Baptism in the New Testament.  Separately (Rice and the Judsons were 

traveling on different ships), each man came to the conclusion that baptism by immersion 

was the biblical model, so upon their arrival in India they resigned their commission as 

Congregational missionaries, and Rice returned to the United States to enlist the support 

of Baptists in America.
435

   

 Rice’s initial contacts with Baptists in America were in New England.  

Numerically, however, Baptists were stronger in the South.  Galvanizing support among 

southern Baptists, then, was crucial.  In the fall of 1813, Rice began a tour of Baptist 

churches in the South to spread the story of Baptist mission work and raise funds. 

 As stated above, the timing of Rice’s arrival in the South was fortuitous.  After a 

quiet period of several years following the end of the Great Revival, Baptists in the South 

had experienced another region-wide revival beginning in some places as early the fall of 

1810 and lasting in other places as late as the spring of 1813. A series of significant 

natural phenomena added to the intensity of the revival, adding an eschatological tone to 

the event, which easily carried over into a receptive atmosphere for Rice’s tour in support 
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of missions.
436

   Rice’s initial tour of the South was moderately successful.  Though he 

did not raise huge sums of money during this initial tour, his words helped spur additional 

momentum toward organizational development among southern Baptists.  

 The most significant development which involved southern Baptists was 

obviously the creation in May of 1814 of The General Missionary Convention of the 

Baptist Denomination in the United States of America for Foreign Missions (commonly 

referred to as the Triennial Convention).   Thirty-three delegates convened at the First 

Baptist Church of Philadelphia to discuss, debate, and, finally, develop an organizational 

framework for a nationwide body of Baptists whose main purpose was to support the 

work of foreign missions.   

Of those thirty-three delegates, only nine were from the South, but, regardless, the 

southern delegates had a considerable influence on the outcome.
437

  Most significantly, 

Richard Furman was elected as president of the convention.  In this position, Furman 

wielded significant influence on the discussions concerning the form the new 
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organization would take.  According to McBeth, Furman and the other southern delegates 

unanimously supported an associational or convention model for the new body rather 

than the society method preferred by the majority of northern delegates.  The convention 

model was a strongly centralized organization which allowed for the national body to 

carry out multiple tasks.  Furthermore, the convention would be constituted with churches 

as its member bodies.  The society model, on the other hand, allowed for individual 

participation and would have restrained the focus of work to one task or emphasis.  

Debate over the structure of the organization went on for days before Furman prevailed 

and the convention model was adopted (with some modifications).
438

  The headquarters 

for the Triennial Convention was located in Philadelphia, and William Staughton (1770-

1829) was selected as corresponding secretary.  The delegates then returned to their 

churches, associations, and regions to share the news of the Convention’s creation, and to 

promote the cause of missions.  

Despite the enthusiastic endorsement of the convention by those leaders who had 

overseen its inception, the Triennial Convention experienced struggles from its earliest 

days.  Some greeted the news of the convention’s creation with great enthusiasm. Others, 

while initially enthusiastic, took few concrete steps to support it.  Over time, however, 

some began to express doubts and even open hostility to the work of the Convention and, 

in a different way, to the missionary enterprise itself. 
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In the South, the initial response to the Triennial Convention was positive.  Given 

Richard Furman’s prominent association with the Convention, it is no great surprise to 

discover that the Charleston Association gave its enthusiastic endorsement to the 

Convention. The 1814 minutes of the Association declare “by a unanimous vote  . . .  this 

Association do approve of the said Constitution and Address, and of the Measures taken 

by the Board of Missions to bring the Constitution into operation; and that it is their wish  

. . .  that the Churches for which they are convened will give cordial and firm support to 

these measures, in order that, through the Blessing of God, the important object proposed, 

the conversion of the Heathen to the Faith of Christ, may be obtained.”
439

 

Other associations even more removed from the decision-making, also signaled 

their support.  In the frontier territory of Mississippi, the 1817 circular letter of the 

Mississippi Society for Baptist Missions, rallied support for the cause of missions.  It 

stated, “Behold the multitudes who are perishing for the lack of knowledge!  See the 

humiliating condition of thousands of our countrymen  . . .  It is the gospel only  . . .  

which can retrieve the degraded character of man.”  In essence, the author firmly believed 

that missions was the cause that could meet these great needs.  He stated further “we live 

in an eventful period  . . .  the era of Missions—it is the army of the Kingdom of Christ!  

Hail mighty conqueror, the Prince of Peace and King of Righteousness!”
440
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Some, though not all, southern Baptists went beyond vocal support for the 

Triennial Convention and gave financial, logistical, and organizational support, not only 

for the Convention but for the cause of missions generally. Following the birth of the 

convention, mission organizations began to appear in connection with Baptist 

associations across the South.  For example, in 1815 the Ocmulgee Association in 

Georgia constituted the Ocmulgee Mission Society.
441

 In 1816, the Hephzibah and 

Sarepta Associations in Georgia followed suit.
442

  In North Carolina, several Baptist 

associations had been sending delegates to a general meeting of correspondence for some 

years, but in 1816 that group helped give rise to an inter-associational society called the 

Carolina Baptist Missionary Society, which began to submit minutes to all of its 

representative associations.
443

  That same year, the Georgia Association set up a standing 

Mission Board.
444

   

 Within a few years, Baptists in South Carolina and Georgia went a step further, 

creating statewide organizations of Baptists.  The South Carolina Baptist State 

Convention was organized by representatives of three associations in 1821, and in 1822, 

delegates from multiple Georgia Baptist associations met and formed the “General 

Baptist Association of the State of Georgia.”
445
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Interestingly, the impetus for the creation of each state mission organization 

seems to have taken place within a context of revival.  The first call to form a statewide 

organization arose at the 1820 meeting of the Sarepta Association.  According to the 

minutes of Association, “Sunday came and the services conducted by Malachi Reeves, 

J.M. Gray, and Jesse Mercer were highly evangelistic and emotional.  Large crowds 

attended.  The preaching was powerful.  Many were in distress.”  At the end of this 

meeting, Adiel Sherwood (1791-1879) presented a resolution to the body.  The resolution 

read:  “we suggest for our own consideration, and respectfully that of sister associations 

in this state, the propriety of organizing a general meeting of correspondence.”  

Discussion ensued, but ultimately the Sarepta delegates approved Sherwood’s motion.
446

 

Fewer details exist concerning the creation of the South Carolina Baptist 

Convention, but numerical records indicate a surge of baptisms in the inland regions of 

the state beginning late in 1818, followed by a corresponding surge along the coast a few 

months later.  The Bethel and Charleston Associations saw membership to baptism rates 

of approximately ten to one during this period, and in 1820, the year that the Charleston 

Association first issued a call for a statewide organization, baptisms doubled.
447

   

 The prevailing sentiment, then, was that most Baptists (including those 

throughout the South) saw the rise of support for missions as both desirable and 

widespread.  According to a report in the Latter Day Luminary (the official “newsletter” 

of the Baptist Board of Foreign Missions), “it appears that the missionary spirit has been 
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widely diffused throughout our country, and is still spreading, from which circumstances 

we are more and more convinced that the ‘good hand of our God is with us,’ and that our 

labors of love shall not be in vain.”
448

 

Despite this initial surge of positive responses, however, many southern Baptist 

associations paid little attention to the work of the Triennial Convention, or to the rise of 

a number of statewide organizations that came into existence roughly a decade later.  

Active resistance was not yet widespread, but few Baptist churches made moves to 

support any organization beyond their local associations, at least in terms of financial or 

logistical support.  

Unlike the larger and well established associations which were represented at the 

first meeting of the Triennial Convention, most associations were newer, smaller, and 

characterized by the more haphazard nature and mindset of the frontier.  The decisions 

made by “elites” in places like Philadelphia, Boston, and Charleston seemed far removed 

from farmer preachers in the overwhelmingly rural areas of the southern United States.  

The Holston Association in East Tennessee recorded the presence of Luther Rice twice in 

an eight-year period following the birth of the Triennial Convention, but never saw fit to 

send a delegate to a meeting of that body during the same period, nor do its minutes 

indicate any records of funds sent to that body.
449

  In 1819, the Charleston Association 
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made a move to create a statewide organization of Baptists in South Carolina for the 

support of missions, but its creation was delayed for more than a year because “the 

associations of the interior of the State, who had received the Address from [the 

Charleston Association] . . . had not adopted the plan proposed.”
450

  Two other 

associations (the Edgefield and Savannah River Associations) would eventually send 

delegates to the initial meeting of the South Carolina State Convention, but it would be 

years before other associations joined their work.
451

   

Further complicating matters concerning the rise of support for missions was the 

ongoing struggle to define exactly how Baptists were going to cooperate to support such 

endeavors.  From the beginning, there had been significant disagreement concerning the 

exact form that a national missions organization would take.  Furman’s plan for a 

strongly centralized convention had won out initially, and the work of the convention 

expanded beyond missions to include education and benevolence, but the argument over 

the nature of the body never went away.  Many Baptists feared the loss of authority in 

delegating so much power in so many areas to one body. Finally, in 1826, those who 

favored decentralization and a more societal method prevailed.  The work of the 

convention was restricted to foreign missions, and the headquarters was moved from 

Philadelphia to Boston. As a result, southern influence on and interest in such 

organizations was dealt a significant blow.   

The Rise of the Antimissions Movement 
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 By the time the Triennial Convention shifted its organizational structure from a 

convention model to more of a society method, a significant backlash against any mission 

organizations beyond the local church had already begun to develop among southern 

Baptists.  It should be noted, though, that even before this backlash developed, some 

individual Baptist leaders had opposed the development of Baptist mission organizations 

beyond the local church. 

 When Baptist leaders from across the United States met in Philadelphia to create 

the Triennial Convention, John Leland (1754-1841) went to Philadelphia not to help 

found the convention, but to oppose its very creation.  Leland took to the pulpit using an 

analogy from the Old Testament to warn Baptists of any move on their part to adopt the 

strategies and techniques of other denominations.  Leland preached that the creation of 

any Baptist mission organization other than the local church was akin to Israel’s request 

to the prophet Samuel for a King to rule over them.
452

   As history records, Leland was 

not successful in his attempts. 

  Another revival-oriented preacher who joined Leland in opposition to mission 

was John Taylor. Probably because of his notoriety and leadership along the frontier, 

Taylor was considered by many to be the early leader of the antimission movement, and 
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his Thoughts on Mission published in 1820, was highly influential in developing 

antimission sentiment.
453

   

Thoughts on Missions was only one of a handful of widely known works 

denouncing the rise of missions organization, but a scarcity of published works belied the 

fact that an increasing number of southern Baptists were either skeptical or actively 

opposed to missions organization during the 1820’s.  Southern Baptists in the frontier 

regions of Alabama provide an example.  According to the historical accounts of Hosea 

Holcombe (1780-1841), the Flint River Association began to experience controversy over 

missions beginning in 1818, but increasingly so after 1820.  By the middle of that decade, 

nine churches in that particular association were in the midst of serious disagreements 

over the issue.
454

  In the center of the state, a similar phenomenon took place.  Despite the 

strong support for missions by Elder Lewis Davis, the moderator of the Alabama 

Association for much of the 1820s, “every church in the Association except Montgomery 

First Baptist contained significant antimission influence.”
455

 

This same pattern exhibited itself across the South.  There were some exceptions 

in places like the Charleston and Georgia Associations where pro-missions leaders such 

as Richard Furman and Jesse Mercer were so prominent and respected that few 

antimission sentiments were expressed.  As a general rule, however, during the 1820s 
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Baptists in almost every southern association encountered some level of disagreement 

over the issue.  According to Sweet, “there was hardly a Baptist church  . . .  nor an 

association that did not experience internal troubles over the question of missions” during 

this period.
456

 

During most of the 1820s, the opposition to missions was simultaneously 

widespread, but organizationally weak and disconnected.  Antimission sentiment was 

more prevalent on the frontier, and thus, few of its advocates had the time or inclination 

to go beyond resisting financial and logistical support for missions outside their 

association or local congregation.  In 1825, however, someone stepped into that void, a 

man by the name of Joshua Lawrence (1178-1843). 

Lawrence was a pastor in the Kehukee Association in North Carolina, and, thus, 

had the opportunity to witness the development of support for missions almost from its 

earliest days following the Great Revival.  Indeed, Lawrence had himself served as a 

delegate from the Kehukee Association to the 1812 meeting of the General Meeting of 

Correspondence of North Carolina Baptists.  At some point prior to 1825, however, 

Lawrence’s views on missions organizations shifted toward outright negativity, and he 

began to speak out against missions organizations of any kind.   

Little of what Lawrence wrote or said concerning missions was new.  He shared 

the critique of those such as Taylor and Leland who resented the emphasis on money that 

seemed to them to characterize the work of mission societies and boards.  What set 

Lawrence apart from Taylor and Leland however, was that through his involvement in 

the Kehukee Association, Lawrence created an organizational framework for antimission 
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sentiment.  In 1825, Lawrence began to strongly advocate his sentiments among the 

churches of the Kehukee Association to great effect.  In the 1826 minutes of the Kehukee 

Association, it was noted:  “A paper purporting to be a Declaration of the Reformed 

Baptist Churches of North Carolina was called up for discussion and was referred to the 

churches, to report, in their letters [at the] next Association, their views on each article 

therein contained.”
457

 Lawrence was the author of the declaration, and he planned to rally 

the Association to ratify it. 

A year later, at the 1827 meeting, the Association did just that.  According to the 

minutes, the churches of the Kehukee Association unanimously approved the following 

resolution:   

We discard all Missionary Societies, Bible Societies, and Theological Seminaries, 

and the practices heretofore resorted to for their support, in begging money from 

the public. And if any person shall be among us, an agent of any said societies we 

heretofore disassociate them in these practices; and if under character of a 

minister of the gospel, we will not invite them into our pulpit; believing these 

societies and institutions to be the invention of men, not warranted from the word 

of God.
458

 

 

 The Kehukee Declaration was not the first move by a southern Baptist association 

to oppose mission organizations.  Multiple associations across the South had resisted 

missions involvement, first by neglecting to send delegates or funds to the Triennial 

Convention, and then, in those places where statewide organizations existed, refusing 

involvement in those organizations as well.  This form of opposition, however, was 

passive in nature, and many cases represented something more akin to general 
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indifference, or in the case of associations where opinion was divided, the desire to keep 

the peace by taking no step in either direction. 

The Kehukee Declaration, however, was the beginning of what would come to be 

a definitive split among southern Baptists over the next decade and a half.  The actions of 

the Kehukee Association were the beginning of an organized campaign by Lawrence and 

other like-minded Baptists to eliminate the innovations that had developed in Baptist life 

since the Great Revival.  Over the coming decade and a half churches and associations 

across the South (and to a certain extent beyond it) argued over the issues, and then 

parted company with those with whom they disagreed.  This split would come to have 

profound implications for the way that revivalism would shape southern Baptist life in 

the coming years.  

The Impact of Revivalism During the Missions Controversy 

The greatest cause of this emerging split in Baptist identity was the rise of new 

methods in southern Baptist life.  Until the second decade of the nineteenth century, 

southern Baptists were conservatives in the way they practiced their faith.  The central 

goal for southern Baptists organizationally had been the maintenance of primitive purity 

in the churches. As a result, there was not a great emphasis placed upon creativity and 

innovation.  

In the decade which surrounded the founding of the Triennial Convention, 

however, a host of new practices and organizations began to appear in southern Baptist 

life.  The clearest example of this trend was, obviously, the founding of the Triennial 

Convention and the subsequent rise of support for missions among some southern Baptist 

associations. Rather than focus exclusively on replicating the New Testament model, 
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southern Baptists showed an inclination toward practical creativity, especially if such 

methods proved useful in promoting the gospel and securing conversions. 

As has already been shown, some southern Baptists resisted these changes.  The 

antimission forces among southern Baptists were not completely homogenous, but there 

was a pronounced tendency toward conservatism that grew as the divide over missions 

developed.  This section, then, will focus on these two distinct approaches: one creative 

and outwardly focused, the other, primitivistic and limited in its attempts to project the 

work of Christians outside the work of local congregations.     

 When Baptist life in America began in the seventeenth century as an indigenous 

offshoot of Puritanism, much of the impetus for its creation came out of the desire upon 

the part of a few radical individuals to resist what they saw as the innovations taking 

place within Puritanism.  Southern Baptist identity can be traced to this development. 

Those who would first travel south from Kittery to Charleston traced their congregational 

lineage back to the founding of the First Baptist Church of Boston, whose founder, 

Thomas Gould, refused to let his infant son be baptized because he could see no warrant 

for the practice in scripture.
459

   

 This same desire to operate under the explicit direction of scripture was the 

central force in southern Baptists’ corporate life until the birth of the missions movement.  

When the Charleston Baptist Association was founded, “the object of the Union was 

declared to be the promotion of the Redeemer’s kingdom, by the maintenance of love and 
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fellowship, and by mutual consultations for the peace and welfare of the churches.”
460

  

Thus, as stated in Chapter Two, early southern Baptists saw the primary focus of their 

unions not as the external work of proclaiming the gospel to the world, but instead, as 

offering advice to one another about how to maintain order, peace, and purity within their 

respective congregations.  This was true not only of Charleston Baptists, but of every 

southern Baptist association.  Associations came into being in order to assist the churches 

in the work of creating and maintaining the primitive purity of the New Testament.   

It is not surprising, then, when one reads the minutes of southern Baptist 

associations from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, to discover that the 

primary focus of their corporate life was to maintain right faith and practice.  Take for 

example, the queries offered at the 1807 meeting of the Sandy Creek Association: 

The following query was received and answered:  “What shall be done with a 

member who never comes to the communion table, notwithstanding being often 

admonished to comply with that duty?” 

 

Answer:  “We think it right that the different churches use their liberty.” 

 

The following query was received and answered:  “Is the washing of feet an 

ordinance of God, to continue in his church until Christ’s second coming?” 

 

Answer:  “We think it is.”
461

 

 

Both queries related to issues of common concern for southern Baptists during this 

period.  Foot washing especially was an issue discussed by many southern Baptist 

associations, as its continued practice was seen by many as instrumental to maintaining 

the primitive model of the New Testament.   
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Other issues of common concern among southern Baptists during this period 

included relationships with the Masons, the ability of believers to join churches without a 

letter from their previous congregation, proper practices concerning marriage, and how 

the testimony of non Baptists might be utilized in the ways congregations disciplined 

their own membership, to name but a few.   

Almost without exception, the issues being considered by southern Baptists prior 

to the birth of the Triennial Convention indicate that the primary focus of southern 

Baptists’ associational life was to replicate the model of the New Testament through 

preaching, the administration of the sacraments, and the practice of church discipline.  

For a time, it had seemed that the explosive growth of the Separate Baptist movement 

might alter that focus, and yet even in the midst of such growth, the central focus on the 

New Birth could still be seen as the experiential means that God ordained in order to 

achieve a pure Church.  Furthermore, when the Separates merged with the Regulars, the 

result was a tendency to restrain and modify most revivalistic practices.   

Beginning with the founding of the Triennial Convention, however, shifts began 

to occur in Baptist practices which indicated a willingness to experiment and go beyond a 

biblical minimalism.  This trend was quickly reflected among southern Baptists. In 

addition to the creation of a national body for the support of missions, Baptists across the 

south began to create their own missions organizations.  Dozens of missionary societies 

came into existence in the years following the birth of the Triennial Convention.  There 

was at least one society in every southern state or territory by the middle of the 1820s.  In 

many cases, the society was set up as an auxiliary to an association.  As stated above, the 

Hephzibah and Sarepta associations in Georgia both set up missions societies made up of 



 237 

supportive individuals from member churches within the association.
 462

   In some places, 

however, the associations were set up on a statewide (or territory wide) basis. Baptists in 

North Carolina and Mississippi, for instance, combined the efforts of individuals, 

churches, and associations from across their respective territories.  Part of what made the 

societies such a widespread phenomenon was that support for these organizations was 

voluntary, thus allowing those who supported the cause of missions to cooperate without 

requiring those who were more conservative (either financially or in terms of practice) to 

do so.   

Initially most missions societies concentrated solely on raising funds for the 

Triennial Convention’s work.  This paradigm predominated until the late 1820s.  A few 

of the larger associations and societies who supported missions, however, also collected 

money to fund their own work.  In 1817, in addition to the funds it forwarded to the 

Baptist Board for Foreign Missions, the Mississippi Society for Baptist Missions also 

raised funds to send two ministers from member churches to visit the Creek Indians.
463

  

In 1818, the Georgia Association, the Ocmulgee Association, and the Ocmulgee 

Missionary Society (a separate but related organization to the Ocmulgee Association) 

went a step further.  These organizations worked together to establish and fund an Indian 

mission just south of where Montgomery, Alabama is today.
464

  It would not be until the 

1830s, however, before southern Baptist organizations began a widespread move to 

appoint “missionaries” beyond those sent to the native American population.  
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  A few years after the first wave of societies came into being; southern Baptists 

took another step toward greater organizational support for missions. As stated above, 

South Carolina and Georgia Baptists both created state conventions in the early 1820s.  

Baptists in Alabama and Virginia followed suit later in the decade.
465

 Unlike most of the 

societies, the state conventions that came into being set out to appoint people for service 

as missionaries.  Just as it had on a national level, this action created much controversy.  

As a result, these state conventions were initially supported by only a handful of churches 

and associations.  It would be years before these bodies would receive the loyalty of the 

majority of Baptists in their respective states. 

The greatest impact on the way that southern Baptists’ practiced their faith during 

this period, however, was not the creation of new organizations.  That impact would not 

take occur until the 1830s (when the existing state conventions would gain wider support, 

and a new wave of state conventions would come into being).  The greatest change that 

took place in the period immediately following the birth of the Triennial Convention was 

the modification of existing practices.  The clearest example of this shift was on the 

associational level. 

In addition to concentrating on primitive purity, a significant number of 

associations now began to spend time, energy, and resources on projecting their work 
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outward beyond the confines of local congregations. The 1815 minutes of the Sandy 

Creek Association note simply “Elder R. T. Daniel was appointed to correspond with the 

Board of Foreign Missions of the United States.”  In 1816, the minutes record that “Elder 

Luther Rice was invited to a seat in this association.”  In 1817, the minutes record that 

“twenty-five copies of the proceedings of the General Convention, or of the First 

Triennial Meeting of the Baptist denomination in the United States, a packet of the 

minutes of the General Meeting of Correspondence of North Carolina for 1816 and 1817, 

and a packet of the minutes of the Carolina Baptist Missionary Society, were received 

and equally distributed among the churches.”  It should also be noted, that in 1817 no 

queries from the congregations were considered concerning questions of faith and 

practice.  Such queries would return periodically over the coming years, but decreasingly 

so with each passing year.
466

 Increasingly the associational mechanism of the Sandy 

Creek Association shifted from maintaining organizational purity to promoting missions 

and evangelism. 

Not every association saw as rapid a change as the Baptists of Sandy Creek, but 

over time an ever-increasing number of Baptist associations began, slowly, to shift their 

work from an inward focus on congregational purity to an outward focus on missions and 

evangelism.  Take for example the annual program of the Georgia Association. For years, 

the Georgia Baptist Association had officially delegated men to preach sermons at its 

annual meeting.  The content of these sermons varied from preacher to preacher.  Most 

often New Testament texts were chosen, but beyond designating who would preach, the 
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association put no stipulations on the content. Beginning in 1824, however, a 

“missionary” sermon was added to the schedule as an ongoing part of the annual 

program.  Other associations soon followed in the footsteps of the Georgia Association, 

though some associations refrained from making it an annual practice.
467

   

Another modification that occurred was in the annual circular letter.  It was the 

practice of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century associations to circulate a letter 

among their member churches.  The purpose of most letters was to teach appropriate faith 

and practice. Typical of early nineteenth century circular letters were some of the topics 

that appeared among the circular letter of the Georgia Association (usually written during 

this time by Jesse Mercer).  In 1806, Jesse Mercer wrote the letter on the matter of 

discipline in the churches.  In 1811, the letter (again written by Mercer) concerns the 

question of people seeking to join a Baptist church after having been baptized as an adult 

by a Methodist minister.  In 1815, James Armstrong wrote a doctrinal letter describing 

how to avoid “conformity to the world.”  In 1821, Jesse Mercer discusses of the unity of 

churches, describes a policy for the organization of new churches, and discusses the rule 

of closed communion.
468

 

  In the years following the first Triennial Convention, many associations began to 

replace the doctrinal content of their letters with missions related content.  In 1814, the 

circular letter of the Charleston Association was a brief but impassioned plea for support 

of the cause of missions in general, and the Triennial Convention in particular.  With 
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Furman away at the convention, John Roberts, pastor of the High Hills Church asked, 

“What are the obligations of Christians, to contribute their aid in the benevolent, godlike 

work of gospel missions?  Though every Christian may not be directly called to engage in 

promulgating the inspired oracles in the dark regions of idolatry, we cannot indulge the 

unwelcome idea; that any child of God would plead exemption from aiding in such a 

sacred, obvious, and delightful duty.”
469

  A year later, the Dover Association dedicated 

eight pages of its annual report to a circular letter detailing fervent support for missions.  

“Believing, as we do, that this missionary spirit is from God, we desire to use our 

endeavors to encourage it; and have therefore made it the subject of our present 

address.”
470

  The letter goes on to provide not only a detailed defense of the cause of 

missions, but also a recent history of missions activity, as well as an urgent appeal for 

prayer and financial support. 

Other changes would soon follow these new methods in southern Baptist life.  

Within a few decades, the associations that supported the cause of missions would 

experience an almost complete shift in focus from an inward focus on maintaining correct 

faith and practice, to an outward focus on missions and evangelism.  More details on this 

shift will be provided in Chapter Five. 

Southern Baptist Resistance to Changing Practices 

 While churches and associations that supported missions were beginning the work 

of adapting their methods, other southern Baptists began to develop arguments against 

support for missions organizations.  As stated above, antimissions sentiment developed 
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relatively quickly on the heels of the support for missions, though initially it was more 

individual in nature. 

The basis of most attacks on the missions movement were not theological but 

methodological in nature.  The arguments of Taylor and Leland provide examples of this 

emphasis on methodology.  Both of these men had been at the forefront of Baptist 

revivalism for decades.  They had seen the explosive growth of the Baptist life brought 

about through the work of frontier preachers, and the steady planting of new churches.  

As a result, both men resented the pretensions of what Taylor called the mission 

“aristocracy,” and castigated the missions organizations for their constant pleas for 

money.
471

   

Taylor believed that the work of these Baptist elites was little more than a 

moneymaking scheme.  Taylor wrote: 

They begin with Missionary Societies; then they create a great Board of 

different officers, then select the most vigorous and artful agent they can 

find, to create more societies of different grades, as Female Societies, Cent 

Societies, Mite Societies, Children Societies, and even Negro Societies, 

both free and bond, besides the sale of books of various kinds, and in some 

instances the sale of images.  Every Missionary to a foreign country is 

authorized to follow all these arts, as well as common begging to get 

money, so that no set of men ever yet seen on earth manifest a greater 

thirst by these various modes of peddling to get money—their shameful 

cravings are insatiable.
472

  

What also bothered Taylor was that missionaries often ignored or, worse, disdained the 

work of local pastors in existing churches.  Hearing of reports from John Peck and Isaac 

Welch, two Baptist missionaries appointed by the Convention to work in the Missouri 

territory, Taylor decided to investigate the working going on among the churches in that 
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region for himself.  Apparently, these missionaries had described the frontier region in 

which they worked as destitute of true religion.  Upon arriving in Missouri, Taylor 

discovered, however, that three Baptist associations with many “respectable” preachers 

were already at work in the state. Taylor saw this as proof of Peck and Welch’s personal 

biases as well as their personal financial interests at play.  According to Taylor, if they 

were to describe the situation in any other way, it would have been impossible for them 

“to prevail on the board to keep them in their service.”
 473

   

Leland offered a similar critique.  He accused the agents of the mission boards 

with emotional manipulation for the sake of fund-raising. The missionary preachers 

spoke of “the gods of India  . . .  and the immolations of the Hindus” with “all the horror 

of language” that could be produced.  According to Leland, these preachers pleaded for 

money “as if the salvation of the world depended upon a priest-fund as much as it did on 

the promise made to Abraham.”
474

   

Leland’s arguments went a step beyond Taylor’s, however, in that Leland implied 

that the work of the missions board was lacking in biblical warrant. In a sarcastic attack 

he authored in 1818 on modern missions organizations, Leland argued that Jesus and his 

disciples offered a very different form of a missionary society.  Leland states:  “It is the 

unanimous opinion of the people of Galilee, that had the president and members of this 

society together with their missionaries, declined engaging in the labors of the missions, 

until ample funds for their abundant pay and support had been collected and fixed on 
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permanent security, the work, which they so remarkably performed, would never have 

been entered upon, even to this day.”
475

   

This same theme was hinted at in the early writings of Joshua Lawrence.  Lawrence 

argued:  “can one instance be shown, from the first of Genesis to the last of the Revelation, 

where God has ever made money a means of spreading his religion?”
476

  

Implicit in the attacks of Taylor, Leland and Lawrence (with slightly more 

emphasis from the latter two) was a particular approach to ecclesiology.  While Leland 

and Taylor resented the appointments by a national board located thousands of miles 

away, more importantly, all three men believed that the paradigm of local church 

ministry, and ministers unconcerned about financial compensation was the true biblical 

pattern for the spread of the gospel, lending a biblical rationale to their resentment.  In 

other words, new paradigms for the work of spreading the gospel were contrary to God’s 

will.   

There was another leader, however, who would take the implicit primitivism of 

antimission movement, and give it a more direct voice—Daniel Parker (1791-1844).  In 

1820, Parker published his own tract criticizing the development of mission 

organizations.  Entitled A Public Address to the Baptist Society, and friends of Religion in 

General, on the principle and practice of the Baptist Board of Foreign Missions for the 
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United States of America, the tract “constituted the first systematic attack on the new 

Baptist institutions, relying on biblical objections and drawing attention to their variance 

with Baptist traditions.”
477

   

 The missions organizations, Parker could admit, had the appropriate goals, but 

their very existence was a rejection of God given methods.  Parker argued that “when we 

try the principles and practice of the mission system for the spread of the gospel by the 

word of God, they are different, for the mission plan is to look to the world for 

qualification and support, while the scriptural plan is to look to God for both.”
478

  Parker 

believed that scripture instituted both the goals and the means for the spread of the 

gospel, and that any method not expressly mandated in scripture was to be rejected.  He 

asked his readers “was there a missionary society independent of the church [in the New 

Testament] to send them and fix on the field of their labors, and support them, or a 

seminary of learning laying between those disciples and the place the Lord was about to 

send them?”
479

   

Such conclusions among the antimission Baptists relied upon a long-standing 

hermeneutical approach developed decades earlier when Baptists first began to separate 

from Puritan life in England and America.  They argued that any practice without express 

biblical justification should be rejected out of hand, especially so when it related to the 

practices and authority of autonomous congregations.  Placing any organization over 
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local churches was not just a threat to the autonomy and freedom of Baptist 

congregations, in the minds of the antimission Baptists it undermined what made Baptists 

the true and only example of the New Testament church.   

In simple terms, the question of support for missions organizations was, for the 

antimissionists, a question of southern Baptist rejection of primitivism.  Was the primary 

goal for southern Baptists a continuing attempt to re-appropriate the pure forms of the 

New Testament Church or instead, was the goal to be the attempt to create newer and 

more effective measures for evangelizing the world?  Parker’s insistence on an explicitly 

biblical methodology was an argument for the former.
480

  In their own ways, so were the 

arguments of Leland, Taylor, and Lawrence.  The supporters of missions might have 
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  In other words, what Parker 

was attacking, here, was anything that he saw as human instrumentality.  Parker’s 

argument that the work of calling and sending people, and also that of evangelizing the 

world was reserved for “God himself” was a reassertion of the traditional Calvinist 

emphases on God’s sovereignty and transcendence.   Human institutions were incapable 

of serving as instruments of God’s pure grace, and thus only God was capable of 

accomplishing his purposes in the world.  The Church was merely a passive instrument in 
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guarded by an explicitly biblical methodology). Though Parker did not develop this 
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rejected such a characterization, but they were displaying an increasing tendency toward 

creativity and innovation. 

Additional Innovations in Southern Baptist Practices 

 Not every innovation spurred by revivalism during this period could be tied back 

to the development of the missions movement.  Another prominent development that 

took place prior to 1830 was the appearance of the first set of hymnals created by 

southern Baptists.   

In one sense, referring to the production of hymnals as an “innovation” may be 

misleading.  As has already been stated in Chapter Three above, congregational singing 

had become widespread among southern Baptists prior to the nineteenth century.  Yet it 

was not until a few years after the Great Revival, that southern Baptists’ author/editors 

began to produce hymnals for southern Baptist audiences, and when they did, what made 

them innovative was their content. 

Prior to the production of their own hymnals, southern Baptists had typically 

borrowed from British sources.  As such, the sources from which they borrowed had a 

determinative impact on the content.  When southern Baptists began to compile hymnals, 

however, it was the southern context that shaped the content, and the context in the early 

nineteenth century, was the context of revival.  The earliest southern Baptist hymnals, 

then, contained strongly revivalistic hymns.   

The first hymnal compiled and edited by a southern Baptist which circulated 

widely across the South was Stark Dupuy’s Baptist Hymns and Spiritual Songs published 
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in 1812.
481

  According to Spencer, Dupuy “was a young preacher of ardent zeal and 

excellent promise  . . . but his health failed soon after he began to preach.”  After his 

health failed, he moved to Memphis and being unable to preach “he compiled a hymn 

book that attained great popularity in the southern states, and especially in Kentucky and 

Tennessee.”
482

   

Dupuy’s hymn selection was a departure from the collections that southern 

Baptists had previously used.  In addition to the more theocentric hymns of British hymn 

writers such as Watts, Dupuy added two different kinds of songs that fit the more revival-

oriented context of Kentucky and Tennessee.  First, Dupuy included a number of hymns 

found also in Freewill Baptist hymnals from the Northeast.   Twenty-seven of the hymns 

in Dupuy’s hymnbook are what George Pullen Jackson characterizes as “experience” 

songs, many of which begin with the phrase “Come all.”
483

  This universal appeal was 

characteristic of the theology of the Free Will Baptists. As a result, these hymns 

contained a much broader view of the atonement and/or human ability to respond in the 

process of salvation.   
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Second, Dupuy included a large number of the new “spiritual songs” whose 

number had exploded upward during and after the Great Revival.  Some of these songs, 

like the “Come all” songs, pushed against the boundaries of southern Baptist theology.  

Take the lyrics of “Christ, the glorious lover:” 

Yet Jesus loves the sinner 

And will not leave the door 

But cries, “O wretched creature, 

Reject my grace no more. 

Behold my matchless fullness! 

Arise and let me in: 

How can you be so cruel 

To bar your heart with sin? 

If calls and invitation 

Will not excite your love. 

Prepare for condemnation, 

For I will not remove.
484

 

 

Obvious within these lyrics, is a rejection of irresistible election, and perhaps, 

even the notions of total depravity, and limited atonement.  The emphasis instead is on a 

broad invitation, human choice and response.  It is possible that Dupuy intended to shape 

Baptist theology in his choice of such hymns, but no details concerning his methods for 

hymn selection is known to exist, and so one is left with mere conjecture.   It is far more 

likely, however, that Dupuy made such choices, not for theological reasons, but for 

economic ones.  Publishers and editor/compilers both felt the pressure of producing 

hymnals broad enough to be profitable. According to Dickson Bruce, the fact that most of 

the spiritual songs developed orally, and were only published later meant that they were 

shaped by two factors simplicity and popularity.  Every song published in a hymnbook 

“consisted of motifs which were popular enough among religious plain-folk for people to 
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want to remember the songs outside the camp meeting context.”
485

  Dupuy’s hymnbook 

was typical in that regard. 

It should also be noted, however, that publication lent these songs a weight that 

went beyond their usage through mere oral repetition.  During the Great Revival, songs 

became popular, first, at a local or regional level.  In the years that followed, hymnbook 

compilers added these local and regional favorites to books containing more widely 

recognized songs, and they would either gain a breadth of appeal, or would be dropped 

from subsequent editions.
486

  Thus, while it is likely that many of the songs that hymn 

compilers such as Dupuy included in their hymnbooks arose, first, during the Great 

Revival, it was only as they were published (and re-published) that their greatest impact 

could begin to be verified.  

Of course, not every hymn compiler showed great willingness to extend his 

theological boundaries for the sake of wider circulation.  In 1810, Jesse Mercer produced 

the first published version of a hymn collection known as The Cluster of Spiritual Songs.   

Mercer, though strongly revivalistic in his sensibilities, was also very conservative 

concerning southern Baptist practices.  Unlike other ministers in later days, Mercer never 

utilized any of the more pressure-oriented tactics of the new measures, due to his staunch 

Calvinism, and this same conservatism reflected itself in the production of The Cluster.   
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Mercer’s Cluster went through numerous revisions and editions.  The 1810 

edition included 183 hymns.
487

  Thirteen years later that edition had grown to 664 hymns 

in a third revision.
488

 Both the 1810 and 1823 versions of The Cluster were in keeping 

with Mercer’s own theological sensibilities.  Mercer divided the hymns into sections that 

read almost like a table of Puritan theological categories:  “On Free Grace” was the first 

category followed by “the Glories of the Redeemer,” “Conviction and Conversion,” and 

“Lively Exercises of Religion.”  Other categories included “Perseverance in Grace,” 

“Imputed Righteousness,” and “Christ Crucified.”
489

   

Mercer was not completely narrow-minded in his selection of hymns.  He did 

include several hymns by the prolific co-founders of Methodism, John and Charles 

Wesley. The 1810 edition includes twenty hymns written by the Wesleys. The 1810 

addition also included five “Come all ye” hymns from the Free Will Baptist tradition.
 490

 

And yet, when one sets the 1810 and 1823 versions of The Cluster side by side, 

the overwhelming impression one receives is continuity.  As stated above, Mercer 

retained the Calvinistic framework which organized the hymns into theological 

categories.  Furthermore, no one existing category seems to have received the bulk of the 
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new additions.  The bulk of the “Come all” hymns are in a section entitled “Warning & 

Invitation,” but while that section grew from fourteen hymns to forty-two hymns from 

1810 to 1823, the more strongly Calvinistic section “On Free Grace” grew from twelve 

hymns to fifty-six hymns.
491

   

Mercer does make some changes that should be noted.  One new section in the 

1823 version is entitled “Missions.”  It includes twenty hymns.  Mercer also adds both 

Wesleyan and “Come all ye” hymns, but the additions are relatively minor numerically 

(ten additional hymns by the Wesleys, and one addition of a “Come all ye” hymn).   

In short, Mercer’s Cluster is an example of the conflicted state of southern Baptist 

identity up until the 1820s.  Many of the most prominent southern Baptist churches, 

associations, and individuals were displaying an increasing tendency toward greater 

organization, and practical innovation.  This was in keeping with the mindset that the 

growth of the missions movement had helped develop.  Just as obvious, however, was a 

continued restraint.  Following the Great Revival, the demand for hymnals grew among 

southern Baptists (as indicated by the numerous editions of Mercer’s Cluster), but the 

demand that revivals were creating had not induced Mercer to alter what he was 

producing in order to meet that demand, at least not in the 1820s.  Other southern Baptist 

hymn compilers would begin to make such changes with increasing frequency, but that 

phenomenon was not yet widespread in this period.  Dupuy produced a hymnal that 
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reflected this trend.  Mercer did not.  Southern Baptist hymnody, then, reflected the 

pattern of conflict and disagreement that revivalism was increasingly producing. 

 Another practice which reveals this same pattern of conflicting trends and patterns 

is the practice of conversion.  Changes were happening in the practice of conversion, but 

not yet on a comprehensive level. One change that began to occur was the length of time 

converts would experience between the beginning of their convictions, and the time of 

their conversion. Another change was that the first instances of new measures were 

having an impact on the process of conviction and conversion, but not always in 

predictable ways. 

  One conversion narrative that displays how the process was becoming much 

shorter is the narrative of J. L. Dagg (1794-1884).  Dagg is best known for his work as 

one of the earliest southern Baptist academics.  Often, conversion narratives (especially 

of well-known individuals) are pages in length.  Dagg’s narrative, however, is very short 

by comparison.  Dagg relates: 

A subject of far higher importance began now to engage my thoughts.  

Before this, and especially about the time that my parents were baptized, 

serious thoughts of religion entered my mind, and dreams of the day of 

judgment, disturbed my slumbers; but now, a deeper sense of sin affected 

me, that I had ever previously experienced.  I saw clearly its tendency to 

dethrone God, and felt that by this tendency its guilt was to be estimated.  

Without explaining my feelings to my father, I obtained from him Baxter’s 

Call to the Unconverted, and Bunyan’s Heavenly Footman, supposing that 

I might find in them some instruction adapted to my case.  I do not 

remember any particular effect produced by the reading of these books; 

but I was restless and unhappy.   

 Towards the close of the year 1808, I was invited to take charge of 

a school at Landmark Hill . . . for the ensuing year.  In my restlessness, 

believing that the retirement of the country would be more favorable to my 

spiritual interests . . . I decided . . . to make the change.  Accordingly, on 

the first of January, 1809, before I was fifteen years old, I became the 

master of a neighborhood school.  In the house of H.S.  Hathaway, with 

whom I boarded, were Slackhouse’s History of the Bible, and Boston’s 



 254 

Fourfold State.  These books I read with diligence, and prayed earnestly 

for renewing grace.  On the night of February 12
th

, after I had gone to bed, 

I thought much on the words of Christ, “Blessed are they that hunger and 

thirst after righteousness; for they shall be filled.”  A glimmer of hope, 

feeble and transient, now first entered my mind.  The next day was my 

birth day; and on my way to school, I prayed that as I had been born on 

this day into the natural world, so the Lord might bring me this day into 

the spiritual world.  In the evening after returning from school, I took up 

Boston’s Fourfold State, and read until I came to a passage, “Think not of 

want of time, while the night follows the busy day; nor of want of place, 

while fields and out houses may be got.”  I rose, and retired behind the 

corn house.  Here, while in prayer to God, my soul was relieved by a 

joyful sense of the divine acceptance.  The prayer of the morning seemed 

to be answered; and the following words, though originally spoken in a far 

higher sense, appeared applicable to my case:  “Thou art my son; this day 

I have begotten thee.”
492

 

 

Dagg’s narrative makes no mention of revivalistic fervor, which by 1809 was somewhat 

rare, but neither is his narrative a typical example of conviction and conversion.  Unless 

details have been omitted, his period of conviction was remarkably short, and seems to 

include only a minimal amount of spiritual struggle, if at all.  Furthermore, his own 

prayers and “hungering and thirsting after righteousness” are a prominent aspect of his 

narrative.  Dagg’s narrative, then, represents at least a partial departure from the 

conversion patterns of earlier decades. 

  Another narrative which provides a different point of departure from the 

traditional pattern is that of William Vaughan (1785-1877).  Vaughan was the longtime 

pastor of a church in Bloomfield, Kentucky.  Born in 1785, he was twenty-five years old 

when he experienced conversion.  Vaughan relates his narrative as follows: 

In August 1810, I and four or five others went to see as sick man of the 

name of Buchanan.  He was a profane, wicked man.  When we reached his 

house, he was breathing loud and hard.  I looked at him, and saw that he 
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must die and be lost.  Then the thought occurred to me, that if I did not 

change my course, I must be lost.  I determined, then, to change my 

course, and become a religious man.
493

   

 

If Vaughan’s narrative would have continued along these lines, it might have represented 

an Arminian shift toward greater human involvement in the process of salvation.  Within 

a few paragraphs, however, Vaughan veers back toward the more traditional pattern of 

conviction and conversion that characterized eighteenth century narratives.  He 

continues: 

I retired to a secret place to pray.  But a thousand vain, sinful, and foolish 

thoughts rushed into my mind.  I sought a more retired place, laid my face 

on the ground, and again tried to pray, but with no better success.  Here, 

for the first time I realized the depravity of my heart.  I did not resolve to 

keep the law, for I was too ignorant to know that God had a law.  But I felt 

exceedingly sinful and unworthy, and realized that God was a holy being, 

and I was a sinful creature, and that I and he could not dwell together, 

except I be changed.
494

 

 

This portion of Vaughan’s narrative displays the classic emphasis on inability, but it also 

raises interesting questions.  His reference to keeping the law suggests a familiarity with 

the classic Puritan/Regular Baptist pattern of conviction and conversion.  Within this 

pattern, their failed attempts to keep the law were part of the process of pushing converts 

to see the fullness of God’s grace.  The fact that Vaughan acknowledges that those kinds 

of failed efforts to keep the law were not a part of his process of conversion, suggests 

simultaneously that such patterns were still predominant, but also that he had departed 

from that pattern. 
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 Another interesting aspect of Vaughan’s narrative is the role that group emotions 

played within his narrative.  Two weeks after he first began to consider his own salvation 

he attended worship at a Baptist church near his home. 

 A man by the name of Lathers got up to preach.  I had never seen him 

before  . . .  George Eve followed him, preaching from the text:  ‘The great 

day of his wrath has come and who shall be able to stand?’ He described 

the various outpourings of God’s wrath, frequently repeating the words, 

‘who shall be able to stand?’ each time I would say mentally:  ‘I shall not 

be able to stand.”  At the close of his sermon, he invited mourners to come 

forward and be prayed for.  The thought occurred to me, ‘I will not go up 

there and disgrace myself, I will go to the woods and pray, God can hear 

me there as well as here.’  The next thing I knew, I was on my knees, and 

the feet of the preachers, confessing my sins  . . .  and asking them to pray 

for me  . . .  My mental agony was so great that I was unable to stand on 

my feet.  I fell on the ground.  My breathing became so hard that I could 

have been heard fifty yards  . . .  After awhile I regained my strength and 

sat up, overwhelmed with a vivid sense of my exposure to the wrath of 

God.  I sat there till the congregation had dispersed.  A pious woman came 

to comfort me, but could give me no relief.
495

  

For a week, Vaughan continued in a “state of guilt and shame.”  He went to every Baptist 

gathering that he knew about for miles around.  He even rode ten miles to hear Jeremiah 

Vardeman preach.  Vardeman was gaining a reputation for being the most strongly 

revivalistic minister in Kentucky, and perhaps throughout the South.
496

  He was among 

the first to make consistent use of the mourner’s bench in worship, and in later years 

would begin to incorporate other practices considered in keeping with the new measures.  

Vaughan, however, did not immediately respond to Vardeman’s preaching or any of his 
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other methods for securing conversion.  Instead, Vaughan’s conversion, when it came a 

week later, was alone at home.   

[The] next day I was sitting in my room alone.  It seemed to me that I 

cried every breath: ‘Lord be merciful to me.’ This continued half an hour.  

Suddenly the thought occurred:  ‘What a great change has come over me:  

Six weeks ago I could not utter a sentence without an oath; now every 

breath is a prayer for mercy.’  Then this text occurred to me:  ‘Ye have 

received the spirit of adoption whereby ye cry Abba, Father.’ In a moment 

it seemed to me that the blood of Christ overwhelmed me, and I felt that 

my burden and distress were gone  . . .  About two weeks after I obtained 

hope  . . .  I went to Friendship church, related the dealings of God with 

my soul, and was approved for baptism.  [The] next day, the third Sunday 

in October, 1810, I was baptized by James Quesenberry.
497

 

 

Vaughan’s narrative is filled with the kind of deep introspection that characterizes the 

narratives of Puritans and Regular Baptists.  So too, his conversion took place only after 

an extended process of conviction.  Alternately, however, his process was, like Dagg’s, 

much shorter than the conversions of the previous century.  From beginning to end, the 

process took only a few weeks.  Like Richard Furman’s narrative noted in Chapter Three, 

group emotions play a role in his process of conviction, but not, apparently, the catalytic 

role.  Vaughan does not experience conversion in the midst of an emotional gathering, 

but at home, by himself.   

  Of course, not every conversion narrative from this period displays the shifts 

present in Dagg’s and Vaughan’s narratives.  The more classic pattern of conviction and 

conversion would continue to appear in narratives for years to come.
498

  Increasingly, 

however, the duration of the experience, and the role that communal emotion played, 
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came to display a significant shift.  It is also worth noting that while a handful of 

narratives such as Dagg’s displayed a greater emphasis upon the role of the converted in 

the process (as opposed to the role of God and His grace), a comprehensive shift toward a 

greater human role in the process would not occur until the 1830s or later.  More will be 

offered on this topic in Chapter Five below. 

The Theological Impact of Revivalism During the Rise of Support for Missions 

 Assessing the theological impact of revivalism during the years that followed the 

rise of the missions movement is a complicated endeavor. As stated above, the creation of 

multiple missions organizations on a national, statewide, and associational level 

represented a significant shift, in terms of practice, and a shift of that magnitude certainly 

carried theological implications as well.   

 Prior to the rise of missions movements, southern Baptists had fused a thorough 

going primitivism with a relatively consistent Calvinism.  Southern Baptist Calvinism 

carried a low view of human ability.  As a result, creativity was not greatly valued.  

Instead, southern Baptists attempted to adhere not only to the ideas and values within 

scripture but to the methods outlined there as well.  The birth of the Triennial Convention 

changed that. Something as ambitious and creative as a national missions organizations, 

then, obviously implies that southern Baptist adherence to primitivism was declining.   

 What about southern Baptists’ commitment to Calvinism, however?  Was a 

commitment to Calvinism consistent with the surge of creativity occurring in Southern 

Baptist life due to revivalism?  Somewhat surprisingly, on a confessional level the answer 

seems to be “yes.”  Few, if any, southern Baptist churches or associations displayed any 
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official theological shift in the years immediately following the rise of the missions 

movement.   

 Perhaps the best way to document the theological consistency during this period is 

to examine the theological statements of new bodies that came into existence.  One such 

body was the Hopeful Baptist Church in Burke County, Georgia.  When the church was 

constituted in 1815, it affirmed in its confessional statement “the fall of Adam and the 

imputation of his sin to his posterity in the corruption of human nature, and the 

impotency of man to recover himself by his own free will ability” and “the everlasting 

love of God to his people,  . . .  the Eternal Election of a definite number of the human 

race to grace and glory and the Son before the world began, in which their Salvation is 

Secure, and that those in particular are Redeemed.”
499

 

 Other churches simply made reference to existing confessions of faith when they 

were formed.  When the First Baptist Church of Greensboro, Georgia, was constituted in 

1821, the minutes simply stated, “this Church adopts the confession of faith published by 

the Baptist ministers in London in the seventeenth century and acknowledged by the 

Philadelphia & Charleston associations.”
500

 

 As always, there were some individual exceptions to the overall pattern.  In the 

late 1820s, Elijah Hanks (1793-1871), pastor of the Knob Creek and Friendship churches 

in the Cumberland Association (Middle Tennessee) began to preach that “Christ tasted 
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death for every man, not just the elect.”
501

  As a result two pastors from the association, 

Garner McConnico and Peter Gayle, were delegated to visit with him to see if their 

differences could be resolved.  The three men were unable to resolve the difference, and 

as a result, Hanks and the two churches he pastored were excluded from the Cumberland 

Association.
502

   

 The case of Elijah Hanks was not unique. Other individuals and congregations 

expressed broader views of the atonement during this period, but the response of the 

Cumberland Association is as indicative as the ideas of Hanks concerning this period of 

confessional identity.  The vast majority of southern Baptists continued to indicate a 

Calvinistic confessional identity.   

 Such demonstrations were even true of those southern Baptists who were the most 

fervent supporters of missions.  As stated above, Jesse Mercer was one of the earliest 

proponents of missions, but he was also one of the more ardent defenders of Baptist 

Calvinism.  In 1830 Mercer wrote a series of ten letters critiquing Cyrus White, a 

prominent Georgia Baptist (and friend of Mercer’s) who advocated a general view of the 

atonement that some said bordered on universalism.  Mercer’s sixth letter provided 

exegesis concerning Jesus’ parable of the wedding banquet from the gospel of Matthew.  

According to his own reading of the text (and of scripture generally), he observes “there 

is no idea that the whole kingdom was invited—that all the armies of the king were 
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called.  And so far from anything here general provision and universal invitation, it is all 

special provision and special invitation.”
503

  Mercer saw no conflict, then, between 

supporting missions and advocating Calvinism, and he was not alone in this regard. 

 Although southern Baptists did not discard Calvinism during this period, 

revivalism did make a theological impact in the days following the birth of the Triennial 

convention.  Supporters of missions experienced a surge in postmillennialism during this 

period. According to John Boles, “implicit within the providential persuasion which 

dominated southern theology was a definite though imprecise belief in a future day of 

judgment when all would account for their lives before God.”
504

  This concept of a future 

judgment was a fundamental part of revival urgency, as it provoked a heightened 

awareness of the need for one’s individual salvation.  Prior to 1800, however, few 

southern evangelicals (southern Baptists among them) had any reason to expect that such 

a day was close at hand. 

 When the Great Revival spread across the South, this notion began to change.  

According to Boles, “the revivals erupting across Kentucky in 1801 temporarily 

revolutionized thinking about the present time and the age to come.  Such unrivaled 

success in preaching, such remarkable scenes of mass conversion, infused the faithful 

with a buoyant optimism.  In the spiritual realm, anything now seemed possible.”
505

 

                                                 
503

 Jesse Mercer, Ten Letters Addressed to the Rev. Cyrus White, in Reference to 

his Scriptural Views of the Atonement (Washington, GA:  The Christian Index News 

Office, 1830), 23. 

 
504

 Boles, 101.  

 
505

 Boles, 102. 

 



 262 

 Southern Baptists did share this sense of optimism in the aftermath of the Great 

Revival, but only on a limited basis.  Henry Holcombe (1762-1824), the long time pastor 

of the First Baptist Church of Savannah, Georgia, also served as editor of the Georgia 

Analytical Repository, a religious periodical.  In the Spring of 1803, in the midst of all the 

revival intelligence pouring in from Baptists across the region, he published an “Analysis 

of Prophecy” which suggested the possibility the present generation were “living in the 

last days.”
506

  When the revivals died down, however, the notions of southern Baptists 

concerning the millennium seemed to have returned to their pre-revival formulations.  Sin 

had not disappeared from the world, and the Great Revival as broad as it was, had little 

impact beyond the confines of the southern United States.   

 A decade later, however, the news of the conversions of the Judsons and Luther 

Rice, followed by the birth of the Triennial Convention, rekindled millennial hopes.  The 

rise of support for foreign missions gave a global cast to events that helped fuel this shift.  

Missionary reports fed a millennial optimism found among southern Baptist across the 

region.  In 1819, the circular letter of the Dover Association stated:  

The present age is distinguished above all that have preceded it, since the 

Apostolic age, for the great exertions which are making to send out the 

light of revelation into all the world.  The gospel  . . .  has now sprung up, 

and begins to put forth those branches which will ultimately reach to the 

ends of the earth, and offer shelter to all people from the impending wrath 

to come.  And the liberal minded men into whose hearts the Lord has put it 

to devise plans of enlarged benevolence, encouraged by the blessed 

success which has attended their labors, are evidently increasing their 

exertions, and the friends of Zion have the best reason to hope that the 
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period is not very distant, when the bible will be circulated, and the gospel 

preached among all the nations under Heaven.
507

  

 

An even more pronounced millennial optimism can be seen in the 1824 circular letter of 

the newly constituted Baptist State Convention of Alabama.  The letter asks: 

Is it not the dawning of the Millennium?  The Sun of Righteousness is 

rising, at once in both hemispheres  . . .  and many, awakening from the 

long sleep of Pagan darkness, are running to and fro to disseminate 

knowledge—saving knowledge  . . .  Missionaries are sent to the uttermost 

parts of the earth with the ‘glad tidings of the kingdom of God.’  The isles 

are waiting for his law—Ethiopia stretching out her hands—nations rising 

to meet Him  . . .  Let every virgin in Christendom arise, and ‘trim her 

lamp,’ for the coming of the bridegroom.
508

 

 

 Even so, when one views the millennial rhetoric that was emerging from southern 

Baptists during this period, one discovers that southern Baptists expressed a diversity of 

opinions as to whether or not the imminent arrival of Christ meant that a general 

improvement in society would precede his coming.  The 1819 circular address of the 

Ocmulgee Missionary Society stated both a profound confidence in the impending arrival 

of Jesus, but also a sense that sin was still prevalent in the world. “The empire of Jesus is 

rising,” writes the author.  “The day of the Lord is at hand, and the sins of the times 

indicate the day of the battle of the Lord of hosts is near.”
509

  This view was more in 
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keeping with the traditional Calvinism of most southern Baptists, but it still signaled an 

important shift, one both theological and chronological. 

 Regardless of whether a particular southern Baptist saw the days leading up to the 

impending arrival of Jesus as improving or sinful, if that southern Baptist looked forward 

to the coming of Christ rather than backward to the purity of the New Testament church, 

such an orientation implied openness to new means for the spread of the gospel.  Richard 

Furman in his presidential address to the inaugural meeting of the Triennial Convention 

stated, “For effecting the conversion of sinners,” God has chosen to act “through the 

medium of instruments.  He has commissioned his ministers to go into all the world and 

preach the gospel to every creature. ‘The suns of grace are introduced into earthen 

vessels.’ Even the private Christian  . . .  is permitted to enjoy the honor of being a fellow 

worker with God.”
510

 

 Furman’s sentiments do not, in and of themselves, represent a radical departure 

from traditional Calvinism.  His view of human instrumentality as an “earthen vessel” 

seemingly indicates a continued notion of human depravity.  His millennial rhetoric, 

however, and the millennial notions of other supporters of missions opened the door for a 

shift in coming years.  The southern Baptists who supported missions out of a sense of 

millennial expectation seemed to believe that the impending arrival of Christ created 

special circumstances; and these circumstances not only called for greater levels of 

exertion, but also for new forms of endeavor.  When southern Baptists began to engage in 
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these new forms of endeavor, however, they not only minimized their primitivism, they 

paved the way, theologically, for greater human instrumentality in the process of 

salvation.  The first generation of southern Baptists to voice these hopes does not seem to 

have viewed this shift as a threat to their Calvinism, but when the Primitive Baptists split 

off a decade or so later, a later generation of southern Baptists would begin this process.  

More will be offered on this topic in Chapter Five below. 

Numerical Growth During the Missions Controversy 

 What, then, can be said of the numerical growth of southern Baptist membership 

during roughly the second and third decades of the nineteenth century?  Unfortunately, 

statistics for a state-by-state comparison of southern Baptist growth during the second 

and third decades of the nineteenth century do not seem to be available.  By examining 

overlapping sets of statistics, however, one can readily ascertain that southern Baptists 

continued to outpace the overall population growth taking place around them. 

 According to U.S. Census figures, the average annual rate of population growth 

for the states of Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, and 

Kentucky from 1810 to 1830 was a composite 3.24%.  Broken down by states, the annual 

rates of growth are as follows:  Virginia – 1.25%; North Carolina – 1.64%; South 

Carolina – 2.0%; Georgia – 5.2%; Tennessee – 5.3%; Kentucky – 3.46%.
511

    

 The only source of statewide Baptist growth that seems to exist for this period is 

Spencer’s History of Kentucky Baptists.  According to Spencer, Baptists in Kentucky 

grew from a membership of 16,650 in 1810 to a membership of 39,937 in 1830.
512

  This 
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represents an annual rate of growth of 6.99% meaning that the number of Baptists in 

Kentucky grew roughly twice as fast as the state population over the same period.  While 

impressive, these numbers fall well below the highest average growth rates southern 

Baptists experienced in the eighteenth century.
513

   

 Making such comparisons, of course, is tricky.  Even though the inclusion of a 

twenty year period of Baptist growth is statistically significant (especially in a state with 

as many Baptists as Kentucky), one would need to make certain that the periods being 

compared are not selected in such a way as to compare a highly revivalistic period with a 

“cold” period in Baptist life.  According to Spencer, however, there were three “extensive 

religious awakenings” which took place during this period of Kentucky Baptist life 

(1810, 1817, and 1827), suggesting that a comparison between the periods is fair.
514

   

 There is one more numerical comparison that could be made, however, with this 

period in Kentucky Baptist life that might prove useful.  I have contended in this chapter 

that the thirty-year period that began with the Great Revival should be seen more in terms 

of a continuation with the late eighteenth century, in terms of southern Baptist identity, 

rather than in terms of a significant shift.  So, what if the data available on the growth of 

Kentucky Baptist life was not restricted to the period extending from 1810 to 1830, but 

also included the years of the Great Revival?    
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 When the U.S. Census data is extended backward to add the first ten years of the 

nineteenth century, the average rate of growth for the state of Kentucky for that thirty-

year period (1800 to 1830) was 7.04%.
515

  By comparison, the average rate of 

membership growth for Baptists in Kentucky during the same period was 22.66%.
516

  

Thus, when factoring in the Great Revival, Baptists in Kentucky average a growth rate 

that was approximately three times as fast as that of the state population over the same 

period.  This rate is more in line with the highest rates of numerical growth of southern 

Baptists from the late eighteenth century, but Baptists in Kentucky grew slower than their 

counterparts in all three states examined in the previous chapter, even when the period of 

the Great Revival was factored in.  Anyone arguing that the Great Revival represented 

the beginning of a significant change in southern Baptist identity should take such 

numbers into account. 

 According to Spencer, this period in Kentucky Baptist life was characterized by a 

number of extensive revivals but was also characterized by long periods of low or non-

existent growth between each revival.  Spencer states, “When the revival season was 

passed, the church continued to meet once a month, have Saturday and Sunday preaching, 

and exercise strict discipline over its members.  But there were few additions to the 

church by ‘experience and baptism’ till another revival season came around, and often the 

church would be much diminished in numbers by death and exclusion, unless it was kept 

up by immigration from the older States.”
517

  In other words, while Baptists in Kentucky 
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celebrated revivals and numerical growth, they had not yet found ways to sustain such 

growth on a consistent basis.   

 What about other parts of the South?  As stated above, no comprehensive 

statewide numbers for this period in Baptist life are known to exist.  An examination of 

associational data from other southern states does suggest, however, that the phenomenon 

was not exclusive to Kentucky.   

 For example, the Chowan Association separated from the Kehukee Association 

just after the Great Revival.  The division was geographic, though there was also some 

hint that the churches of the Chowan Association were, on average, more in favor of 

missions than the churches which remained in the Kehukee Association.  In 1810, the 

Chowan Association included 1,756 members.  Twenty years later, the Association had 

grown to 3,160 members.
518

  These figures indicate an annual growth rate of 

approximately 4%.  The population of North Carolina grew at annual rate of 1.64% over 

the same period, so the Chowan Association grew nearly two and half times as fast as the 

state population, but Baptists in North Carolina as a whole had grown eight times as fast 

as the state population in the late eighteenth century.
 519

    

 Similar rates of growth can be seen in the Portsmouth Association of Virginia.  In 

1810 the Association included 2,327 members in 21 churches.  By 1830 the Association 
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had grown to 4,633 members in 29 churches.
520

  These figures indicate an annual rate of 

growth of 4.95%.  Over the same period, the state population of Virginia grew at annual 

rate of 1.25%.  The Portsmouth Baptist Association grew nearly five times faster than the 

state population, but forty years earlier Baptists in Virginia were growing twice as fast. 

 Similar comparisons can be made in association after association across the south 

during this period.
521

  During the final two decades of the nineteenth century, southern 

Baptists outpaced the overall growth of the population by slightly more than two to one, 

but lagged behind their predecessors in overall rates of growth. 

 Despite this slower rate of growth, it can be said that revivalism had an impact 

upon southern Baptist identity during this period, albeit in a more subtle way.  According 

to David Benedict, the 1820s were the “Iron Age” for Baptists.  “Revivals of religion, 

like angel visits  . . .  were few and far between, and it may be truly said the dearth was 

sore in the land.”
522

  Benedict’s comment was made thirty years after the fact, but it still 

accurately represented a growing perception among Baptists in general, and southern 

Baptists in particular, that revivals were not only an important instrument, but the most 
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important instrument for the achievement of God’s purposes on earth.  So much so, that 

the absence of revival indicated some sort of failure on the part of individuals, churches, 

and associations.  Take, for instance, two successive “Corresponding” letters sent from 

the Dover Association to other associations in the 1820s.  In 1823, the Corresponding 

Letter struck a worrisome tone.  “We cannot be insensible,” they wrote, “that a spirit of 

languor and dullness seems, in a great measure, to have pervaded the churches.”  This 

despite the fact that the writer had already stated that “good order and peace  . . .  seem 

generally to prevail amongst the children of our Zion.”
523

  Apparently right faith and a 

harmonious atmosphere were not enough for the Baptists of the Dover Association by the 

1820s.  A year later, however, a very different description is offered in the Corresponding 

Letter.  “Our session has been unusually interesting; held in a neighborhood, where there 

has been during the past year a great revival of religion, the presence of the Lord has been 

manifested among us; many of the letters from our Churches, contained the pleasing 

intelligence of the out-pouring of the Holy Spirit.”
524

   

 Increasingly, southern Baptists came to see revivals as the defining characteristic 

of faithful congregations.  Prior to the nineteenth century, revivals were seen as a 

surprising work of God’s grace.  In reading the minutes of the Dover Association and 

other associations like it, it is clear that southern Baptists had become more surprised by 

the absence of revivals rather than their appearance.   

 For a group still strongly Calvinistic, this notion represented an important interim 

phase in the development of a more revivalistic mindset.  Though southern Baptists were 

                                                 
523

 Dover Association Minutes, 1823.  

 
524

 Dover Association Minutes, 1824. 



 271 

not growing as rapidly in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century, they 

began to see growth as a central aspect of their identity, and also as a definite sign of 

God’s favor.  From such a notion, it was only a small step to asking what might be done 

to sustain such growth in an ongoing fashion.  In numerical terms, southern Baptist 

identity was moving in that direction; and it would only be a short time before that step 

would be seen in southern Baptist beliefs and practices as well. 

Chapter Summary 

 The first three decades of the nineteenth century were, obviously, of great 

importance for the history of revivalism, the history of southern religion, and the history 

of the American republic generally.  This was true for southern Baptists as well.  The 

Great Revival and the rise of the missions movement were both significant events in 

southern Baptist history.   

 The question remains, however, were southern Baptists substantially different at 

the end of this period than they were when the period began?  Did the surge of revivalism 

which had been building for some time, but broke like an enormous wave over the South 

during these years (especially as a result of the Great Revival), alter southern Baptist 

identity?  With the possible exception of the rise of the missions movement, the data 

seems to indicate otherwise.  Their theology was largely intact; their methods in line with 

an earlier generation, and the growth they experienced was extensive, but far less 

impressive when compared to membership growth during the late eighteenth century. 

 Even the most significant development within southern Baptist practices, the 

growth of the missions movement, was more significant for the conflict which it helped 

create, than for the substantive changes it initiated across southern Baptist life; and the 
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conflict it started would not be resolved during this period.  The organizational mindset 

which the missions movement represented was still new and had not yet fully permeated 

many associations; even those associations which were not opposed to missions.   

 Instead of a period of significant change, then, this period should be seen 

primarily as a period of southern Baptist particularity.  Southern Baptists participated 

fully in the Great Revival, but in ways that were in keeping with their particular beliefs 

and practices.  Southern Baptists grew, but they still did not believe that growth was 

something that could be produced by human instrumentality  Southern Baptists did create 

missions organizations, but they refused to locate the impetus for this step within their 

own impulses, ascribing it, instead, to what they saw as the unique moment of Christ’s 

impending arrival.  Furthermore, even as southern Baptists created new mechanisms, and 

experienced growth, they were yet to make a connection between human instrumentality 

and the vitality and success that accompanied revivals.  That change, however, would 

soon occur.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Southern Baptists and Revivalism from 1830 to 1860 

 

By the final years of the 1820s, there was a growing divide in southern Baptist 

life.  Ostensibly, the source of that divide was support for missions organizations, but the 

divide was actually more complex.  Two different notions of how God worked in the 

world, and how the church was to embody that work in concrete practices, were 

developing.  The first approach, favored by those who supported missions was more 

creative and progressive.  This approach emphasized human effort as a critical element in 

the process of conversions.  The second approach, favored by the antimissionists, was 

conservative, primitivistic, and emphasized divine sovereignty and transcendence in the 

process of conversions.   

Though the battle over missions did not begin as a battle over revivalism, by 1830 

the disagreement between the pro-mission and anti-mission groups had broadened to 

include revivals. More specifically, the groups began to disagree over both the theology 

of revivals, as well as over the appropriate methods for beginning and sustaining them.  

The emphasis on human instrumentality that flowed out of the missions movement was 

giving rise to a new generation of revival-oriented ministers with new techniques.  As a 

result, many believed that southern Baptists were now “getting up” revivals.   

By the 1840s, southern Baptists had largely chosen sides in this battle and had 

divided into two distinct groups.  Historians now refer to first group (those who opposed 

mission organizations) as the Primitive Baptists. The second group comprised those was 
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who would, in 1845, found the Southern Baptist Convention.
525

  The departure of the 

Primitive Baptists had profound implications for southern Baptist life.  Those who were 

most conservative in the practice of their faith, and many of those who were the most 

ardent Calvinists (though not all), separated themselves, meaning that those southern 

Baptists who did not embrace primitivist views were even more progressive, more 

comfortable with human instrumentality, and much more open to modifications of 

Calvinist theology.  In short, the remaining southern Baptists were now ideally suited to 

embrace revivalism with little restraint.   

It is the purpose of this chapter to relate this critical shift in southern Baptist life 

toward a revivalism that emphasized human instrumentality.  In order to achieve this 

goal, this chapter will focus on the following objectives.  The first objective is to provide 

an overview of the development of both the missions and antimissions Baptists from 

1827 until, roughly, 1840.  As stated in Chapter Four above, in 1827 Joshua Lawrence 

led his association to publish the Kehukee Declaration, the first widely circulated 

statement of antimission sentiment.  And yet, in the same year that the Kehukee 

Declaration began to circulate among southern Baptists, a new region-wide revival began 

among Georgia Baptists and spread across the South.  The impetus of this revival lay 

with Adiel Sherwood, a strong supporter of missions who also advocated the use of new 

measures.  By examining the development of these two movements, and the events that 
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took place within them, one can trace how the controversy over missions helped shape 

the form of revivalism that arose after the departure of the Primitive Baptists.   

The second objective of this chapter will be to examine the overall development 

of southern Baptist revivalism during this period.  Specifically, I will examine how 

revivalism shaped southern Baptists’ theological beliefs and practices, as well as 

examining both the scope and significance of numerical growth of southern Baptist 

membership during the period in question.  This chapter will also describe how 

revivalism led to a significant theological and practical shift in southern Baptist life, as 

well as how numerical growth became, perhaps, the key emphasis of southern Baptist 

faith and practice.   

Furthermore, this chapter will continue to indicate the particular ways in which 

southern Baptists defy standard historiographical assumptions concerning the history of 

revivalism.  In short, I will argue that the most significant shift in southern Baptist life 

due to revivalism began, not as a result of the Great Kentucky Revival at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century, but rather emerged in connection with a second “Great Revival” 

(the Georgia Revival beginning in 1827).   

A Second Great Revival 

In July of 1827, Adiel Sherwood (1791-1879) organized a protracted meeting at 

his church in Eatonton, Georgia.  Sherwood was a transplant to Georgia Baptist life from 

the North.  Raised in upstate New York and New England, Sherwood had studied at both 

Middlebury College and Union College before receiving a theological education at 

Andover Theological Seminary.  Sherwood’s health forced him to move to a warmer 

climate.  As a result, when at a meeting of Baptists in Boston, the need was mentioned to 
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develop support for missions among southern Baptists, Sherwood volunteered to move to 

Georgia to help.   

Sherwood’s earliest days in Georgia were spent as a schoolmaster, but soon he 

accepted calls to pastor three separates churches, located in Eatonton, Milledgeville, and 

Greensboro.
526

  Hoping for revival in each of his congregations, Sherwood laid plans to 

“protract” the normal monthly gathering of each of his three congregations beyond the 

normal two-day schedule.
527

  The protracted meeting at Eatonton achieved the desired 

result.  According to Sherwood, the Spirit of God descended, and the work of the Lord 

was revived as he baptized “about one hundred persons” into the fellowship of the Baptist 

church in Eatonton.
528

   

A few months later, after word had spread concerning the Eatonton revival, 

Sherwood was designated to preach at a meeting of the Ocmulgee Association in 

Antioch, Georgia.  His sermon was entitled “Great is Diana of the Ephesians.”  One 

woman who was present at the gathering described the sermon as follows:   

[It was] enunciated in the speaker’s own original, peculiar style, when an old 

colored person, sitting at the rear of the pulpit, commenced shouting with all her 

strength of lungs.  The demonstration seemed ill-timed  . . . The effect of this 
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outburst was ludicrous.  There was a perceptible smile upon the faces of the 

congregation, and a trying-to-look-proper expression upon the countenances of 

the ministers  . . .  As the minister warmed into his subject, treating it wisely in his 

concise, nervous way, uttering solemn truths softened by pathetic touches, the 

Spirit of the Lord seemed to move upon the hearts of the people.  In the close of 

the services, while the congregation stood to sing the last hymn, an invitation was 

given to persons desiring the prayers of God’s people to come up to the altar.
529

 

 

As stated in Chapter Four above, “invitations” were a relatively recent addition to 

southern Baptist worship. In the 1820s, however, invitations still had not taken the form 

of a direct appeal to sinners to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior.  They were still indirect, 

taking the form of an invitation for prayer.  Sometimes those who responded were those 

desiring conversion for themselves, other times people responded requesting prayers for 

friends and relatives.
530

  When Sherwood extended this invitation, “probably four 

thousand persons rushed forward for prayer.”
531

  According to Sherwood, the ministers 
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present “spent two hours praying for sinners in different parts of the congregation.”
532

  

The meeting of the Ocmulgee Association, thus, marks the beginning of the “Georgia 

Revival.” 

Word quickly spread across Georgia about the remarkable events which had 

occurred at the Ocmulgee associational meeting.  A month later, the Georgia Association 

held its own annual meeting.  Those present experienced a very similar phenomenon.  

According to the minutes of the Georgia Association, Edmund Shackleford, Jesse 

Mercer, and James Shannon (who had been present at the meeting of the Ocmulgee 

Association) all preached during Sunday’s activities, and the people responded with great 

emotion.  According to one account, the ministers “delivered spiritual and powerful 

discourses to a numerous and attentive auditory.  Exhortations, prayers, and praises, at a 

late hour, closed the services of the day  . . .  There was great excitement among the 

people  . . .  many bathed in tears  . . .  and earnestly desired and received the prayers of 

God’s people.”
533

 

In the five years that followed, the revival that began in Eatonton, and continued 

in the Ocmulgee meeting, swept across Baptist life in Georgia. The Georgia Baptist 

Association went from baptizing only 207 new converts among a total membership of 

3,363 in 1826 to a high of 1,761 converts among a total membership of 5,164 members in 
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1828.  As late as 1832, however, the Georgia Baptist Association baptized 951 new 

converts into a total membership of 7,095.
534

    

Though this revival is sometimes referred to as the “Georgia Revival,” the revival 

actually spread across the South in ways that rivaled the size and fervor of the “Great 

Revival.”
535

 Outside of Georgia, the revival reached its greatest intensity in South 

Carolina and Alabama.  In South Carolina there was a different pattern from the previous 

“Great Revival.”  Whereas, the first revival began in the rural, inland areas of the state 

away from the coast at the turn of the century, this second revival actually began along 

the coast and spread inward, appearing first in the Charleston Association.
536

  In 1826, 

the Charleston Association had baptized 269 people into a total membership of 4,098.  

Two years later, as word of the Georgia Revival began to circulate among the leading 

ministers of the state, the Charleston Association baptized 726 people into a total 

membership of 4,757.  In 1829, the revival reached its high point in the Charleston 

Association as 1,491 people were baptized into a total membership of 6,071.
537
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Beginning in 1830, the revival spread outward to other parts of the state.  The 

duration of the revivals in South Carolina followed the typical three-year pattern of 

remarkable growth.  In 1829, the Bethel Association baptized 91 people into a total 

membership of 1,352.  Three years later, the Association baptized 703 people into a total 

membership of 1,828 and followed that up a year later by baptizing 576 into a total 

membership of 2,745.
538

  The revival also appeared in a part of the state known as the 

“Edgefield District.”  William B. Johnson, the man who would soon become the 

inaugural president of the Southern Baptist Convention, described the manifestation of 

the revival in that region in the year 1831 in glowing terms.  Johnson stated: “In August 

of the same year, it pleased our Heavenly Father to grant us a spiritual revival, 

accompanied with the additions of many redeemed souls to the church.  I have been 

present at many such meetings, but none, that I have ever attended, [was] equal to 

this.”
539

     

 Hosea Holcombe remembered 1832 as “the greatest outpouring of redemption 

[he] ever witnessed.”
540

  The revival had begun the previous fall at a small camp meeting.  

Holcombe, himself, was present at the meeting.  He noted:  “The groans and cries of 

repenting sinners, the songs and prayers, the shouts and praises of Christians, formed an 
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awful, yet delightful harmony.”  Holcombe alone baptized more than 150 persons during 

the course of the revival.
541

 

 E.B. Teague, another Alabama pastor, remarked that the revival of 1831-1833 in 

Alabama was “the greatest revival [he] witnessed in nearly seven decades of preaching.”  

Teague helped lead a protracted meeting in the summer of 1832 at the Bethesda Baptist 

Church.  Early in the meeting, little effect was noticed, but when the meeting was moved 

outdoors, “the Holy Ghost moved with power.”  People came forward in great numbers 

for prayer at the conclusion of each service.  Others “fell upon the ground apparently 

helpless, lying there for hours, so powerful was the reaction of soul upon body.  When 

they began to hope in Christ, they would rise and often soberly join in the singing.”
542

  

 Though it was only Baptists in Georgia, South Carolina, and Alabama who were 

describing this revival period as the most extensive in their memory, Baptists in other 

southern states also experienced revival, and saw remarkable growth.  In Virginia, the 

revival seems to have extended to every part of the state, beginning first in the city of 

Richmond in 1827, and then spreading outward to other regions. The Dover Association 

(which included the city of Richmond) went from baptizing 455 new converts into a total 

membership of 11,924 in 1826, to baptizing 1,830 new converts in 1827 into a total 

membership of 11,949.
543

  Farther removed from the larger cities, The Middle District 

Baptist Association (situated to the southwest of Richmond) experienced the revival as 
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early as the spring of 1831.  Its 1831 circular letter declared:  “We most cheerfully inform 

you of the glorious intelligence received from a majority of churches in this district, facts 

and prospects calculated in the highest degree to rejoice the heart and excite the love and 

praise of every worshipper of God.  If we were to attempt, we should fail to give a full 

description of the mighty work of the Lord, which we have seen apart from that received 

from the churches.”
544

   

 The revival also manifested itself in the more rural and mountainous parts of 

Virginia.  Jeremiah Jeter (1802-1880), pastor of two Baptist churches (in Morratico and 

Wicomico), had participated in a revival in the summer of 1831 at the Second Baptist 

Church in Richmond.  Returning home, Jeter decided to organize a camp meeting, in 

hopes that revival would begin in his churches, and other local churches as well.  Jeter 

remarked: 

The year 1831 is memorable for the number, power, and extent of the revivals 

among the Baptist Churches in Virginia.  During the summer I aided Rev. James 

B. Taylor in a series of meetings held in the Second Baptist Church, Richmond, 

the fruits of which were abundant and very valuable.  I was desirous that Brethren 

Taylor and Kerr should assist me in meetings in the Northern Neck.  A camp-

meeting having been recently conducted in Halifax County, I think, with great 

success, they proposed, if the brethren in the Neck would prepare for a camp-

meeting, to attend it.  On my return, I laid the proposal before the churches.  They 

greatly desired a visit from the ministers—especially from Kerr  . . .  but against a 

camp meeting they had earnest objections.  It had long been an annual meeting 

among the Methodists, and conducted, as was supposed, with many extravagances  

. . .  As the discussion of the subject added to the confusion, it was agreed that the 

question should be decided by lot.  After earnest prayer for divine guidance, the 

lot was cast, and the decision was in favor of the meeting  . . .  The meeting was 
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held near Lancaster Court-House, at a place called Ball’s Woods  . . .  True to 

their appointment, Brethren Kerr and Taylor, accompanied by Rev. Eli Ball and 

other ministers, made their appearance.  The situation was so singular, and so 

much at variance with the views and tastes which had long prevailed among the 

brethren, that they could scarcely look one another in the face without laughing  . . 

.  The first service was held, I think, on Friday afternoon.  I do not remember who 

preached; but there was nothing remarkable in the sermon.  At its close, persons 

were invited to come forward for prayer.  About twenty inquirers accepted the 

invitation, most of them heads of families, and several of them among the most 

respectable and influential members of the community.  Instantly all doubt of the 

success of the meetings vanished; and from that moment the hearts, tongues and 

hands of all the brethren and sisters were united to promote its interests.  I have 

never seen a meeting open with such cheering prospects of success.
545

 

 

From this beginning, the revival in the “Northern Neck” region of Virginia continued for 

months.  The two congregations who had first organized the camp-meeting (the 

Morratico and Wicomico congregations) decided to organize an identical meeting at the 

same site the following year.  The second meeting was even more successful.  At the 

conclusion of services on Sunday evening, “about one hundred and forty promptly 

presented themselves; of these ninety were males, most of them of mature age, many of 

them heads of families, and several of them persons of prominence and influence in the 

community.”  According to Jeter “the close of the meeting was a most inspiring scene, 

and indicated as large a measure of success as I have ever known to follow a week’s 

religious services.”
546

 

 In Kentucky, the Revival exhibited a similar pattern to those of South Carolina 

and Virginia.  The first evidence of the revival in that state was found in the city of 

Lexington in the spring of 1828.  From there, it spread quickly throughout the Elkhorn 
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Association (which included the city of Lexington within its bounds).  In 1827, the 

Association had recorded only the baptisms of 72 people into a total membership of 

2,830.  A year later, the Association recorded 1,676 baptisms into a total membership of 

4,346.  According to Spencer, in a three-year period that followed the appearance of the 

revival in that state, Kentucky Baptists as a whole baptized more than 15,000 people.
547

   

Possibly because North Carolina had fewer large population centers, the revival 

appeared later in that state.  It appeared in the middle of the state within the Sandy Creek 

Association in 1832.  Interestingly, only two years earlier the Association was “viewing 

with painful feelings the depressed condition of the Baptist churches within the limits of 

this state.”  The year before that, in 1829, the Association had baptized only 17 new 

converts into a total membership of 846 people.  Three years later, in 1832, however, the 

minutes of the Association noted not only that the Association had baptized 282 people 

into a total membership of 1,113, but also the personal totals of baptisms that six of the 

leading ministers of the Association had conducted.
548

  In eastern North Carolina, the 

Revival also appeared in 1832 in the churches of the Chowan Association.  Baptisms 

increased from 110 in 1830 among a total membership of 3,160 members to a total of 414 
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in 1832 among a total membership of 3,448.  A year later baptisms increased yet again to 

a total of 597 baptisms among a total membership of 3,765 members.
549

   

The last southern state in which this revival made its appearance was Tennessee, 

appearing in the eastern portion of the state in 1833.  The Holston Association had 

baptized only 23 people into a total membership of 598 people in 1832, but a year later 

the Association added 102 new converts as part of a total membership of 641 people.  In 

1834, the number of baptisms rose to 129 into a total membership of 729.
550

  Other 

portions of the state, however, seem to have missed the revival.  By 1833, the divide over 

Campbellism affected Baptists throughout Tennessee, but especially in the middle 

portion of the state.  Such discord may have been why the Concord Association (located 

near Nashville) made no mention of the revival in its minutes.
551

 

The Impact of the Revival of 1827 

Overall, this second “Great Revival” made an impact on southern Baptist life that 

rivaled the first one, and in some ways exceeded it.  From its beginning in Georgia in 

1827, the Revival of 1827 lasted approximately seven years and displayed itself in at 

least seven southern states.  Numerically, the Revival of 1827 was quite comparable to 

the Great Revival.
552

  While no one state experienced the phenomenal rate of growth that 

Kentucky Baptists experienced from 1800-1803 (with a growth rate of more than two 
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hundred percent), overall, growth was very similar.  Other than in Kentucky, the southern 

Baptist associations which kept numerical records of the Great Revival experienced a 

combined growth rate of approximately seventy percent.
553

  In the Revival of 1827, a 

similar group of associations experienced a growth rate of more than sixty-five 

percent.
554

  These growth rates are even more remarkable considering the size to which 

southern Baptists had grown by the late 1820s.  For instance, the Dover Association 

counted nearly 12,000 members at the time the revival began and yet still grew by more 

than forty percent.   
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Just as significant as the numerical impact of the Revival of 1827, if not more so, 

was the way southern Baptists began to talk about revivals and numerical growth during 

and immediately after this event.  In the aftermath of the Revival of 1827, articles and 

essays began to appear in periodicals like the Christian Index, which addressed such 

practical topics as preparation for revivals, as well as providing information about the 

new measures.  Much of this information was in keeping with the ostensibly Calvinist 

mindset of most southern Baptists.  For example, southern Baptists had long 

acknowledged that human sinfulness could interfere with the exercise of religion.  An 

essay in the Index entitled “Preparation for a Revival” commented on this idea:  “The 

presence of a worldly spirit among nominal Christians is a great stumbling block, and 

unless it be in some measure removed, a blessing from the Spirit can hardly be expected.”  

Southern Baptist had also long acknowledged that prayer was a pre-condition for a 

revival.  It is not surprising, then, that the author would tell his audience that in order “to 

be prepared for a revival, Christians must earnestly desire and pray for it.”
555

   

This article on “Preparation for a Revival” does hint, however, at a shifting 

mindset, is in the way the whole topic of preparation is understood.  The essay begins 

with the following statement:  “It is now a question in many places: ‘How may the 

Revival be continued?”  Prior to the Revival of 1827, southern Baptists understood 

human instrumentality, primarily, in negative terms.  In other words, human beings could 

prevent revivals, but God alone granted them.  Beginning in the 1830s, southern Baptists 

began framing human instrumentality in positive terms.  The author states:  “Feeble and 

unworthy as Christians are, He has blessed their exertions in times past, and he is ready to 
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bless them again. Let believers then pray and labor without fainting.”
556

  Such practices 

were a significant departure from the way southern Baptists had understood revivals in 

the previous decades.  The twin emphases of divine sovereignty and human depravity that 

southern Baptists had inherited from Puritanism combined to create a sense of mystery 

concerning the process of revivals.  Revivals were a surprising work of God beyond 

human control.   

In the Revival of 1827, however, one can see the very first indications that 

southern Baptists saw revivals as predictable, if not yet controllable.  Southern Baptists’ 

conceptions of revivals were now in the process of shifting from being seen as ineffable 

gift provided by God, to a view that revivals were events that could be planned and 

carried out by human beings.  Though a significant aspect of this shift would not occur 

until after the split between Primitive and missions-supporting Baptists, the beginning of 

this shift occurred during the Revival of 1827. 

The Primitive Baptists Respond 

While the Revival of 1827 was launching a new era of creativity and human 

instrumentality among southern Baptists in places like Charleston and Richmond, and 

among associations such as the Georgia and Sandy Creek Associations, there was another 

group of southern Baptists that was moving in a very different direction—those who 

would become the Primitive Baptists.  As stated in Chapter Four, the year 1827 marked 

the beginning of organized resistance to missions organizations when Joshua Lawrence 

led his association to publish the Kehukee Declaration.  The publication and distribution 
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of the Kehukee Declaration helped make Lawrence one of the key leaders of the growing 

antimission movement, especially in North Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama.
557

 

Lawrence’s earliest writing on missions had concentrated on the argument that 

missions organizations were too focused on raising money.  After the Kehukee 

Declaration, however, Lawrence’s writings began to focus more pointedly on the notion 

of biblical primitivism.  According to historian James Mathis, Lawrence “maintained  . . .  

a defense of traditional Baptist faith and practice based on biblical authority.  His was not 

primarily a political or economic argument against missions; such rhetoric served as 

window dressing for real theological and doctrinal differences with the missionary 

Baptists.”
558

 

For example, on July 4, 1830, Lawrence delivered a public address entitled A 

Patriotic Discourse, which he later published.  Within it, Lawrence describes a number of 

“false” religions that have threatened the freedom of humankind.  Central to his criticism 

of each of these false religions is the notion of “craft.”  According to Mathis, craft was a 

common term Primitive Baptists used to refer to “the use of artifice or man-made 

institutions in godly garb to deceive unsuspecting men.”
559

  Lawrence used the term to 

label as false religion anything he saw employing human instrumentality.  According to 

Lawrence one of the worst examples of false religion was the missionary establishment 

because every missionary society is “founded on beggars and money  . . .  [they] are all 
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important establishments of the craft kind.”
560

  Lawrence adds, “the greater part of the 

religion of these days is a craft, a religion of trade and speculation  . . .  and has been 

established in public opinion, without a proper comparison to the religion of Jesus 

Christ.”  In order to overcome this “religion of craft,” Lawrence then pleaded with his 

audience to fervently defend “the Christian religion in its primitive state.”
561

   

Though Lawrence did not explicitly state it in his Discourse, his notion and 

criticism of craft extended to the new measures appearing with ever increasing frequency 

after the Revival of 1827.  Lawrence soon began and edited his own newspaper, the 

Primitive Baptist, the pages of which often included critiques and outright condemnation 

of the revivals taking place in southern Baptist churches.  For example, in June of 1837, 

Lawrence wrote a scathing analysis of protracted meetings, and other new measures. He 

argued:  “They next decried the Holy Spirit by customs designed to aid him or do his 

work, such as protracted meetings, anxious seats, submission chairs, the professors 

singling out each his particular sinner to pray for; thereby exciting their animal 

sympathies, and then announcing them as the spiritual seed . . . .”
562

 

Lawrence’s rejection of human instrumentality, not only in missions, but also in 

revivals, began to be shared by a growing number of southern Baptists in the early years 

of the 1830s.  In 1832, a call was made by some individuals in the Baltimore Association 
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(Maryland) for all “Old School Baptist Churches” to send delegates to a convention that 

would be held in September of that year.  Meeting at Black Rock church in Baltimore, the 

assembled delegates issued an address that went beyond the Kehukee Declaration in its 

condemnations. The “Black Rock Address,” as it came to be known, condemned every 

“modern invention” associated with church life in the nineteenth century including “tract 

societies, Sunday Schools, Bible societies, missionary societies, colleges and seminaries,” 

and even “revival meetings” based on the idea that none of them was explicitly 

mentioned in scripture.
563

 

Following the Black Rock Convention, Primitive Baptists began to separate, 

formally, from southern Baptist life in increasing numbers.  Like many other protest 

movements that become free standing, however, such separation took place in somewhat 

haphazard fashion, and over a period of several years.  According to Mathis, “the schism 

did not spread in any uniform pattern from one area to the next, nor did all associations or 

churches in the same area come out for or against missions at one time  . . . The timing 

seems to be related to the amount of time an area had been settled and had a Baptist 

presence.”
564

  By and large, however, the vast majority of Primitive Baptists had formally 

separated themselves from the churches and associations who supported the cause of 

missions by the mid 1840s.   

The departure of the Primitive Baptists would come to have important 

implications for southern Baptist identity in general, and on the way that southern 
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Baptists embraced revivalism in particular.  The Primitive Baptists, as a group, tended far 

more strongly to a hyper-Calvinist theological position than the average southern Baptist 

of the period.  Focusing on the doctrine of election, Primitive Baptists believed that God 

had predestined the salvation of the elect, and thus, the identity of the Church before time 

began.  According to John Watson (1798-1866), one early Primitive Baptist leader, the 

Church “has no beginning or end.”  While everything created by humans “had a 

beginning and, will have an end  . . .  none of these things are so with God [and his 

creations].”
565

  Building on this notion of timelessness, the Primitive Baptists (as their 

name implies) practiced a kind of ecclesiological minimalism, rejecting practices such as 

protracted meetings, anxious benches, invitations, etc.  Watson writes, “that as the 

Church of Christ is a divine institution, the rules and regulations given by the Lord for its 

government, should not be altered, taken from or added to.  They admit no authority for 

changing any of these things, since the sacred canon was closed.”
566

  In other words, the 

Baptist individuals, churches, and associations who were separating to become the 

Primitive Baptists represented a staunch conservatism of both faith and practice.  When 

they departed, the remaining southern Baptists were more theologically and practically 

inclined toward greater human instrumentality generally, and in revivals specifically.
567
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According to J.H. Spencer, the decidedly pro-mission historian of Kentucky Baptist life, 

“the denomination had been freed, in a great measure, from the Antinomian leaven.”  As 

a result, “immense numbers of happy converts had been added to the churches, and many 

new churches had been formed.”
568

 

A Debate Over Calvinism 

 The debates that occurred between Primitive Baptists and missionary Baptists 

concerned more than one issue, but theology was the center of the divide.  The Primitive 

Baptists were all ardent Calvinists, strongly maintaining the notions of divine sovereignty 

and transcendence, as well as human depravity.  Furthermore, the Primitives believed that 

forming or maintaining their own churches and associations was crucial to maintaining 

these fundamental ideas.   And yet, while the organizational separation between Primitive 

Baptists and missionary Baptists was theologically motivated, it would be a vast 

oversimplification to imply that the departure of the Primitive Baptists meant that all the 

remaining southern Baptists had rejected Calvinism.  The reality, as is often the case due 
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to Baptist polity, was far more complex.  According to the Baptist Register of 1847, 

“Regular” Baptists numbered 655,536 while the Primitive Baptists numbered only 68,068 

nationwide.
569

  Contained within the number of “Regular” Baptists, however, were many 

who did not support missions organizations. Unlike the Primitives, however, such 

individuals were willing to maintain fellowship with missionary Baptists.  Even more 

important, perhaps, was the fact that the “Regular” Baptists also contained a number of 

ardent Calvinists who expressed support for missions organizations.   What this indicates 

is that the debate over the issues of means, new measures, and human instrumentality was 

larger than the organizational divide that occurred between the missionary Baptists and 

Primitive Baptists.
570

  The fervent desire for conversions was provoking a debate over 

Calvinism that would last for more than a decade. 

 So, what changed? A generation earlier southern Baptists had experienced the 

phenomenal growth of the Great Revival without undergoing a major theological conflict.  
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When the Revival of 1827 occurred, however, a debate over Calvinism ensued. 

According to David Benedict, one important change was the introduction, during the 

1820s, of a modified form of Calvinism developed by Andrew Fuller (1754-1815), a 

British Baptist pastor and theologian.  According to Benedict:   

Our old Baptist divines  . . .  were generally strong Calvinists as to their doctrinal 

creed, and but few of them felt at liberty to call upon sinners in plain terms to 

repent and believe the gospel, on account of their inability to do so without divine 

assistance.  They could preach the gospel before the unconverted, but rousing 

appeals to their conscience did not constitute a part of their public addresses  . . .  

In that age it was customary for many of our ministers to dwell much on the 

decrees and purposes of God, to dive deep, in their way, into the plans of Jehovah, 

in eternity, and to bring to light, as they supposed, the hidden treasures of the 

gospel . . . The Philadelphia Confession of Faith  . . .  was the standard of most of 

the oldest Baptist churches in this country, especially in the middle and southern 

States  . . .  The old Baptists in New England, although, for the most part, they 

held with their brethren elsewhere the doctrines of Depravity, Election, Divine 

Sovereignty, Final Perseverance, etc.  yet they were not in the habit of enforcing 

them so strongly as were those in New York, Philadelphia, and further South  . . .  

On the introduction of the Fuller system a very important change followed on the 

part of many of our ministers in their mode of addressing their unconverted 

hearers on the subjects of repentance and believing the gospel.  Hitherto they 

would use circumlocution in their discourses on these matters, instead of direct 

appeals and exhortations to those whose conversion they desired.  They would 

describe the lost condition of sinners and point out the duty of all men to repent 

and believe the gospel; but beyond this, their views of consistency with the 

doctrine which ascribes the whole work of salvation to God alone, would not 

permit them to go.  As a general thing, the discourses of that age were very dull 

and monotonous, and were greatly deficient in the pathos and fervor of that class 

of evangelical preachers who were not trammeled by such rigid rules in their 

theological creed.  Church members then received much more attention from our 

public speakers, than those who stood without its pale.
571

 

 

In 1785, Andrew Fuller published a tract called The Gospel Worthy of All 

Acceptation.  As the title implies, Fuller was arguing that the gospel should be presented 
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to all, despite the Calvinist notion that the grace imparted by Jesus’ death on the cross 

was effectual only for those elected by God unto salvation.  Fuller states:    

The language of the apostle supposes that the world is engaged in an unnatural and 

unprovoked rebellion against its Maker; that it is in his power utterly to destroy 

sinners; that if he were to deal with them according to their deserts, this must be their 

portion: but that, through the mediation of his Son, he had, as it were, suspended 

hostilities, had sent his servants with words of peace, and commissioned them to 

persuade, to entreat, and even to beseech them to be reconciled  . . .  If sinners are not 

obliged to be reconciled to God, both as a Lawgiver and a Saviour, and that with all 

their hearts, it is no sin to be unreconciled. All the enmity of their hearts to God, his 

law, his gospel, or his Son, must be guiltless. For there can be no neutrality in this 

case: not to be reconciled is to be unreconciled; not to fall in with the message of 

peace is to fallout with it; and not to lay down arms and submit to mercy is to 

maintain the war.
572

  

 

Prior to Fuller, Particular Baptists on both sides of the Atlantic (with the notable 

exception of the early Separate Baptists who saw little need to pursue a “systematic” 

theology) had been influenced by John Gill who stressed that faith was the effect and not the 

cause of justification for sinners.  Gill so emphasized divine sovereignty in the process of 

conversion, however, that he refused to preach among the unconverted for fear of misleading 

the non-elect that Christ had died for their sins.
573

 

Fuller, on the other hand, reversed the whole question of the Church’s responsibility 

to the unconverted.  According to Fuller, the question for the Church was not whether some 

were elected unto salvation (a point he did not dispute), but whether or not the Church had a 

responsibility to exhort sinners.  According to Fuller:  
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The question is not whether unconverted sinners be the subjects of exhortation, but 

whether they ought to be exhorted to perform spiritual duties. It is beyond all dispute 

that the Scriptures do exhort them to many things. If, therefore, there be any 

professors of Christianity who question the propriety of this, and who would have 

nothing said to them, except that, " if they be elected they will be called," they are not 

to be reasoned with, but rebuked, as setting themselves in direct opposition to the 

word of God. The greatest part of those who may differ from the author on these 

subjects, it is presumed, will admit the propriety of sinners being exhorted to duty; 

only this duty must, as they suppose, be confined to merely natural exercises, or such 

as may be complied with by a carnal heart, destitute of the love of God. It is one 

design of the following pages to show that God requires the heart, the whole heart, 

and nothing but the heart; that all the precepts of the Bible are only the different 

modes in which we are required to express our love to him; that, instead of its being 

true that sinners are obliged to perform duties which have no spirituality in them, 

there are no such duties to be performed; and that, so far from their being exhorted to 

every thing excepting what is spiritually good, they are exhorted to nothing else. The 

Scriptures undoubtedly require them to read, to hear, to repent, and to pray, that their 

sins may be forgiven them. It is not, however, in the exercise of a carnal, but of a 

spiritual state of mind, that these duties are performed.
574

 

 

Fuller’s notion of “duty” (for both the Church and those hearing the Gospel) greatly 

undermined the hyper-Calvinistic tendencies of Baptists on both sides of the Atlantic and 

served as the theological foundation for the missions movement. 

Though it is difficult to tell how quickly and how widely Fuller’s thought shaped 

southern Baptist faith and practice in the early decades of nineteenth century, one 

definitive example of his impact can be seen in the thought of Adiel Sherwood.  As stated 

above, before his move to Georgia, Sherwood had studied at Andover Theological 

Seminary.  While at Andover, Sherwood was exposed to the writings of Fuller and his 

notion of “duty.”  One of Sherwood’s few surviving letters from that period of his life 

attests to the important impact that Fuller’s thought was having on him.  This letter to his 

sister concerned her spiritual well-being.  He wrote:  “Most of the causes for the sickness 

and darkness among Christians can be traced to omission of duty and corruption of crime  
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. . .  let me advise you to read Fuller’s “Backslider”—Could that book be more 

universally circulated and read, I have the fullest confidence, that we should not find so 

many meager, despairing souls turning back, stopping, lingering along the road to 

heaven.”
575

 

 A decade later, Sherwood was pastoring in Georgia when the Revival of 1827 

began in his congregation at Eatonton.  By that time, he was already an influential leader 

in Georgia Baptist life.  He had established the first Sunday school in Georgia, and had 

also helped formulate the plan that led to the creation of the Georgia Baptist 

Convention.
576

  All of that combined to give Sherwood a considerable influence on 

southern Baptists, including their theology.   

Sherwood used that influence to justify a theological defense of human 

instrumentality in a series of letters he wrote pseudonymously to the Religious Herald 

during the Revival of 1827.  Sherwood believed that his position (built upon Fuller’s 

activist notions of duty) was a middle ground between outright Arminianism (typified by 

John Wesley), and hyper-Calvinism (typified by John Gill).  Writing as “Melanchthon,” 

Sherwood states:  “I am aware that there are staunch professors to be found, who would 

smite me on one cheek, for displacing a fold of Mr. Wesley’s prunella gown—and others, 
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who would smite me on the other cheek, for disturbing a curl of Doctor’s Gill’s wig.  But 

I trust that the truth is found between the extremes.”
577

  

Sherwood goes on to draw a distinction between human conjectures about God’s 

plan which he called “philosophizing” and the duty to obey God’s decrees regardless of 

the relationship between divine sovereignty, and human freedom.  To illustrate this 

distinction, Sherwood presents a number of conclusions that he believes arise out of such 

“philosophizing.”  He states, “Man is totally depraved; is unable to turn himself to God; 

and it requires the sovereign agency of divine grace to affect the work.”  According to 

Sherwood, some were using such notions of depravity to conclude, “[that] our attempts to 

inculcate religion on the minds of our children, are of little or no consequence.  When 

God undertakes the work, it will be affected.”  Such conclusions, Sherwood believed, 

arise out of human deduction, not biblical truth.  Another “conclusion” addressed by 

Sherwood is that because “God, in his sovereign pleasure, has decreed the salvation of all 

[who] are to be saved; the rest, through the sinful propensity of their dispositions, will go 

on in sin, and of course  . . .  sink to final destruction.”  According to Sherwood, some 

conclude that “all our efforts with a view to salvation  . . .  must be useless.”  Again, 

however, such conclusions are based on human conjecture and ignore the duty of 

believers, decreed by God, to expend all possible efforts in sharing the Gospel.  

Sherwood states “whatever our sentiments may be with respect to divine predestination, 

let none of us suffer these sentiments to paralyze our efforts  . . .  We use the means, and 

leave the issue with God.”
578
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 Fuller’s theological framework (as articulated by Sherwood and others) proved to 

be highly controversial among southern Baptists.  During the 1830s, the pages of Baptist 

newspapers were filled with arguments and counter-arguments concerning Fuller’s 

thought, human instrumentality, and Calvinism generally.  In one essay in the  

Christian Index entitled “Doctrinal Record,” the writer offers his low opinions of those 

who seek to undermine traditional Calvinism.  He states, “After a careful examination of 

the subject, I have concluded that the greatest opposition that is made to the plan of Grace 

which God has revealed, arises from those who have never been able to comprehend 

it.”
579

  Another writer put it even more succinctly:  “May God save your readers from 

Arminianism.”
580

  Those in favor of human instrumentality were just as pointed in their 

comments.  One such writer described staunch Calvinists as follows:  “The work of grace 

is really viewed by them as being in such a sense the work of God, as to remove the 

necessity of human effort, and relieve the sinner from obligation to become holy  . . .  But 

this view of things  . . .  seems to be the result of practical atheism.”
581

 

It should also be noted that these arguments were not confined to the relatively 

harmless battlefield of essay writing.  Beginning in the late 1820s, the Concord 

Association (located near modern day Nashville) fought a running battle over Calvinism.  

In 1827, the Association split into two different associations both of whom retained the 

name of “Concord Association.”  According to the minutes of the Association, the 

smaller and more revivalistic group took the existing constitution and “excluded there 
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from, the last vestiges of Calvinism.”
582

  The larger and more Calvinistic group 

responded by passing the following resolutions:   

Whereas, There were promises given  . . .  to maintain the ground whereon the 

Regulars and Separates united in Virginia, from this promise we did hope that the 

same peaceable course would have been pursued by our brethren as was pursued 

by the Separates in Virginia; but we have been disappointed in our expectations 

therefore— 

 

Resolved, That we think ourselves free from any promise on our part as respects 

that point. 

 

Resolved, That we do require of every church which may hereafter apply for a 

seat with us, to signify in their letters their approbations of the doctrine under 

which the Concord Association was organized.
583

 

 

Even as the battle over Calvinism continued to rage among southern Baptists, 

however, there were leaders who attempted to diffuse the tensions surrounding the issue.  

The most prominent such attempt was made by Jesse Mercer.   As noted in Chapter Four 

above, Mercer was an ardent defender of Calvinism.  When some Primitive Baptists 

charged Mercer with abandoning the Old School, he responded vigorously:  “I have 

undergone no fundamental change in faith from my forefathers!  I believe now, and 

always preach in perfect accordance with the faith adopted by the Georgia 

Association.”
584

  Part of Mercer’s staunch support for Calvinist theology was his notion 

that Calvinism was thoroughly biblical. Mercer states “These doctrines are believed, 

because they are supported not only by express declarations of Scripture, but by an 

abundance of such declarations.  They do not rest on the doubtful interpretation of a few 
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isolated passages, but are supported by the obvious meaning of a great multitude of 

texts.”
585

  In that way, Mercer shared certain notions with the Primitive Baptists.  Mercer 

was and remained a biblical minimalist.  He was conservative in both his beliefs and his 

practices. 

Mercer’s conservatism put him at odds with Fuller on certain aspects of his 

theology, especially as it relates to Fuller’s notion of the atonement.  Mercer responded to 

one reader in the Index who was favorable to Fuller that: “[I am] inclined to the doctrine 

of such men as Gill, Owen, Brown  . . . that the atonement is special, both in its 

provisions and applications; but the men (and the doctrine), who teach that, the 

Atonement is general in its provisions, but special in its application form the new school.  

To this representation  . . .  we do not incline.”
586

  

Despite his disagreement with Fuller on the atonement, there were certain aspects 

of Fuller’s thought which Mercer greatly admired, specifically Fuller’s notion of duty, 

and its practical expression—the proclamation of the gospel to unbelievers.  Responding 

to an opponent of Calvinism who argued that unconditional election undermined 

responsibility, Mercer responded by affirming Fuller’s notion of duty:  “If there be no 

obligation on man, as a sinner, then, there is no duty; and where there is no duty, there is 

no law; and where there is no law, there is no transgression; and where there is no 

transgression, there is no blame: and consequently impenitence and unbelief are harmless 
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things.”
587

  In other words, invitations were simply one part of the overall duty of the 

Church.  In essence, any biblical imperative was an invitation, and Mercer was defending 

the proclamation of such imperatives.  

Furthermore, though he disagreed with Fuller in other areas, Mercer maintained 

that Fuller’s argument for invitations was not an abandonment of Calvinism. According 

to Mercer, Fuller was more Calvinistic than either the hyper-Calvinistic Primitives or 

those southern Baptist with more Arminian tendencies would acknowledge.  Mercer 

wrote: 

It appears, that Mr. F. is not so opposed to Dr. Gill as many have thought.  All 

that F. contends for, as to the infinite worth of the atonement, is comprehended in 

Gill’s view of the scheme of redemption.  What Gill places in the covenant 

transactions, and considers as past and done in the eternal mind, F. resolves into 

‘the sovereign pleasure of God, with a regard to the application of the atonement; 

that is, with regard to the persons to whom it shall be applied.’  What then is the 

difference?  A mere shade—a difference on in the modus operandi of the great 

plan.
588

 

 

In other words, Mercer believed that the only distinction between Fuller and Gill was in 

their application, not in their basic notions of God’s sovereignty and human ability.  

Mercer’s refusal to pit Fuller against Gill (and Calvin) was theologically 

significant, but even more significant were the practical implications of his stance.   

As both a staunch Calvinist and a widely recognized southern Baptist leader, 

Mercer’s defense of Fuller, despite certain areas of disagreement, helped maintain a 

broader arena for cooperation in southern Baptist life for those willing to participate.  
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Mercer acknowledged that southern Baptists had, from their earliest days, maintained 

a certain amount of diversity related to the atonement.  Seemingly chiding those in 

Georgia whose Primitivism was causing them to separate, Mercer states:   

It seems to be taken for granted that all those venerable fathers, who founded the 

Baptist Denomination in this state, were as stern Calvinistic preachers as are the 

opposers of the new plans.  But this is altogether a mistake.  Some of them were 

so.  Of these, Silas Mercer and Jeptha Vining were the chief.  Abraham Marshall 

was never considered a predestinarian preacher.  To use his own figure, he used to 

say, “he was short legged and could not wade in such deep water.” He, with 

several others, was considered sound in the faith, although low Calvinists.  Peter 

Smith and some others were thought rather Arminian; some quite so.  But no 

division was thought of till Jeremiah Walker adopted and preached openly the 

doctrine of final apostasy.
589

 

 

Mercer’s comments concerning Walker are significant, in that they indicate that certain 

issues necessitate division, but also that degrees of Calvinism should not be grounds for 

division.  While, he never refrained from articulating his own views and defending both 

the biblical and practical character of Calvinism, Mercer believed that the Baptist cause, 

and the promotion of revivals was better served by avoiding divisions over such issues. 

 Mercer was not the only strict Calvinist to maintain such a stance.  Hosea 

Holcombe also took a similar approach.  Holcombe strongly defended Calvinist 

orthodoxy.  He lamented that a “considerable number of ministers in Alabama” were 

departing from “the old Baptist foundation.”  To him, many young preachers 

“dreaded the doctrines of predestination and election,” being unable to square such 

beliefs with the revivalistic innovations working their way into southern Baptist 

life.
590

  Still, according to Flynt, Holcombe’s strict orthodoxy did not prevent him 
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from being “tolerant and broad-minded toward deviation from what he considered 

orthodoxy.”
591

  

 Sherwood’s and Mercer’s willingness to defend their views in amiable fashion 

represented one approach to the controversy over means, human instrumentality and 

Calvinism, but it was not the only southern Baptist approach.  In truth, few southern 

Baptists had the time, ability, or inclination to engage in that level of discourse.  

Alongside the positions of Mercer, Sherwood, and others, stated in essays, articles, 

and letters to the editor, there was also a growing number of acknowledgements that 

such issues were beyond human comprehension.  One contributor to the Index wrote:  

“the more I try to penetrate this profound mystery, the more I am bewildered—the 

reason is plain:  I infer consequences from a subject unknown; and here my feeble 

reason is lost.”
592

  Another individual writing as “Amicus” stated it this way:  “The  . . 

.  doctrine  . . .  has perplexed and harassed a great many wise and good men  . . .  but 

why should it?  This doctrine, together with others taught in Scriptures, form rules by 

which God himself is governed and not man.  Therefore why should man fret and 

perplex himself so much about them?”
593

   

By the 1830s, southern Baptists were growing weary of theological 

controversy. In a relatively short period of time, southern Baptists had fought and 

divided over Daniel Parker and his peculiar form of hyper-Calvinism as well as over 

the ideas of Alexander Campbell (1788-1866) and his “Reformation.” During the 
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1830s, as the division over Calvinism, human instrumentality, and the means of 

conversion that led to the split with Primitive Baptists, this weariness took written 

form alongside the debates in pleas for unity, and advice on how unity might be 

maintained.  Concerning the antimissionists, one Baptist writer stated “Those 

Brethren I suppose, are not in favor of Missionary, and Tract, and Bible Societies.  

Well I can bear this without a groan.  If they have grace, free, sovereign, unmerited, 

distinguishing grace this is the point.”
594

  Another Baptist essayist lamented “It is 

with deep regret that the writer sees a spirit prevalent among some of his brethren, 

which he thinks calculated to be productive of evil consequences; such as stirring up 

strife and division among Christians professing the same leading truths of the 

Gospel.”  The writer goes on to recommend that “his brethren should exercise a spirit 

of forbearance toward each other, and not to suffer small differences of opinion, to 

interrupt Christian fellowship.”  Doing so, he believes “would tend to heal many 

breaches,” and that “a union of effort would be affected, and the cause of God would 

be promoted.”
595

  Despite such weariness, however, southern Baptists refrained from 

altering their confessional statements to accommodate either the followers of Daniel 

Parker or Alexander Campbell.  Southern Baptists wanted peace, but such desires 

rarely went beyond the calls of individuals to achieve it.
596
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Beginning in the early 1840s, however, some southern Baptist associations 

began to adopt a new Baptist confessional statement that had been designed as a 

compromise over the issues related to Calvinism, human instrumentality, and the 

means of conversion.  In 1833, a group of Baptist associations in New Hampshire 

created what is now known as the New Hampshire confession.  These New 

Hampshire Baptists had seen a number of churches become “Freewill” Baptists 

following the lead of a man named Benjamin Randall (1749-1808).  In order to 

prevent additional churches from leaving, these associations created a new 

confessional statement that toned down language on human depravity, imputed 

righteousness, and election.
597

   

One of the first southern Baptist associations to adopt the New Hampshire 

Confession (in a slightly altered form) was the Concord Association of Tennessee. As 

stated above, in 1827 the Association had divided into two different Concord 

Associations, the larger of which was strongly Calvinistic.  Since the split however, 

two significant events had affected the Association.  The first event was the founding, 

in 1834, of the Tennessee Baptist Convention.  According to the minutes of the 

Association, “there were several able and thrilling speeches pro and con, which 

elicited nothing satisfactory, and it was evident that there was great want of harmony 

in doctrinal views.”
598

  In the end, the missionary faction succeeded in leading the 
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Association to correspond with the new convention, which led to the subsequent 

departure of a number of those opposed to missionary endeavors.  The second 

significant event was a revival which occurred at the associational meeting of 1838.  

The minutes state: “At the close of Elder Kimbrough’s discourse, he left the stand and 

invited the anxious to the altar for prayer.  The meeting continued to a late hour in the 

day, with exhortation, singing, and prayer.  The whole day’s services were of peculiar 

interest, and will long be remembered by saint and sinner as a day of God’s right 

hand.”
599

 

The combination of these two events eventually led to a reconciliation with the 

churches of the second “Concord Association” in 1842.  As a part of their reconciliation, 

the newly reconstituted Concord Association adopted the following articles of faith: 

Article 1 – We believe that the Holy Bible is the Word of God: that it is written by 

men divinely inspired; that is the only sufficient rule of faith and practice; and 

that, among others, it teaches the following important truths: 

 

That there is only one true and living God, infinite in every perfection, and that he 

has revealed himself as the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. 

 

Article 2 – That man was created holy, but by willfully violating the law of his 

Maker, he fell from that state; that by nature there is no holiness in man; that we 

are all inclined to evil—all have sinned and are the children of wrath, justly 

exposed to death, temporal, spiritual and eternal. 

 

Article 3 – That the only way of salvation or deliverance from this state of guilt 

and condemnation, is through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, who assumed our 

nature, and whom God has set forth to be propitiation through faith in his blood, 

having so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever 

believeth in him should not perish but have everlasting life. 

 

Article 4 – That the election taught in the scriptures is through sanctification of 

the spirit unto obedience, and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ, and that 
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none are authorized to consider themselves elected to salvation until they repent 

and believe the gospel. 

 

Article 5 – That Jesus Christ, by the grace of God, tasted death for every man; that 

he is the savior of all men, especially of those that believe, and that, based on the 

provisions of the Atonement, all men, everywhere, are commanded to repent of 

their sins and believe on the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Article 6 – We believe in the perseverance of the saints through grace, being kept 

by the power of God through faith unto salvation, ready to be revealed at the last 

time.
600

 

 

These articles are considerably shorter than the full New Hampshire confession, but the 

language is, in many places, identical.  Furthermore, the changes do not reflect any 

departure from the theological breadth of the original.  Thus, in a span of only fifteen 

years, the Association went from dividing over doctrinal issues related to Calvinism, to 

re-unification following a rise in support for missions, to experiencing a revival.  

Furthermore, such re-unification took place when theological specificity was minimized.   

 Other associations would soon follow suit.  In 1844, the Holston Association in 

East Tennessee published the New Hampshire Confession in its minutes.
601

  A year later, 

in 1845, the Association asked its member churches to formally approve the document.  

That same year, the Sandy Creek Association of North Carolina also adopted the 

statement.
602

 Four years later, in 1849, the Chowan Association, also of North Carolina, 

followed suit.
603
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Interestingly, all three associations seem to have adopted the statement in the 

midst, or on the heels of revival.  The Holston Association went from baptizing 34 people 

into a total membership of 675 in 1841, to baptizing 811 into a total membership of 1,538 

in 1842.  The high rate of baptisms continued for the next three years, as the Holston 

Association baptized 416 in 1843, 277 in 1844, and 410 in 1845 before dropping to 154 

in 1846.
604

  The Sandy Creek Association went from baptizing 37 new members into a 

total membership of 1,464 in 1843, followed by baptizing 55 new members into a total 

membership of 1,587.  A year later in 1845 (the same year as the adoption of the New 

Hampshire Confession), baptisms jumped to a total of 163 into a total membership of 

1,588.
605

  The Chowan Association baptized 378 people into a total membership of 6,470 

in 1846, followed by a small increase in 1847 (the year before the revival began) to 591 

baptisms into a total membership of 6,430.  A year later, the minutes recorded that a 

revivals had broken out in the churches of the association.  In 1848, the Association 

baptized 1,005 people into a total membership of 7,150.  In addition to adopting a slightly 

revised version of the New Hampshire Confession the following year, the Association 

also baptized 792 new members into a total membership of 7,901.
606

   

Though none of the associations indicated a direct link between the revivals 

taking place within their bounds and the adoption of a new confessional statement, the 

Chowan Association’s “Report on the State of Religion” did state the following:  “The 

Holy Spirit has accompanied the word preached in a signal manner, and as a result nearly 
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1000 souls have been added to the great branch of the great Baptist family.  We are 

gratified to perceive, too, that love, joy and peace, the first fruits of the Holy Spirit, are 

abounding more and more  . . . The forbearance, brotherly kindness and fervent charity 

which all the letters express, are cheering evidences of the desire ‘to keep the unity of the 

Spirit in the bonds of peace.’”  Though not directly stated, what this statement seems to 

imply then that the Baptists of the Chowan Association began to see a link between 

greater theological freedom and revival.
607

  

 It should also be noted that the move toward greater theological latitude (as 

embodied in the New Hampshire Confession) was resisted by some southern Baptist 

bodies, especially in Georgia.  Perhaps due to the enduring influence of Jesse Mercer, 

few Baptists churches in Georgia were willing to adopt the New Hampshire Confession 

prior to the Civil War.  In 1846, the churches of the Florida Association petitioned to be 

admitted the Georgia Baptist Convention.  According to historian Gregory Wills, “the 

petition  . . .  caused a ‘protracted debate’ over [that Association’s] use of the New 

Hampshire Confession.  The Convention granted membership after Florida delegate 

James McDonald assured everyone that the association was not Arminian.”
608

  Baptists in 

Georgia had come to terms with Fuller’s modification of Calvinism.  Modification of 

Calvinism, however, was one thing for Georgia Baptists; the acceptance of Arminianism 

seemed to be something else entirely. 
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Analyzing the Shift in Southern Baptist Identity Circa 1845 

 Despite the reluctance of the Georgia Baptists concerning adoption of the New 

Hampshire Confession, it is still safe to say that the period from the beginning of the 

Revival of 1827 until the founding of the Southern Baptist Convention represented a 

significant shift in southern Baptist identity related to revivalism.  Three events (or sets of 

events, perhaps) had led to significant modifications in southern Baptist faith and 

practice.  The first event, the Revival of 1827, had helped introduce “new measures” into 

southern Baptist life which emphasized human instrumentality.  These measures not only 

emerged out of the revival but also helped spread it as Baptists across the south 

experienced the success such measures had in securing conversions.  The second event 

was the formation of the Primitive Baptists. While the Revival of 1827 spread across the 

South, those most opposed to human instrumentality were slowly coalescing into a group, 

separate and distinct from the rest of southern Baptists.  As they departed, they took 

many of the most ardent Calvinists with them.   

Finally, those who stayed within southern Baptist life continued to participate in 

the third event, the debate over Calvinism that had begun as part of the larger battle over 

human instrumentality. With the departure of the Primitive Baptists, three basic responses 

to issues of human instrumentality and divine sovereignty appeared.  Some, such as Adiel 

Sherwood, modified their Calvinism following the thought of Andrew Fuller.  Fuller’s 

framework emphasized duty, and thus paved the way for a much greater level of human 

instrumentality.  Others, such as Jesse Mercer, maintained a more conservative approach 

to Calvinism, continuing to emphasize divine sovereignty, and limited atonement.  A 

third group, represented by a growing number of Baptist associations, sought to bypass 
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the divisiveness of these issues by adopting the New Hampshire Confession.  Like the 

Fullerites, this approach also paved the way for greater human instrumentality though 

only in a passive sense.  It should also be noted that Mercer (and others like him) not only 

argued that the differences represented by Fuller’s thought were not great enough to 

prevent cooperation, these committed Calvinists were also ardent champions for missions 

and revivals.  Furthermore, though Mercer never utilized any of the “new measures,” 

personally, neither did he refrain from participating in revivals where they were being 

utilized.  As a result, even those conservative Calvinists who remained within southern 

Baptist life demonstrated a willingness to work with those who were introducing greater 

human instrumentality into southern Baptist practices (at least in the context of state 

conventions).  Taken together, the introduction of new measures, the departure of the 

Primitive Baptists, and the region-wide trend toward either theological modification or 

diversification (or both) combined to form a new southern Baptist synthesis that was fully 

revivalistic.  In other words, southern Baptists were now open to human instrumentality.  

Furthermore, conversions and numerical growth came to be the central focus of southern 

Baptists’ corporate identity.  

This is not to suggest, however, that by 1845 revivalism had already achieved its 

full impact on southern Baptist identity.  The shift that took place between the beginning 

of the Revival of 1827 and 1845 in southern Baptist life was, rather, the foundation for 

other modifications to southern Baptist identity in the future.  The forms this modification 

would take in southern Baptist practices, as well as their numerical identity, will be 

detailed in the second half of this chapter below. 
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McLoughlin’s Fourfold Definition of Awakenings Revisited 

Before this chapter considers the ways that revivalism would shape the practices 

and patterns of growth in southern Baptist life in this thirty-year period of southern 

Baptist life, it may now be appropriate to re-examine McLoughlin’s definition of 

Awakenings in light of the shift that took place in southern Baptist life on the heels of the 

Revival of 1827.  As has already been stated, McLoughlin argues that in order for a 

general revival to rise to the level of an Awakening four “circumstances” must be 

present.  These four circumstances are a theological reorientation within the churches 

combined with a general intellectual reorientation in American society; church conflicts 

that are provoked by this reorientation; a growing “cleavage” between churches and 

society, and within churches themselves that arises out of religious sentiment; and that 

people outside the churches must believe that Christianity has special relevance for the 

present moment in history.
609

  Part of McLoughlin’s definition lies beyond the scope of 

this dissertation; no attempts have or will be made in this chapter to link the Revival of 

1827 with a “cleavage” between church and society, nor to demonstrate a general 

intellectual reorientation in society.
610

  In comparative terms, however, the Revival of 

1827 went much further than the Great Revival in demonstrating a significant theological 
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reorientation in southern Baptist life, as well as provoking the conflicts which arose out 

of such a reorientation.  Furthermore, if extensive numerical growth is a leading indicator 

that people outside the churches saw special relevance in Christianity, then the Revival of 

1827 seems to fit at least three of the main indicators.  Of course, the biggest problem 

with this counter-thesis is that no data has been provided to demonstrate that the 

reorientation taking place in southern Baptist life was mirrored in other southern 

denominations, nor will any comprehensive attempt be made to here to address that 

problem.
611

  And yet, while the focus of this study concerns the experiences of southern 

Baptists, it should be noted that some data exists to suggest that the Revival of 1827 was 

not relegated exclusively to southern Baptist life.  According to Richard Carwardine, 

Methodists also experienced an extensive revival during this period. A “peak was reached 

in all areas … during the late 1820s and early 1830s.”  Carwardine ties the revival, at 

least partially to an outbreak of Asiatic cholera in 1832.
612

  Ultimately, however, it is not 

the purpose of this study to offer a grand re-visioning of the Second Great Awakening in 

light of southern Baptist history, but simply to demonstrate that the ways that southern 

Baptists embraced revivalism over a generation beginning in the late 1820s led to a larger 

shift in identity than in the years immediately following the Great Revival.   
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Revivalism and Southern Baptist Practices: 1830-1860 

 While the conflicts and debates which took place during the 1830s and early 

1840s may have been the most visible manifestations of the shift in southern Baptist 

identity during this period, less visible, but even more extensive were the changes taking 

place in the ways southern Baptists practiced their faith during this period.  Southern 

Baptists experienced changes in preaching, worship, and their organizational structures, 

as well as in the practice of conversion.   Each of these changes will be examined in turn. 

In the aftermath of the Revival of 1827, the focus of southern Baptist preaching 

began to narrow.  Since the merger of the Separates and Regulars in the 1780s, southern 

Baptists had maintained a strongly polemical component in their preaching.  As stated in 

Chapter Four above, “a sermon [from this period] would have been accounted altogether 

defective which did not touch upon Election, Total Depravity, Final Perseverance, 

etc.”
613

  J. B. Jeter’s memory of preaching in his youth makes the same basic point.  

According to Jeter, “There was [a]  . . .  striking peculiarity in the preaching that I heard 

in my early years.  It was eminently controversial.  Every preacher was a polemicist.  

Whether his text was doctrinal or practical, historical or poetical, gracious or 

denunciatory, he could find in it a hook on which to suspend his distinctive notions, and a 

club with which to defend them.”
614

  Beginning in the late 1820s, however, this began to 

change.  Southern Baptists began to abandon their polemical objectives for a larger 

emphasis on “sentiment,” mainly for the purposes of helping produce conversions.  John 

Taylor, the aging Kentucky Baptist pastor confessed that for much of his ministry he had 
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been “destitute of that tenderness of spirit that becomes the gospel ministry.”
615

  Instead, 

according to Taylor, he had focused on “trifles,” questions such as: “Was Adam a natural 

or spiritual man when he was created?  Did Adam die a moral death when he first sinned?  

Can God’s election be taken to or taken from?  Are regeneration and the New Birth the 

same experience?  Were the elect chosen before or after Adam’s sin?  Did Christ die for 

all mankind or for only a part of it?  Were the elect sheep or goats before their 

conversion?” Late in life, then, Taylor came to believe that his best preaching was in 

inviting sinners “to come to Christ whatever [their] guilt might be.”
616

  

Taylor was not alone in this regard.  Basil Manly, another well known Baptist 

preacher of the antebellum era, believed that preaching, first and foremost, should be 

aimed at the heart.  According to his biographer, “Manly’s special gift was sentiment, as 

he seemed always able to reach into the souls and hearts of the congregation and move 

them to tears.”
617

  Manly also encouraged others to emulate his style.  In a letter to his 

son, Manly urged him to consider “in connection with every topic, or single thought, you 

intend to use, what aspect of that topic or thought will pinch and move people.”  Manly 

told his son: “This was always the invariable current of my mind.  A good thought was 
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valued for nothing till I could see how it would speed its way to the hearts of the 

people.”
618

 

 Many of the sermons preserved from this period were written for special 

occasions such as church and associational anniversaries, the ordination of ministers, the 

death of prominent individuals, etc.  While the focus of such events differed greatly from 

the normal process of preaching salvation, the turn toward greater sentimentality is still 

discernible.  Take, for instance, a sermon entitled “Elements of a Church’s Prosperity” by 

T. G. Keen.  The sermon was written, in part, to acknowledge the founding of Mobile, 

Alabama, a half century earlier, and also to acknowledge the role that the St. Francis 

Street Baptist Church had played in the city’s history.  The sermon is subdivided into a 

number of major points, each one, according to Keen, representing an element of a 

church’s prosperity (as the title implies).  According to Keen, the most significant 

element in the prosperity of a church is that it is “willing to labor and pray for the 

prosperity of Zion.”  Keen writes: 

Where now are those Christian societies, to which the Apostles inscribed their 

epistles?  Where is the Corinthian Church  . . .  Where is the Philippian Church—

where the Colossian—where the Thessalonian  . . .  Where now are these 

Churches?  How true, it is, that God in his righteous displeasure, caused the light 

of his countenance to be withdrawn  . . .  My brethren:  could we read the history 

of these Churches, we should find that they left their first love, grew lukewarm in 

religion, became involved in angry controversy  . . . the great purposes for which 

they were organized, lost sight of, till God in his wrath, gave forth the sentence—

“Let the candlestick be removed out of this place.” God grant that no such 

appalling calamity shall ever befall this Church! O let us with increased energy, 

labor for the permanent prosperity of Christ’s cause and the salvation of souls!   
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But while the prosperity of a particular Church, may be interrupted, and the 

Church itself displaced; yet the Church, universal shall stand forever! No 

influence in the universe shall overthrow it!  Hear, O Zion!  the word of the Lord 

and rejoice in his salvation  . . .  The Church is safe, though nothing else may be.  

Let infidelity utter its blasphemies, and false philosophy its sophistries, and 

popery its anathemas, yet the Church will remain a standing proof of the 

Salvation’s declaration—“Upon this rock will I build my Church and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it!”
619

 

 

Keen’s sermon is indicative of the general shift that had taken place in southern Baptist 

identity. The conversion of souls has become the main “element” in a church’s 

“prosperity.”  Furthermore, churches, such as the New Testament churches he mentioned 

will cease to exist to the extent that they become “involved in angry controversy” and 

abandon the “purposes for which they were organized” which is the conversion of souls.   

Keen’s sermon also indicates the particular shift in preaching. Though 

sentimentality is more difficult to discern in written rather than oral form, it is obvious 

that Keen’s intention in these final paragraphs is to stir the emotions of his listeners.  He 

takes no time within the sermon to address “blasphemies, false philosophy,” and the 

“anathemas” of “popery” other than to mention their existence and rally his listeners 

against them.  His copious use of exclamation marks also seems to suggest that the 

sermon would have sounded like a coach’s halftime speech, or a general’s speech to the 

troops on the eve of battle, rather than providing an argument as, perhaps, a lawyer might 

make in a trial.   

Slightly more typical of the normal forms of preaching in the antebellum period 

was an “annual sermon” preached by J.M.C. Breaker (1824-1894) that served as a review 

of the past year in the Baptist Church at Beaufort, South Carolina.  Breaker spends much 
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of the sermon describing the ways that God has blessed the congregation over the past 

year.  He summarizes these descriptions by stating: 

In view of these blessed truths, my Christian friends, how small and 

unsatisfactory seems the service we have rendered to God and religion  . . .  In the 

strength of God, let us resolve to live, and think, and act every day, and hour, and 

moment, for eternity, and to do nothing at any time that does not comport with the 

character and feelings of one, who “looks not at the things are which seen, but at 

the things are which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but 

the things which are not seen are eternal.” Thus living, my brethren, the flight of 

time, and the succession of years, and the approach of death, will cause us no 

dismay: for we shall reflect with the Apostle, at the return of every season like 

this, that “now is our salvation nearer than when we believed.” And as that period 

approaches, which will terminate our wanderings and journeyings forever, more 

joyfully shall we hail the signal of our triumph!
620

 

 

Like Keen, Breaker seems to be less interested in making an argument than in stirring the 

emotions of his listeners.  His goal is not to teach but to move his audience.   

 Breaker’s summary of a year in the life of this church does not end, however, by 

addressing members, but those who are non-Christians.  Breaker states:   

My friends, if any of you are still out of Christ, destitute of the humility and 

holiness of the Gospel, strangely attempting to satisfy the thirsty soul at the 

broken cisterns of worldliness and vanity, while the streams of heavenly grace, 

fresh from the fountain of living waters, are making glad the city of our God; 

“laboring only for the meat that perisheth,” and regardless of “that which endureth 

unto everlasting life,” let me solemnly assure you, that it is no “redemption,” no 

“salvation,” that these revolving years are bringing to your possession, but an 

eternity of torturing regrets and hopeless destitution! May God forbid that any of 

you should longer run the risk of testing the truth of this by your own 

experience!
621
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Having confronted any non-Christians present with a choice between the streams of grace 

and an “eternity of torturing regrets,” Breaker then concludes with a poem hinting at an 

invitation: 

So live, that when the summons comes, to join 

The innumerable caravan, that moves 

To the pale realm of shade, where each shall take 

His chamber in the silent halls of death. 

Thou go not, like the quarry-slave at night, 

Scourged to his dungeon; but sustained and soothed 

By an unfaltering trust, approach thy grave, 

Like one who wraps the drapery of his couch 

About him, and lies down to pleasant dreams.
622

 

 

Beginning in the 1830s, but with increasing frequency in the 1840s, Baptist 

preachers often quoted poetry in their sermons and, even more frequently, the lyrics of 

hymns.  Indeed, it is hard to find examples of sermons from this period that do not 

contain such quotations.
623

  The mid nineteenth century saw the rise of romanticism in 

American culture including religion, and though southern Baptists did not participate 

fully in romanticism’s theological manifestations, they were not immune from its cultural 

impact.  Commenting on the “Romantic mood” in American religion, Sydney Ahlstrom 

states that in the mid-nineteenth century, American religion experienced both a 

“dissatisfaction with formality and decorum” as well as a “new vaunting of the subjective 
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self—the feelings, the intuition, and the passions.”
624

  This simultaneous turn away from 

formality and movement toward feelings and passions fit well with certain aspects of 

southern Baptist revivalism, and demonstrate themselves clearly in Breaker’s sermon 

(and in a different way, in Keen’s as well).  Southern Baptists had made emotion and 

experience an integral part of the process of conversion from their earliest days but 

especially so with the fusion of the Separate Baptist ethos into the larger southern Baptist 

identity.  Prior to the Revival of 1827, however, this aspect of southern Baptist identity 

was partially held in check by the emphasis on human depravity expressed in Calvinism.  

Emotions and feelings were part of the “New Birth” but also had to be deeply scrutinized 

as potentially misleading.   

The turn toward human instrumentality in southern Baptist life, however, placed 

greater responsibility on human beings, and indirectly, also greater confidence in human 

ability.  In American religion as a whole, this confidence took a variety of forms, but 

given southern Baptists’ predominantly rural identity, and lack of educational 

requirements for clergy, its primary expression was not a confidence in the powers of the 

mind, but in the discernment of the heart.  The turn toward sentimentality in preaching, 

then, can be seen in this light.  Southern Baptists such as Breaker quoted hymns and 

poems because they believed that such content would touch the hearts of every listener, 

and, especially those who were not yet converted.   

Another aspect of Breaker’s sermon that is indicative of a shift in southern Baptist 

practices was the inclusion of material aimed specifically at non-Christians.  In the same 

period that southern Baptists began to display a turn toward sentimentality in their 
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preaching, they also began to shift their focus from a primary emphasis on believers, to a 

mixed emphasis on content for both Christians and non-Christians.  As indicated in 

Chapter Four, Benedict noted:   

Hitherto they would use circumlocution in their discourses on these matters, 

instead of direct appeals and exhortations to those whose conversion they desired.  

They would describe the lost condition of sinners and point out the duty of all 

men to repent and believe the gospel; but beyond this, their views of consistency 

with the doctrine which ascribes the whole work of salvation to God alone, would 

not permit them to go.  As a general thing, the discourses of that age were very 

dull and monotonous, and were greatly deficient in the pathos and fervor of that 

class of evangelical preachers who were not trammeled by such rigid rules in their 

theological creed.  Church members then received much more attention from our 

public speakers, than those who stood without [the] pale.
625

 

In the aftermath of the Revival of 1827, it was increasingly common for southern Baptist 

preachers to give at least a part of their sermons over to speaking to the unconverted, 

even if the overall topic of the sermon did not relate directly to evangelism or conversion.  

Breaker’s sermon is one example of this shift toward those “without the pale,” but there 

were many others. An “ordination” sermon preached at the First Baptist Church of 

Tuscaloosa serves as an example of this shift.  In March of 1853, the First Baptist Church 

of Tuscaloosa ordained Joshua Foster as their new pastor.  The ordination sermon was 

preached by Rev. Thomas Curtis (1816-1872).  Entitled “The Christian Preacher,” 

Curtis’s sermon predictably addressed the responsibilities and functions of pastors.  

Toward the conclusion of his sermon, Curtis made an impassioned plea to the 

congregation to “extend your prayers and efforts for the enlarged usefulness of the 

Christian ministry generally.  While now you rejoice in the favors of God, blessed as you 

are with a pastor, of whom such hopes of usefulness are just entertained, consider the 

many destitute churches, and places not so blessed, and pray the Lord of the harvest that 

                                                 
625

 Benedict, 142. 

 



 324 

he will send forth laborers . . . .”
626

  Curtis concludes not with this plea to the church, 

however, but to those not yet a part of the church.  He stated:   

And you too, my dear young friends, now growing up into life, thoughtful, 

serious, respectful in your attention to religion, but undetermined or unavowed as 

to your personal interest in Jesus, will not you, too, retire and pray that the 

ministrations of your new pastor may be blessed to your own souls.  That will be 

the greatest of all encouragements he can receive.  If he shall be the means of 

guiding you to Christ and his church, it is all he asks.  Thus, in the morning of the 

resurrection, pastor and people shall be again united, and rise together triumphant 

to meet the Lord in the air.  Thus shall he enter into joy, “bringing his sheaves 

with him.”
627

 

 

Like Breaker, Curtis concludes a sermon written primarily for those within the church, by 

shifting his focus to converting those outside the congregation.   

And yet, while Curtis’s “invitation” indicates the growing emphasis on 

conversions in Baptist preaching, even more significant, perhaps, is the overall content of 

his sermon.  Curtis was participating in the ordination of a pastor, and yet the title of his 

sermon was “The Christian Preacher.”  Curtis states: “The good news that is the office of 

the Christian preacher to declare, is that which is so vividly announced in this text; the 

immortal interests of man, secured and illumined by Christ. ‘Our Savior Jesus Christ hath 

abolished death, and hath brought life and immortality to light through the gospel, 

whereunto I am appointed a preacher’  . . .  The good news of Christianity derives its 

chief potency from its connection with another world.”
628
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Curtis’s sermon, then, is not only indicative of a shift in preaching but also a 

related shift in the role of the preacher, and revivalism was the key ingredient in that 

shift.  In a letter to his son, Basil Manly, Jr. in 1846, Basil Manly explained the “failures” 

of a minister they both knew—one who had been removed from his position as a pastor.  

According to Manly, the pastor’s problems were mainly in the pulpit.  Manly told his 

son: “He does not keep it constantly before the mind that his hearers are lost, and need to 

be saved; and that this is his business with them, to save them from sin, and eternal 

damnation; the damnation of hell-fire.”
629

  

Part of the shift in the role of the preacher, can be attributed to the rise of new 

kind of minister in Baptist life, “revival preachers.” Baptists had always had a tenuous 

relationship with itinerant preaching.  As late as 1804, the Sandy Creek Association had 

noted that the practice of itineracy was only appropriate on “extraordinary occasions.”
630

 

The rise of missions organizations began to change such notions as statewide and 

associational organizations began to appoint “missionaries.”   With the appointment of 

domestic missionaries, however, the distinction between “missionaries” and itinerant 

preachers became unclear which helped create more opportunities for ministers who felt 

called to preach in places other than their own congregations.  This trend first displayed 

itself during the Revival of 1827, when a few preachers who were not pastors of local 

congregations were called on by congregations because of their reputation in promoting 
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revivals. According to Benedict: “The revival ministers, as they were called, soon 

became very popular; they were sent for from far and near, and in many cases very large 

additions were made to our churches under their ministrations.”
631

    

One well-known “revivalist” was Jeremiah Vardeman (1775-1847).  Vardeman 

was born in Virginia in 1775 but moved with his family to Kentucky in 1779.  When he 

was seventeen, “he obtained hope of salvation” and became a member of the Crab 

Orchard Church in the fall of 1792.
632

  It was not until the Great Revival began in 

Kentucky that Vardeman felt the call to preach.  Vardeman had been the leader of his 

friends in engaging in “every species of mirth and amusement,” but upon hearing a 

sermon preached by an illiterate, backcountry preacher named Thomas Hansford, “he 

was deeply convicted of his backslidings,” and “repented bitterly of all his sinful 

frivolity.”
633

  According to Spencer, “he now vowed to the Lord that he would forsake all 

vain and worldly amusements and preach the gospel to his fellow-men.”
634

   

Within days, Vardeman attended a prayer meeting close to his home.  With no 

preacher present, the people called on Vardeman to share of his recent experiences.  

While Vardeman was speaking, “people of all classes [began] weeping and sobbing 

around him.”  At the conclusion of the gathering, the people agreed to meet again the 

following Sunday.  Vardeman was again invited to speak.  He shared parts of his own 

story, with deep feeling and emotion, and when he concluded his remarks, he was 
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surprised to discover that “a score of people” rushed forward asking for prayer for their 

salvation.
635

   

Though there is not extensive data, it appears that after his ordination in 1801, 

Vardeman would occasionally use such techniques as those he had experienced in the 

first days after he had experienced the call to preach.
636

  It is possible that Vardeman’s 

freedom to incorporate more progressive means stemmed from his early lack of a mentor 

in ministry.  The church where Vardeman spoke was without a pastor at that time, and it 

was probably more than a year before he was ordained.
637

  While Burleson maintains that 

Vardeman was the first southern Baptist to incorporate the “new measures” into southern 

Baptist life, it is unknown whether Vardeman believed such techniques were capable of 

inducing conversions.
638

   

It is known, however, that by the 1820s, Vardeman’s reputation (arising, most likely 

from his use of such techniques) as a “revival preacher” led to a number of invitations to 

preach in regions beyond his part of Kentucky.  For instance, in June of 1828 Vardeman 

preached for a planned series of meetings in Cincinnati, Ohio, which led to the baptism of 

111 people.
639
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Vardeman was not the only preacher with this reputation.  In Virginia, J.B. Taylor 

(1804-1871), and John Kerr were both considered “revivalists.”
640

  Andrew Broaddus (1770-

1848), also of Virginia, gained a national reputation for his success in preaching revivals.
641

 

The success of such “revivalists,” however, sometimes led to problems in the congregations 

that experienced such revivals.  Growth was increasingly seen as evidence of a church’s 

vitality and faithfulness.  Benedict states: “To see converts coming into a church by 

wholesale was a pleasing idea to many members; and although they had been well satisfied 

with their pastor heretofore, yet now, they began to think that the new man who had been so 

active and successful in gathering in new members would do much more for them than they 

could expect from the one in office; that he would soon fill their ranks, repair their meeting 

house or build a new one, pay off their church debt, and place them in circumstances as 

flourishing as those of their neighbors.”
642

   

To be fair, it was not only congregations that placed such pressure on the 

ministers.  The numerical growth which resulted from the shift toward revivalism gave 

pastors a quantitative standard by which to compare themselves to each other.  One 

Baptist chronicler of the period put it plainly:  “whoever caught the most fish was the best 

fisherman.”  Successful ministers, he believed, were those men who sought, most 

effectively to “win souls to Christ.”  They were “great preachers because they were great 
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fisherman.”
643

  Such sentiments meant that increasingly preachers and preaching would 

focus on securing conversions. 

Preaching was not the only aspect of worship to shift in the years after the Revival 

of 1827.  Southern Baptist hymnody was also strongly influenced by revivalism during 

this period.  As stated in Chapter Four above, southern Baptists had seen the publication 

and distribution of a small number of hymnbooks in the first two decades of the 

nineteenth century.  As the century progressed, however, the publication of hymnbooks, 

tune books, and “spiritual song” collections greatly increased.   

Many of these publications were popular only on a local level.  James Reid was a 

pastor in Mount Pleasant, Virginia (in modern day Fairfax county), and in 1827 a 

collection of hymns he had compiled was published in Washington, D.C.  The hymnbook 

was entitled A Choice Selection of Spiritual Songs, Many of Which Are Entirely New, and 

Never Before Published.
644

  It is interesting to note that Reid believed that the inclusion 

of new material would apparently be the hymnbook’s biggest selling point, suggesting 

that creativity and innovation were increasingly valued among southern Baptists, at least 

in worship.  In South Carolina, Staunton Burdett, the pastor of the New Hope Baptist 

Church in Lancasterville compiled The Baptist Harmony which was published in 1834.  

In the preface of the book, Burdett explained that his purpose for the book’s creation was 

to help meet the demand that has arisen from “the number of precious revivals of 
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religion, and the great increase of members to our churches, and the constitution of new 

churches.”
645

  In 1846, J. M. D. Cates and R. H. Taliaferro published The Companion, a 

hymnal of 224 pages.  According to Albert Wardin, it was “designed particularly for 

camp meetings and revival meetings.”
646

 The Companion was published in Nashville and 

was popular in northern Alabama, middle and western Tennessee, and central Kentucky.  

The first collection of Baptist hymns in Alabama was compiled by David Andrews of 

Tuscaloosa.
647

  Andrews’ collection called The Pilgrim’s Choice was published in 1843.  

According to music historians David Music and Paul Richardson, Andrews was 

controversial because of his Arminianism, which may have limited the circulation of his 

hymnal.
648

 

In addition to the growing number of local and regional hymnbooks being 

compiled by individuals, southern Baptist bodies also began to take a more official 

approach to endorsing and even compiling hymnbooks on a corporate level.  The first 

known instance of a southern Baptist body lending its official sanction to process of 

compiling a hymnbook was the Dover Association’s decision in 1827 to appoint a 

committee to “select and publish such Hymn Books as they may think useful.”  The 

finished product of their work was the publication, in 1828, of Andrew Broaddus’s Dover 
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Selection of Spiritual Songs.
649

  Broaddus was a well-known pastor and revival preacher.  

His reputation, combined with the official endorsement of the large and prominent Dover 

Association, led to a large printing run and wide distribution, as the Dover Selection went 

through numerous editions in the coming years.   

Despite its popularity in the churches, however, Broaddus believed that the book 

was “principally intended for popular use and not as a standard book for  . . .  the leader 

of the hymn in public worship.”
650

  A few years later, in 1839, Broaddus published a 

second hymnbook designed, more specifically for public worship.  It was called The 

Virginia Selection.  Broaddus’s second hymnbook was a stated example of the trend 

away from musical and theological refinement, toward popular taste.  In the preface of 

The Virginia Selection, Broaddus noted that many of the songs “may not be capable of 

standing the test of refined criticism.”  Broaddus knew the tastes of southern Baptists 

well enough to state unabashedly that “some allowance must be made for popular 

liking—some sacrifice at the altar of devotional feeling.”
651

  In other words, if the 

congregation did not like the words, or sense the stirring of their hearts when they were 

sung, the hymnbooks would not sell. 

Broaddus’s hymnbooks were not the only ones written to satisfy popular tastes, 

nor the only ones to receive official sanction by Baptist bodies.  In 1843, the American 
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Baptist Publication and Sunday School Society lent its stamp of approval to a new hymn 

collection called The Psalmist.  According to Music and Richardson, the hymnal began 

“as a private venture on the part of Stow and Smith.”  As word of their work spread, 

however, a desire grew to see a hymnal produced for the breadth of American Baptist 

life.  As a result, Stow and Smith agreed to submit The Psalmist to the Board of Directors 

of the Society which voted to publish the hymnal under the official auspices of that 

organization.
652

   

Unfortunately for the publishers, the Psalmist never achieved the goal of 

becoming a national hymnbook for Baptists.
653

  Baptists in the South were critical of the 

work from the start.  One critique centered on the stylistic selection of hymns.  The editor 

of the Texas Baptist suggested that while The Psalmist “contains the most classic 

collection of hymns for highly cultivated tastes,” he believed that “a portion of it will not 

reach the people, and another portion is more adapted for reading than for singing ‘in 

your hearts to the Lord.’”
654

  Other critiques were theological in nature.  An unnamed 

reviewer wrote in the Religious Herald that The Psalmist had altered versions of familiar 

hymns.  These revisions were “not only an alteration of language but a change of 
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sentiment—Arminianism instead of Calvinism.”  The reviewer believed that the editors 

of the hymnals were shifting the theology of the hymns to satisfy their constituents, 

especially “the choirs, the absolute sovereigns of the New England Baptist churches,” 

who, apparently, no longer accepted the Calvinistic lyrics of certain hymns.
655

   

An attempt was made to address what southern Baptists viewed as the 

deficiencies of The Psalmist by printing a new supplemental edition that included an 

appendix of additional hymns.  The appendix was compiled by two southern Baptist 

pastors, Richard Fuller and Jeremiah Jeter.  In the preface to the supplemental edition, 

Fuller and Jeter acknowledged that “a number of the hymns best known, most valued, 

and most frequently sung in the South” were not in The Psalmist.  According to Fuller 

and Jeter, without such hymns, “no hymnbook, whatever may be its excellences, is likely 

to become generally or permanently popular in the region.”
656

   

The categories of the hymns provided in the southern appendix reveal the 

complexities of Baptist life in the mid-nineteenth century.  For instance, unlike the 

original edition, the southern supplement has a hymn category entitled “Revivals.”  

Furthermore, the southern supplement adds an additional seven hymns to the original that 

fall into the category “Invitations.”  Also interesting is the inclusion of particular hymns 

omitted in the original edition.  According to Music and Richardson, many of the added 

                                                 
655

 “A Review of The Baptist Psalmody:  A Selection of Hymns for the Worship 

of God by Basil Manly and Basil Manly Jr.,” Religious Herald, 23 January 1851. 

 
656

 Barton Stow, Samuel Smith, The Psalmist: A New Collection of Hymns for the 

Use of Baptist Churches.  With a Supplement by Richard Fuller and J.B. Jeter (Boston: 

Gould and Lincoln, 1847). 

 



 334 

songs “were commonly associated with folk hymn tunes.”
657

  Among those songs are 

John Newton’s “Afflictions, though they seem severe” and “Amazing Grace” as well as 

“How Firm a Foundation.”  The inclusion of such hymns also seems to confirm the 

criticism leveled at the original edition that the hymnbook leaned too strongly toward 

Arminianism and away from Calvinism.  Taken together, the new edition of The Psalmist 

was more populist, revivalistic, and Calvinistic than the original.   

What this suggests is that gauging the impact of revivalism upon southern Baptist 

hymnody is more difficult than simply examining the balance of Calvinistic or Arminian 

hymns in a particular hymnbook.  As a money-making enterprise, the goal of publishers 

was to produce hymnals which would be widely sold.  Popular opinion, then, obviously 

shaped such choices.  Southern Baptist hymnody was strongly influenced by the body of 

spiritual songs that arose during and after the Great Revival.  These songs were less 

musically refined than the songs preferred in larger, urban, northern Baptist 

congregations, but they emerged in a context of revivalism.  So, despite the fact that 

northern Baptists were generally more Arminian than their southern counterparts, 

southern Baptist hymnody was generally more revivalistic than the hymnbooks compiled 

with northern Baptist audiences in minds.  

Take, for instance, Broaddus’s Dover Selection.  According to Music and 

Richardson, of the two hundred and ninety one texts in The Dover Selection, two hundred 

and four of them are of the “spiritual song” genre.
658

  Furthermore, the older hymnody 
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chosen by Broaddus arises almost exclusively out of English Puritanism (which included 

the English Particular Baptists) especially the hymns of Isaac Watts and John Rippon.   

This is not to suggest that all southern Baptist hymnody was, despite its more 

revivalistic character, Calvinistic in its theology.  The desire for widespread distribution 

encouraged publishers to produce larger and larger collections of hymns, so that they 

might satisfy the musical tastes and theological pre-dispositions of the largest number of 

people.  A generation earlier this meant that hymnbooks were among the first “official” 

southern Baptist documents or publications to reveal a trend toward Arminianism (mainly 

in the “Come All” hymns mentioned in Chapter Four above).  Ironically, southern Baptist 

hymnbooks would also continue to be an enduring source of Calvinist theology, even as 

southern Baptists slowly became less officially Calvinistic, for much the same reason.  

Certain Calvinistic hymns remained (and still remain) highly popular, and were thus 

included in hymnbooks even though southern Baptists had begun the process of adapting 

their confessional statements. 

 If the hymnbooks that southern Baptists were producing displayed a mixed set of 

indicators related to revivalism, there was another aspect of worship during this period 

that was more straightforward.  Prior to the Revival of 1827, southern Baptists had 

largely maintained a Calvinistic mindset in worship.  As stated in Chapter Four above, 

even in the wake of the Great Revival, Baptists had maintained:  “The old way of 

conducting meetings, whether in seasons of revivals or declensions  . . .  and all attempts 

to produce a high state of feeling among the people were carefully avoided.”
659

  

According to Benedict:  “Depth of feeling was the main thing desired by our most 
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efficient men, whether in the pulpit or conference room.  They also made much 

dependence on the silent workings of the divine Spirit on the hearts of the people.  On 

these agencies the Baptists made much more dependence than on multitudinous 

gatherings and bodily exercises.”
660

 

During and after the Revival of 1827, however, southern Baptists began to 

incorporate “new measures” into their worship.  As stated in Chapter Three above, these 

“new measures” had been hinted at prior to the Revival of 1827, but during that Revival 

these measures became more overtly indicative of human instrumentality.  Furthermore, 

despite the implication that such measures meant that southern Baptists were now 

“getting up” revivals, the use of the “new measures” became increasingly widespread 

during the Revival of 1827 and in the decades that followed. What the data indicates, 

then, is that southern Baptists were becoming increasingly comfortable with the notion 

that human instrumentality was at least a part of the “means” of salvation. 

One of the first “new measures” that was broadly utilized in southern Baptist life 

was the “protracted meeting.” Benedict states, “At length protracted meetings began to be 

much talked of far and near, and so many reports were circulated concerning the 

wonderful effects of them, that by many they were thought to be the very thing for 

promoting religious revivals.”
661

 To a modern observer, protracted meetings hardly seem 

innovative or controversial.  On the surface, the only thing that made a protracted 

meeting different from any other church gathering was time.  Protracted meetings were 

simply religious gatherings that were “protracted” beyond the normal amount of time that 
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a congregation would meet.  As stated in Chapter Three, southern Baptist congregations 

typically held one formal meeting each month over a two-day period.  Saturday was the 

day of business.  Church discipline was conducted and people wishing to become 

members related their experience and were approved as candidates for baptism, among 

other items of business.  Sunday was set aside for worship.  A few southern Baptist 

congregations had begun to meet more often, but during the period of the Revival of 

1827, this was rare.  To protract a meeting, a minister would announce to the 

congregation that a meeting would extend beyond the normal Saturday/Sunday schedule.   

 What made this practice controversial, however, was its intent. The extension of 

time was based on the assumption that providing a greater length of time for meetings 

would help secure conversions.  Similar to the practice of shaking hands, the protracted 

meeting exerted a subtle (and as the years passed, not so subtle) pressure on those who 

were unconverted.  The focus of worship was being shifted from a central focus on God 

to a central focus on human response.  Furthermore, the pattern of revivals often 

indicated that the greatest responses only occurred as meetings lasted longer. The use of 

protracted meetings was connected to this awareness.  In their desire for conversions, 

then, southern Baptists began to realize that certain “techniques” could secure 

conversions, and protracting meetings was one such technique. 

  It should be noted that Benedict was writing from a national perspective when he 

wrote of the growing use of protracted meetings during this period, but data does indicate 

that this trend was exhibited in southern Baptist life as a part of the Revival of 1827.  

Indeed, the origins of the Revival of 1827 can be traced to the protracted meeting that 

Adiel Sherwood organized at the Baptist church in Eatonton in the summer of that 
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year.
662

   Nor was Sherwood alone in using this technique during the Revival, and in the 

period which followed it.  As mentioned above, E. B. Teague’s Bethesda congregation in 

northern Alabama (near modern day Huntsville), engaged in a protracted meeting in 1832 

when the Revival made its way through the state of Alabama.  The reports on the “state 

of religion in the churches” from various associations also included mention of protracted 

meetings.  The 1832 report from the Charleston Association noted that “the Congaree 

Church has experienced some mercy drops, through God’s blessing, on a protracted 

meeting held among them in July.”
663

  So too, the 1830 report from the Dover 

Association described “a revival that commenced at a protracted meeting last year” in a 

Baptist church at Goochland, Virginia.
664

 

 Other examples of protracted meetings, though under a different label, can be 

seen in the renewed use of camp meetings by some southern Baptists.  Though they were 

not as common as associational meetings or protracted meetings in promoting revival, 

numerous accounts of camp-meeting were sent to Baptist newspapers.   The use of camp 
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meetings was also recorded in the growing number of state-of-religion reports included in 

associational minutes.
665

  The only real difference between camp meetings and protracted 

meetings during this era was that protracted meetings took place in and around the church 

building of a particular congregation, whereas camp meetings were typically held in 

places removed from the church building.  It should also be noted that unlike the earlier 

camp meetings of the Great Revival, these southern Baptist gatherings were not 

ecumenical in scope. 

 Jeremiah Jeter’s narrative of the Revival’s appearance in the northern neck of 

Virginia offers another example of a Baptist camp meeting.  More significantly, however, 

Jeter’s narrative also provides additional indications of greater reliance on human 

instrumentality.  According to Jeter, the original camp meeting (held in 1831) gave such a 

“strong impulse to the Baptist cause in the Neck,” that it led to the “commencement of a 

new era among the Baptists of that region, and led to the adoption of more extended plans 

for the promotion of their cause.”
666

  One aspect of these plans, was the decision to hold a 

camp meeting the following year, and with the success of that meeting (held in 1832), the 

Baptists in the northern neck of Virginia continued the practice of an annual camp 

meeting for years to come.
667

  Though Jeter did not explicitly label them as such, the 
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annual camp meeting of these Virginia Baptists seems to be the very first example of 

what would come to be a common practice in southern Baptist life, the annual “revival.”   

 Protracted meetings and camp meetings were not the only “new measures” to 

appear in southern Baptist life during this period.  According to Spencer, the years 

following the Revival of 1827 saw a proliferation of “new terms of designation, new 

forms of worship, new methods of reaching the unconverted, and new modes of 

preaching.”
668

  In addition to the protraction of the normal schedule of meetings, southern 

Baptists also added “prayer meetings” and “effort meetings” in order to help promote 

revivals and induce conversions.   

 “Prayer meetings” generally had four different purposes.  These meetings were 

typically held in private homes, and their first purpose was to serve as a substitute for a 

weekly worship gathering, either because a congregation was without a pastor, or was 

sharing a pastor with a congregation at some distance.  According to Spencer, a second 

purpose of these meetings was to pray for the cause of missions.  The third purpose was 

met when those gathered offered up fervent prayers for the conversion of those in far 

away places. Such a focus, however, occasionally led to the conversion of someone 

present.  A final purpose, at least indirectly, was to provide an opportunity to utilize the 

gifts of young lay leaders for exhortation.
 669

  Just as Vardeman had experienced, prayer 

meetings were often the place in which a rising generation of young ministers first 

experienced the call to preach. 
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 Another kind of meeting that arose during this period which was more overtly 

focused on evangelism and conversion was the “effort meeting.”  Such meetings were 

highly controversial as their stated goal was to expend the “effort” necessary to “bring 

sinners to salvation.”  According to Spencer, some believed that salvation “was supposed 

to be exclusively the Lord’s work, and for men to assume to take any part in it, seemed 

little less than blasphemy.”
670

  By this period, however, Kentucky Baptists had begun “to 

take a more practical view of divine teaching, and hence they did not hesitate to devise 

means for bringing the ungodly to Christ, that they might be saved.”
671

 

A final “new measure” that became widespread in southern Baptist worship 

during this period was the “anxious bench.”  Also called the “mourner’s bench,” this 

measure consisted of a designated seating area (typically a bench, hence the name) where 

those who were not yet converted could sit.  When it was first introduced, the anxious 

bench was set aside so that anyone seated there might have prayers offered for their 

conversion by the congregation.  Over time, the mourner’s bench came to be a central 

focus of the preacher as well.  Preachers began to set aside part of their sermons 

specifically for the unconverted, and with people seated on the anxious bench, the 

preacher had a convenient target.  The use of the anxious bench became so widespread, 

that by the Civil War, any church not using it was considered as “not sound in the 

faith.”
672
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Though it is relatively easy to document the increasing use of the “new measures” 

and other “means” of conversion from the late 1820s onward, it does provoke a 

question—what facilitated such a shift in the 1820s that was missing from southern 

Baptist life a generation earlier?  One likely possibility was the growing number of 

religious periodicals available to, and utilized by southern Baptists.  Documenting the 

changes taking place in printing technology during this period, Nathan Hatch states that 

“the absence of strong ecclesiastical institutions in the American republic exalted the role 

of the religious press.”  Due to this phenomenon, the “common people, eager to read, had 

little reason to explore literature outside the boundaries of evangelicalism.”
673

  What this 

meant for southern Baptists was that a ready-made audience, eager for religious news of 

any sort, was easily captivated by revival intelligence of any sort, especially news that 

could be deemed remarkable.   

As mentioned in Chapter Four, attempts to start religious periodicals had been 

made as early as 1812, when Stark Dupuy published the short-lived Kentucky Missionary 

and Theologian.  It was not until the late 1820s, however, that southern Baptists had 

religious periodicals that were in wide circulation.  The Religious Herald, based in 

Virginia, was first published in 1828.
674

  Following on its heels was The Christian Index 
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in 1831.  Though the Index was originally published in Philadelphia, it included a wide 

southern Baptist audience from its earliest days as its first editor was W. T. Brantley 

(1816-1882), who had long been a pastor in the South.  Furthermore, The Christian Index 

was purchased by Jesse Mercer in 1833, and subsequently was published in Washington, 

Georgia.
675

  The end result of these developments was that the Revival of 1827 was the 

first region-wide revival among southern Baptists to benefit from the widespread 

availability of print media.  Baptists across the South could, within weeks, read the 

reports of revivals that had taken place in other states, thus helping foster on a much 

broader scale, the excited group emotions which were helping fuel the fervor of revivals. 

More importantly, these periodicals put the spotlight on all of the new forms, 

styles, and techniques that had developed during and after the Revival of 1827.  The 

pages of the Christian Index, for instance, were filled with accounts of how certain 

techniques helped promote revivals.  Take for example, this 1832 article in the Christian 

Index.  The writer enthusiastically endorses the use of protracted meeting stating:  “What 

were the weapons which proved most successful the last year  . . .  Were not the 

protracted meetings  . . .  the most powerful enginery to beat down the wall’s of satan’s 

strongholds, and bring his followers to a speedy and cordial surrender?”
676

  Anxious 

benches also received generous praise in the pages of the Index.  One Baptist proponent 

of the technique stated: “We have known persons, orderly members now for years, who 
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at first would not take the seat and at last did so, either to oblige friends or parry their 

importunity, deeply and pungently convicted before the prayer was over, and in a few 

days rejoicing in hope.”
677

  Without such accounts, it is likely that the adoption of new 

measures would have taken place far more gradually, and that the turn toward greater 

human instrumentality in southern Baptist life would have been less extensive. 

The combination of all these changes (i.e. the adoption of the new measures, and 

the shift toward emphasizing conversion from southern Baptist pulpits) would come have 

a significant impact on another practice in southern Baptist life, the practice of 

conversion.  When the Regular Baptists first arrived in the South more than a century 

earlier, they had brought with them a somewhat muddled picture of conversion.  Many of 

them had experienced two distinct “conversions,” a conversion to faith, and a conversion 

to Baptist principles.  As a result, their notion of conversion was, in the early stages, in 

flux. As time passed, the separation between official Puritan life and Regular Baptist life 

was so great that the Regular Baptists developed their own framework of conversion.  

Despite their separation from official Puritanism, however, the Regular Baptists retained 

the intense focus on introspection and self-examination.  Because of their Calvinistic 

emphasis on election, Regular Baptists saw the process of conversion from a standpoint 

of soteriological doubt.  Every individual was supposed to endure a long struggle with the 

enormity of his/her sin, and only through this lengthy process of conviction, was one 

finally converted to faith.  Yet, even when such relief came, Regular Baptists continued 

to believe that such a state was merely “the hope of salvation,” not some guarantee that a 

person was actually part of the elect. 
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The coming of the Separate Baptists saw a slight shift in southern Baptists’ 

framework of conversion.  Separate Baptists as a whole had more confidence that God 

revealed God’s self in religious experience, especially the experience of the New Birth.  

It should also be noted, however, that the Separate Baptists also considered the process of 

salvation to be a lengthy ordeal, often lasting months.  In that way, the Separates’ notions 

of salvation should still be seen in keeping with Puritanism. 

When the Regulars and Separates came together, the fusion of their soteriologies 

still left a framework of conviction and conversion that was lengthy and introspective, if 

also somewhat experiential.  This framework stayed in place from the merger of the two 

groups through the Great Revival at the beginning of the nineteenth century.   

The growing emphasis on human instrumentality that emerged in the late 1820s 

and throughout the 1830s altered this framework.  Fuller’s theology was a part of this 

alteration.   Fuller conceived religious belief as a human duty.  He was not willing to say 

that believing constituted salvation, as justification was still reserved wholly for God, but 

the practical expression of conceiving religion as duty, meant that southern Baptists were 

diluting and even abandoning soteriological doubt.  In other words, the individual burden 

of proof was shifting from proving that one was capable of responding (i.e. Puritanism) to 

justifying why one would not respond (i.e. Fuller-influenced revivalism).   

Just as significant was the insertion of another agent into the process of salvation.  

The conversion narratives of southern Baptists in the eighteenth century suggest that the 

process was typically solitary.  These narratives often mentioned solitary experiences in 

nature, or sleepless nights in bed.  Those under such conviction were wrestling with their 

individual status before God.  As revivalism began to have a greater impact on southern 
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Baptist life, the solitary nature of conversion began to change.  Group emotions began to 

display themselves in the process.  In Chapter Three, Richard Furman’s narrative 

mentioned the part that a religious service played in the process of his conversion.  In 

other words, other human beings began to become a means through which God brought 

about conversion.  And yet, while late eighteenth and early nineteenth century narratives 

sometimes mention the role that group emotions played, they rarely, if ever, gave them 

the key role.  For example, Furman’s narrative mentions the emotions of the service, but 

conversion did not take place for him until he was alone.   

In the mid-nineteenth century this changed.  Fuller’s emphasis on duty did not 

merely influence the sinners that needed to be converted, but also those already 

converted.  Christians had a duty to share their faith.  This meant that preachers were now 

making direct appeals to the unconverted to follow Christ, but the emphasis on human 

instrumentality was not restricted to preachers.  Take, for example, this account from 

John A. Broadus (1827-1895). In 1843, a few months after he experienced conversion, 

Broadus attended a worship service at his church.  At the conclusion of the sermon, the 

preacher urged all Christians to move about and share their faith with the unconverted.  

Broadus’s biographer states:  “John looked anxiously around him to see if there was 

anybody present he could talk to about his soul’s salvation.  He had never done anything 

of the kind before.  Finally he saw a man not very bright, named Sandy.  He thought he 

might venture to speak to him at any rate; and Sandy was converted.  John soon went 
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away to teach school.  Whenever he came back Sandy would run across the street to him 

and say: ‘Howdy, John?  Thankee, John.  Howdy John? Thankee, John.’”
678

   

Increasingly, stories such as Sandy’s became typical in southern Baptist life.  

Preachers and lay Christians began to call for immediate responses on the part of the 

unconverted.  As a result, stories of lengthy periods of solitary conviction slowly 

disappeared, even as stories of those converted in protracted meetings, associational 

gatherings, etc. began to be broadly circulated in southern Baptist life.    

Broadus’s own conversion fits that pattern.  Unlike a previous generation of 

southern Baptist ministers whose conversion narratives often detailed lengthy 

descriptions of agonizing doubts, and highly critical self-examination, Broadus’s account 

is brief and makes no mention of a lengthy struggle.  Instead, his conversion seems to 

have taken place within the span of a few days.  His narrative, as given to his biographer 

A. T. Robertson, reads:  

While he was still at school, a protracted meeting was conducted at Mt. Poney 

Church, by Rev. Chas. A. Lewis of Kentucky, and Rev. Barnett Grimsley.  Mr. Broadus 

was converted at this revival.  While under conviction and feeling unable to take hold of 

the promises, a friend quoted to him:  ‘All that the Father giveth me shall come to me.  

And him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out,’ repeating, ‘in no wise cast out.’  

‘Can’t you take hold of that, John?’ Somehow the light dawned under this verse of 

Scripture.”
679
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The shift can also be seen in the details that ministers provided of the preaching 

they did during this period.  In a biographical account of a Tennessee Baptist “revivalist” 

named T. J. Fisher, there is a story of the conversion of another Tennessee Baptist 

minister named David Burns.  During a revival led by Fisher in 1842, Burns “was 

impressed, convicted, sought conversion and prayer, and finding peace in believing was 

baptized in the waters of the Green River.”
680

   

 Most common were the accounts of rapid conversions provided in the minutes or 

annual narratives of numerous churches.  In 1828, the Goochland Baptist Church located 

near Richmond, Virginia, reported that twenty people had been baptized as a result of a 

protracted meeting.
681

 In 1830, the First Baptist Church of Columbia reported much the 

same result.  “After a long and wintry night,” according to the church’s narrative in the 

Charleston Association’s “Abstract,” the Columbia congregation “has been revived.  This 

pleasing result is an evidence of the value of protracted meetings as a means.”  Twenty-

seven people were baptized into the church during the meeting.
682

   

Associational and Convention meetings also produced a number of quickly 

induced conversions.  In 1829, the First Baptist Church of Charleston hosted the South 

Carolina Baptist state convention.  A “pleasing revival” began at the meeting which led 

to the baptism of one hundred and seventeen people.
683

  In 1842, the Concord Association 
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located in middle Tennessee protracted their annual association meeting for twelve days 

which resulted in twenty-five baptisms.  In 1850, the Concord meeting was protracted for 

seven days. According to the minutes, in that meeting “about forty professed faith in 

Christ, and thirty seven united with the Church.”
684

 

It should not be a surprise that some southern Baptists were wary of such changes.  

One unnamed Baptist wrote in almost apocalyptic terms that “hasty admissions” to 

congregations was “hazarding the membership” of every Baptist church.
685

  More 

balanced were the words of advice offered by Jesse Mercer to his readers.  Mercer was 

concerned that the enthusiasm of protracted meetings was unintentionally undermining 

the holiness of Baptist churches.  Mercer wrote: “With a view to ecclesiastical holiness, it 

commences cautiously in the reception of numbers, and ends gloriously in consummating 

them in the beauties of practical holiness.  In receiving persons carelessly, or at the 

instance of passion, you may corrupt the Church, dishonor God, and involve yourselves 

in much distress, confusion, and sin.  Be careful therefore, to receive none but those to 

whom the Gospel gives a right.”
686

 

The challenge, of course, was in determining those to whom the Gospel had given 

such rights.  Opinions varied, but what the data indicates is that southern Baptists shifted 

increasingly from a position of intense internal and external scrutiny of each person’s 

conversion, toward a position of urgency for each person’s conversion.  Revivalism had 
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brought southern Baptists the means and the urgency to seek the conversion of every 

sinner with both immediacy and fervor.  Replying to the unnamed author warning against 

hasty admissions, another southern Baptist responded unequivocally:  “Taking then, the 

New Testament for our guide, let us encourage every person, who gives evidence of 

being converted, to be baptized without delay, whatever may have been his former 

character, or however short the process of the work may have been.”
687

  By the middle of 

the nineteenth century, such haste came to characterize the vast majority of southern 

Baptists and their approach to the practice of conversion. 

 The fervor that was brought to bear in the lives of individual non-Christians for 

the sake of securing their conversions, also took on a corporate aspect.  From the 1830s 

onward, southern Baptists continued the process they had begun with the founding of 

missions organizations a decade earlier by founding new state conventions.  Just as 

important, southern Baptists also continued the process of altering the nature of 

associational life by shifting their main focus from maintaining primitive order to 

promoting evangelism, missions, and revivals. 

 As stated in Chapter Four, southern Baptists had created a number of statewide 

organizations during the early 1820s whose purpose was to support the cause of missions.  

South Carolina had formed the first state convention in 1821, followed by Georgia in 

1822, and Alabama and Virginia in 1823.  Though these were statewide bodies in scope, 

the antimission controversy kept many Baptists in these states from participating in the 

work of these conventions.  Indeed, the fervor of the antimission forces was largely 

responsible for the failure of Baptists in other states to create their own conventions for a 
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number of years following the creation of conventions in Alabama and Virginia.  It was 

only after the Primitives began to separate themselves formally, that the missionary 

Baptists in states such as North Carolina and Kentucky felt free to create their own 

conventions.  Between 1830 and 1860 nine new state conventions were created by 

southern Baptists.
688

 

 The structure and scope of the work of each convention varied from state to state.  

For instance, the conventions in Arkansas, Texas, and Florida were greatly limited in 

scope prior to the Civil War.  Texas and Arkansas both had a number of competing state 

conventions within their boundaries, and these came together into unified bodies very 

slowly. Florida had a much smaller number of Baptist churches in comparison with the 

other southern states, and also was limited by the nature of the state’s geography.
689

  On 

the other hand, Baptists in states such as South Carolina and Kentucky had strong 

statewide organizations from their earliest days.   

 It should be noted that by the time southern Baptists began to create statewide 

organizations, the scope of these bodies had broadened beyond the purpose of 

missions.
690

  State Conventions described their work broadly as “benevolence” which 
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included not only the cause of missions, but also education, Bible literacy, and 

temperance.  The amount of effort that the different conventions gave to each cause 

varied, but there was at least one commonality—every state convention in the South put 

its greatest focus on missions.  The statewide organizations saw their first task to be 

preaching the gospel within the boundaries of their respective states.  The principles laid 

out by Baptists in Kentucky were typical in this regard and helped describe the 

relationship between churches, associations, and the statewide organization.   The 

founding documents of that organization state these principles as follows: 

1
st
.  That the Churches should support their pastors and thereby enable them to 

supply the destitution within, and contiguous to the bounds of their charges. 

 

2
nd

.  That each district association should supply the destitution within its own 

bounds, as far as practicable. 

 

3
rd

.  That the General Association should supply, as far as practicable such 

destitution, within the bounds of the State, as could not be reached by the 

churches and district associations.
691

 

 

 In practical terms what this meant was the emergence of a new kind of minister 

within southern Baptist life, statewide missionaries.
692

  The office of missionary had 

existed for a generation in southern Baptist life.  Indeed, the creation of the Triennial 

Convention was largely due to the “adoption” of converted Baptist missionaries, Ann and 

Adoniram Judson (and in a different way, Luther Rice).  Supporting the work of 

missionaries in India was one thing; however, appointing missionaries for work in states 
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where Baptist work already existed was something else.  Criticism sometimes arose 

against such appointments, especially if there was any notion that the salary paid to such 

individuals outstripped what pastors of local congregations made.  Basil Manly, Sr. 

received such criticism when he was appointed by the Alabama Baptist State Convention 

as a general evangelist for an annual salary of $3,000.  Some worried that such 

appointments would undermine the authority of local pastors accused him of becoming 

the de facto “diocesan bishop of Alabama.”
693

 

 The tendency toward local church protectionism was strong in southern Baptist 

life, but what overcame that tendency (or mitigated it, perhaps) was the growing 

awareness of “destitution.”  As a group, southern Baptists had experienced remarkable 

growth for more than a century.  Growth in membership among southern Baptists had 

regularly outpaced the growth of the overall population, but the growth in the number of 

ministers “had not kept pace with the rapid gain in membership.”
694

  This meant that a 

large number of churches were “destitute” of regular preaching. As a result, state 

conventions felt compelled to appoint missionaries/evangelists such as Manly to “tour the 

countryside, preaching in churches  . . .  without pastors,” as well as “generally extending 

the denomination’s reach throughout the state.”
695

 

 This same pattern displayed itself on an associational level.  Many of the large 

and medium sized associations across the South began to appoint associational 

missionaries to assist pastorless churches within their bounds.  When reviewing the data 
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from associational minutes during the mid-nineteenth century, one finds growing 

complaints about this problem.  Take, for example, the Charleston Association.  Over a 

twenty-year period from 1830 to 1840, the average number of pastorless churches in the 

Association was never lower than twenty percent and was usually closer to one-third of 

the total number of churches in the Association.
696

  The Baptist Church at Georgetown 

was one church in the Association which found itself in that situation.  Their 1841 report 

in the associational “Digest of the State of the Churches” lamented: “In a cold and 

destitute condition; and some probability of remaining so, unless some man of God can 

be found, that loves souls, and the interests of Zion, more than lucre, to locate among 

them, and exert himself in winning souls to Christ.”  The only positive word that their 

narrative shared was that they “have enjoyed the occasional service of our missionary, T. 

Mason.”
697

  Numerical growth, then, was a mixed blessing.  There were more churches, 

but fewer ministers to fill them.   

 Associational missionaries helped fill this gap, but the help they provided was 

focused almost completely on evangelism and revivals rather than on helping 

congregations maintain order.  Over a three-year period from 1848 to 1851, Matthew 

Bishop served as a missionary for the Alabama Association.  During that period, he 

traveled more than 4,000 miles, conducted thirty protracted meetings, preacher 335 

sermons, baptized 100 new believers, and helped constitute five new churches.
698

  Similar 
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statistics were offered by Gilbert Mason, a missionary appointed by the Middle District 

Association of Virginia.  In 1859 alone, Mason preached 96 sermons, rode more than 

1,000 miles, baptized 100 new Christians, and constituted one new church.
 699

  In short, 

growth was pushing southern Baptist associations to find creative ways to meet the needs 

of local congregations, and their greatest need, at least in terms of how often the need was 

stated, was for help with “winning souls to Christ.”  This represented a significant shift in 

southern Baptist associational life. 

 There was, of course, one other significant southern Baptist body that came into 

existence during this period, ostensibly for the purpose of promoting missionary causes.  

In May of 1845, 293 accredited Baptist messengers met in Augusta, Georgia to consider 

the prospects for creating a regional convention to open a second “line of service to the 

heathen and the destitute.”
700

  The end result of the deliberations concerning this second 

“line of service” was the creation of the Southern Baptist Convention.
701

   

 Though the southern Baptist delegates that met in Augusta attempted to describe 

the creation of the Southern Baptist Convention, at least partially, as an attempt at greater 

efficiency given the great expansion of the Baptist movement, the actual catalyst for the 

Convention’s founding was the refusal by the Baptist Home Mission Society to consider 
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a slaveholder, James E. Reeve for appointment as a missionary.
702

  In the wake of this 

decision, the Baptist State Convention of Alabama sent a resolution to the General 

Convention in November of 1844 “demanding the distinct avowal that slaveholders were 

equally eligible to all the privileges enjoyed by non-slaveholders.”
703

  A month later, the 

Acting Board drafted a reply to the Alabama Resolution stating in effect that if any 

slaveholder was presented for appointment “and should insist on retaining them as his 

property, we could not appoint him.”
704

  As a result of this decision, southern Baptists 

began the process which led to the creation of the Southern Baptist Convention.
705

 

 While the issue of slavery was a central part of the Southern Baptist Convention’s 

founding, this does not imply that revivalism had no impact upon the creation of that 

organization.  Indeed, without the impact of revivalism, the Southern Baptist Convention 

might never have come into being.  As stated in Chapter Four above, the focus on 

conversion that characterizes revivalism was a central element in the rise of support for 

missions in Baptist life generally, and southern Baptist life specifically.  It is unlikely, 

then, that southern Baptists would have even felt the need to create a regional body to 

support slave-holding missionaries if not for the emphasis on securing conversions that 

revivalism produced.  Without such an emphasis, Baptists across the United States might 

have remained content to collaborate only on the local level, or at least relate as a loose 
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confederation of associations rather than in the far more structured arrangement 

characteristic of conventions.   

 On the other hand, while revivalism was a certainly a factor that led to the 

creation of Baptist missions organizations, including the Southern Baptist Convention, 

there is little or no data to suggest that the founding of the Convention influenced the 

course of southern Baptist revivalism, at least initially.  Created on the heels of the 

Primitive Baptists’ departure, the Southern Baptist Convention was strongly revivalistic 

from its earliest days, but that was the expression of an existing southern Baptist identity, 

rather than any influencing factor upon that identity. Nor does the data indicate that any 

organizational distinctives of the Southern Baptist Convention (over and against the 

organizational structures of the northern organizations—i.e. convention vs. societies), can 

be attributed specifically to the impact of revivalism.  The Southern Baptist Convention 

gave slaveholders opportunities to organize for the purpose of evangelism and missions, 

but in the fifteen years of its existence prior to the Civil War, the Convention did not 

substantially alter the way that such opportunities were carried out. In short, southern 

Baptists had already made a significant move toward greater human instrumentality prior 

to the founding of the Southern Baptist Convention, and this trend continued in the wake 

of its founding.
706
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Southern Baptists’ Numerical Identity: 1830-1860 

 The overall shift toward greater human instrumentality in southern Baptist life 

would have important consequences for southern Baptist identity in numerical terms.  

The most obvious consequence of moving from primitivism toward innovation, and from 

staunch Calvinism to either a modified Calvinism or a theological minimalism (as 

exemplified by the New Hampshire Confession) was a higher rate of growth. Less 

explicit, but just as significant, was the growing focus on numerical growth as the central 

emphasis of southern Baptist congregations, associations, etc.  In other words, as the mid-

nineteenth century progressed, southern Baptists not only began to grow faster, but also 

made numerical growth their highest priority. 

 The most important standard for analyzing southern Baptist growth during the 

antebellum period has been to compare southern Baptist growth with overall population 

growth.  Thankfully, by 1840 statistics are available on a statewide level for southern 

Baptists in at least six different states.  Thus, by comparing southern Baptist membership 

growth in the 1840s with southern Baptist growth in the 1850s, one can see how, over 

time, the new emphasis on human instrumentality displayed itself in greater rates of 

numerical growth.  

 The first few years of the 1840s saw continued debate and division.  Despite such 

debates, and the resulting departure of the Primitive Baptists into separate bodies, in 

some states southern Baptists continued to outpace overall population growth.  For 

instance, overall population in Virginia grew from 1,239,797 in 1840 to 1,424,661 in 

1850 for an average annual rate of growth of 1.46%.  Virginia Baptists during that decade 

grew from 61,504 to 81,344—an average annual rate of 3.2%.  Baptists in Virginia, then, 
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grew more than twice as fast as the population from 1840 to 1850.  Kentucky and South 

Carolina Baptists also outpaced the overall growth of population in their states.  

Kentucky Baptists numbered 49,308 in 1840.  A decade later, they had grown to 65,489.  

This represents an average annual rate of 3.28% where by comparison, the overall state 

population grew at an average annual rate of growth of 2.59%.  South Carolina Baptists 

posted slightly larger gains.  South Carolina Baptists increased from 34,704 to 41,638 

from 1840 to 1850, for an average annual rate of growth of nearly 1.99%.  By 

comparison, the overall state population of South Carolina grew at annual rate of 1.24% 

during the period.  In other states, southern Baptists failed to outpace the growth of the 

population.  In North Carolina, Georgia, and Tennessee, Baptists were outpaced by 

overall population growth, significantly so in Georgia, where the overall state population 

grew at an annual rate of 3.1% whereas the Baptist population grew by only 1.4% 

meaning that overall growth was more than twice as fast as Baptist growth.  Overall, 

southern Baptists in these six states grew at an average annual rate of 2.16% while overall 

state populations grew at 2.08%, meaning that southern Baptists grew only as fast as the 

population.
707

 

 A decade later, the results were dramatically different.  The overall population of 

these six states grew at an average annual rate of 1.44% from 1850 to 1860 whereas the 

overall rate of southern Baptist growth in these states was 4.12%.  Baptists in Kentucky 

                                                 
707

 All of the statistics for Baptist membership were taken from the Almanac and 

Baptist Register (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Society, 1840). For 

statistics from 1850 and 1860, see the respective editions of this publication.  All 

statistics for overall state population came from Measuring America: The Decennial 

Census From 1790 to 2000, prepared by Jason Guthrie, (Washington, D.C:  U.S. 

Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, 2002), 125; available from 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/pol02-ma.pdf, (accessed, May 7, 2009). 

 



 360 

posted the lowest comparative rates during this decade.  Kentucky Baptists grew at an 

average annual rate of 2.88% whereas the overall state population grew by 1.76% 

annually.  South Carolina Baptists, on the other hand, grew eight times faster than the 

population during this decade.  South Carolina Baptists grew at an average annual rate of 

4.07% whereas the state population grew at annual rate of .52%.  In each of the other four 

states (Virginia, North Carolina, Georgia, and Tennessee), Baptists outpaced population 

growth by more than three to one.
708

   

 Comparing Baptist growth in these two decades does have some limitations that 

should be noted.  Part of what limited growth rates for Baptists in these six states during 

the 1840s was the actual departure of the Primitive Baptists. Thus, while southern 

Baptists grew 300% faster compared to the population from 1850 to 1860 than they had a 

decade earlier, the departure of a significant number of Primitive Baptists in the 1840s 

skews the comparison.  With that in mind, it might be helpful to examine southern 

Baptist growth in the 1850s with other periods of southern Baptist growth.  In Chapter 

Four, it was stated that southern Baptists outpaced the overall rate of population growth 

from 1800 to 1830 by slightly more than two to one.
709

  This means that southern Baptists 

grew 50% faster from 1850 to 1860 than a representative group of southern Baptist 

associations had grown over a thirty-year period from 1830 to 1860.  Given that such 

growth rates took place on a far wider scale (comparing Baptist growth in six states with 

                                                 
708

 Ibid. 

 
709

 As stated in Chapter Four, these growth rates were taken by comparing the 

average annual rates of growth of every southern Baptist association with existing 

numerical records from this period with the annual growth rates of six southern states 

(Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, and Kentucky).   

 



 361 

Baptist growth in seven associations), and without the benefit, in the 1850s, of a region 

wide revival such as those that took place between 1800 and 1830, the comparison is 

even more impressive.  Furthermore, even when one takes the highest decade of 

comparative growth rates during this period for the representative group of associations, 

southern Baptists still show higher growth rates in the 1850s.  From 1800 to 1810, the 

decade which included the Great Revival, the seven southern Baptist associations with 

existing numerical records grew at an average annual rate of 8.4% whereas the six states 

in which they were located grew an average rate of 3.03%.
710

  These figures suggest that 

from 1850 to 1860, southern Baptists on a region-wide level grew about ten percent faster 

than southern Baptists had grown on an associational level during the decade of the Great 

Revival.  Overall then, southern Baptist growth in the 1850s indicates that the shift 

toward greater human instrumentality was having an impact on comparative rates of 

growth. 

Just as significant as these comparable rates of growth, however, were the ways 

that southern Baptists reacted to the numerical growth taking place in their midst.  From 

their first arrival in the South more than a century earlier, Baptists had maintained a 

certain level of detachment from revivals, or at least from the numerical growth that 

resulted from them.  For instance, when the first Great Revival occurred a generation 

earlier, southern Baptists were obviously overjoyed, but very few associations remarked 

on the growth that had taken place in their midst.  Indeed, the only association that seems 

to have included an extended narrative about the revival was, ironically, the Kehukee 

                                                 
710

 Dover Association Minutes, 1800-1810; Portsmouth Association Minutes, 

1800-1810; Charleston Association Minutes, 1800-1810; Bethel Association Minutes, 

1800-1810; Holston Association Minutes, 1800-1810; Georgia Association Minutes, 

1800-1810; Elkhorn Association Minutes, 1800-1810. 



 362 

Association (which would part company with other southern Baptist associations over 

certain aspects of revivalism).
711

  The Elkhorn Association which was at the epicenter of 

the revival’s impact, on the other hand, made no explicit mention of the event in its 

minutes.
712

   

Part of that detachment arose out of Baptist notions that revivals were a blessing 

from God, but they could neither be predicted nor controlled.   For instance, in the 1793 

Circular Letter of the Georgia Association, Silas Mercer wrote concerning the “cold 

period” that southern Baptist were experiencing that “While God has given us free will, 

He must by His grace rescue us from this decline.  We must remember that the God of 

our salvation will make all these things work for our good.”
713

   

Beginning with Revival of 1827, however, and especially after the division with 

the Primitive Baptists had taken place, southern Baptists altered the value they placed on 

numerical growth.  During the Revival of 1827, the Charleston Association added a new 

feature to its annual minutes:  “An Abstract on the State of Religion.”  At first glance, 

this “abstract” provides a brief narrative from each congregation concerning the events of 

the past year.  The 1828 “Abstract” provides some of the following details from member 

churches of the Charleston Association: 

Beauty Spot.  This church speaks of attention and seriousness in the congregation, but 

no special revival.  
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Little Pee Dee, speak of a happy revival which began June last.  Forty have been 

baptized.  Evening meetings at private houses seem to have been blessed in fanning 

the flame.   

 

Gapway. An encouraging revival has taken place here which is thought to have 

proceeded from the influence left by the meeting of the Association held there in 

1827.  Ninety-two have been baptized.  One of the members of this church has been 

pursuing studies at the Furman Academy. 

 

Catfish.  The revival that began in this church nearly two years still continues; and 

with greater warmth at present than for some months past.  They are supplied only by 

the Missionaries. 

 

Twenty-five Mile Creek, complain of a wintry season in religion.  Twelve of their 

members have been dismissed to form a new church called Concord.
714

 

 

Other associations would soon follow. In 1829, a narrative was added to the 

minutes of the Dover Association entitled “A Report on the state of Religion in the 

Churches.”  With the exception of a few minor details concerning the death or departure 

of certain ministers within the association, this report was similar in nature to the 

“Abstract” provided by the Charleston Association.  Churches such as the Mount 

Pleasant congregation noted that there was “nothing very material to notice.”  Other 

churches expressed their state in hopeful terms, but still in a way that is tied to the idea of 

revival.  The Upper Zion congregation noted, “A gradual work is going on among them, 

although no very powerful revival has yet appeared.”
715

   

The longest entries, however, all concern revivals.  The Upper Essex congregation 

included a narrative which stated:  “This church  . . .  enjoys a present state of union and 

Christian love.  The meetings are well attended  . . .  The Lord has been gracious in the 

conversion of sinners and good hope is indulged of a speedy and powerful revival of his 
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here work here.”
716

  It should also be noted that every congregation’s narrative included 

two numbers:  the total number of members, and the number of baptisms that had taken 

place in the congregation during the previous year.   

What these “abstracts” and “reports” indicate is that many southern Baptists 

(especially those pro-mission Baptists who were beginning to embrace greater human 

instrumentality) were now associating the “state of religion” with the presence of 

revivals, and numerical growth. For example, in a revival report sent to the Christian 

Index in November of 1837, the unknown author relates enthusiastically that “in many 

parts of Virginia, considerable accessions have been made to the churches” and that “in 

Kentucky also the blessed revival influences have been felt.”  Most interesting, however, 

is his assessment of what the revivals indicate about the faithfulness of those engaged in 

promoting them.  He states: “One fact, connected with this subject, ought to have its 

influence in satisfying the effort brethren, that they are right in their course, and the anti-

effort brethren, that they are wrong in theirs.  These outpourings are confined almost 

exclusively, to those churches favoring the benevolent operations of the day.”
717

  

Revivals and numerical growth almost seem to have taken on a sacramental character by 

this point in southern Baptist life, as God’s benevolent activity was being associated with 

the presence of revivals.  Southern Baptists were seeing faithfulness, then, not only in the 

word of God rightly preached, and the sacraments correctly administered, but also 

increasingly when “considerable accessions” were made to churches.  
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The value that southern Baptists placed on numerical growth, however, was not 

the only aspect of their numerical identity that they altered during this period.  Southern 

Baptists also altered their understandings of how such growth could be brought about.  

The turn toward human instrumentality meant that, for the first time in their history, 

southern Baptists began to talk and act as if they had partial responsibility for the revivals 

and the accompanying numerical growth taking place in their midst.  In a rather extreme 

example of this trend in southern Baptist life, one southern Baptist even went so far as to 

chastise those who had prayed for revival “without a corresponding effort to obtain it.”  

The writer states:  

This is exactly the way the church has proceeded in regard to the conversion of the 

world.  Ever since I can remember, I have heard prayers offered daily, for the 

upbuilding of God’s kingdom on the earth.  But that was all.  Nothing has ever been 

done  . . .  But the time has come when something must be done.  The state of the 

world demands it.  The church must awake.  She must not only pray but act  . . .  Let 

the Church as a body come up to this standard, and she can adopt an intelligent and 

systematic course of benevolent action, which will result in unspeakable blessings to 

themselves and the world.
718

 

 

Of course in 1832, such sentiments were highly controversial.  An increasing number of 

southern Baptists began to express such sentiments, but others perceived them as a rejection 

of God’s sovereignty.   

As the years progressed, however, such sentiments became commonplace among 

southern Baptists.  In the 1850s, at least two different southern Baptist associations made 

reference to “annual revivals” in their minutes.  In the 1852 minutes of the Concord 

Association, Samuel Baker, the pastor of the First Baptist Church of Nashville answered a 

query concerning whether or not churches were better served by “annual revivals” or should 
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strive for “a continual ingathering.”  Baker was diplomatic, but did comment that annual 

revivals had proved helpful in countering covetousness and worldliness.  He also “believed 

that churches would be undone without them.”
719

  Even more surprising was a reference in 

the Georgia Association, which under Mercer’s leadership had managed to maintain a robust 

Calvinistic theology even in the midst of its growing revivalism.  The 1857 minutes mention 

the possibility of “simultaneous revivals.” In 1857, T. D. Martin, the pastor of the Penfield, 

Greensboro, and County Line congregations proposed that the association organize 

“simultaneous revivals” among its member churches.  The Association then appointed a 

seven-man committee to devise the plan, and appointed Martin as chair.
720

  Examples other 

than from these two associations may also exist, but regardless of their terminology, southern 

Baptist practices had shifted to the point where they indicated a thoroughgoing notion of 

human instrumentality.  As protracted meetings became commonplace, the word “revival” 

shifted from being a term that southern Baptists used to describe a condition to being a word 

they used to label an event.  In short, by the 1850s a revival was no longer seen as a 

“surprising act of God,” but as an event which if planned and carried on appropriately would 

result in numerical growth for the participating congregations.   

Chapter Summary 

 By the mid-nineteenth century, revivalism began fully to influence the faith and 

practice of southern Baptist life.  Revivals were not new to southern Baptist life at this stage.  

Revivals had burst onto the scene of American religious life nearly a century earlier, and had 

begun to shape southern Baptist life from Whitefield’s first days in Charleston.  Still, there 
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were aspects of southern Baptist theology that continued to resist certain tendencies inherent 

in revivalism even in the wake of a region-wide revival as large as the Great Revival at the 

turn of the century.   

 A generation later, in the midst of a brewing controversy over missions and means, 

another revival occurred which helped overcome theological resistance.  A wave of new 

revivalistic techniques appeared in southern Baptist life during this revival, and then rose to 

prominence through the use of Baptist periodicals in the years that followed.  The popularity 

of these techniques delighted those in favor of “effort” and “means” and infuriated those 

attempting to adhere to the “old ways” and “primitive models.”  The resulting split between 

these two groups pushed southern Baptists even further towards revivalism, so much so that 

by the Civil War, it would be almost impossible to describe what it meant to be “southern 

Baptist” apart from describing a single-minded devotion to evangelism through the means of 

building and sustaining revivalistic fervor.   

 Indeed, southern Baptists were, by the Civil War, viewing most every part of their 

identity through the lens of revivalism. During the thirty-year period prior to the War, 

southern Baptists saw the first widespread modifications of their theology, a shift in the 

process of conversion, as well as institutional restructuring that shifted Baptist bodies from 

their emphasis on maintaining purity of the Church to the work of “winning the lost.”   

The shift in southern Baptist identity toward revivalism was now virtually complete.  

This does not mean that southern Baptists were completely homogenous.  Baptists can 

always defy generalizations that are too sweeping. For instance, primitivism would continue 

to be a significant presence in southern Baptist identity through the growth of Landmarkism 

beginning in the late 1840s.  Calvinism also continued to hold sway among some southern 
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Baptists. Even so, Andrew Fuller’s modifications of Calvinism were significant enough that 

even avowed Calvinists and those who explicitly rejected Calvinism found common ground 

in the desire for the success of missions and evangelism.  In short, revivalism was the 

common ground on which southern Baptist identity was now built, and the resulting focus on 

securing conversions meant that southern Baptists had become the Southern Baptist 

Convention, whose future was to become the largest Protestant denomination in North 

America.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

When Baptists first appeared in the American south in the waning years of the 

seventeenth century, they were little more than a small, protesting offshoot from official 

Puritanism.  These earliest southern Baptists were both highly Calvinistic and highly 

primitivistic, and were more concerned with maintaining the purity of their movement, than 

in gaining converts.  Fifty years later, little had changed.  According to at least one estimate, 

southern Baptists counted less than two thousand members in thirty-three different churches 

in 1750.
721

  Just over a century later, however, at the beginning of the Civil War, the 

membership of the Southern Baptist Convention was 645,218, in 7,760 churches.
722

  

Obviously, something changed southern Baptists, and the source of that change was 

revivalism. 

 Revivalism’s impact on southern Baptist identity was both broad and deep.  

Revivalism changed southern Baptist theology; it re-shaped many southern Baptist practices, 

and it shifted the central emphasis of southern Baptists’ corporate life from purity to 

numerical growth.   

Theologically, southern Baptists shifted from a Calvinistic emphasis on divine 

transcendence, to a greater confidence in the human capacity to experience the divine.  

Revivalism’s emphasis on “excited group emotions” amplified the value that Puritans had 
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already placed on the conversion experience by placing it in a social context.  In other words, 

the communal emotions associated with revival meetings were now added to the individual 

experience of conversion as additional evidence of God’s presence and power.  Furthermore, 

revivalism pushed southern Baptists from a position of human inability toward a position of 

human instrumentality.  When revivals first became a significant feature of southern Baptist 

life in the eighteenth century, ministers and congregations still saw revivals as a surprising 

work of God.  By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the activism of the mission 

movement and Andrew Fuller’s theological notion of duty combined to produce an approach 

to revivalism that emphasized human effort.  By the Civil War, a significant number of 

southern Baptists were “getting up” revivals. 

Southern Baptist practices also reflected this turn toward human instrumentality. As 

late as the 1790s, many southern Baptists avoided preaching directly to the unconverted.  

Less than seventy years later however, southern Baptists actually began to incorporate 

“invitations” into their sermons for the unconverted, as well as inviting the unconverted for 

prayer at the conclusion of each service.  Southern Baptist hymnody also reflected this shift.  

Though the hymnals produced by southern Baptists continued to contain Calvinist standards, 

these hymnals increasingly added new hymns and spiritual songs that first became so popular 

during the camp meetings that took place during and after the Great Revival. 

The focus of associational life also shifted.  Southern Baptist associations first came 

into being in order to assist congregations in the work of maintaining primitive order.  While 

the emphasis on orderliness did not disappear from southern Baptist life, as revivalism’s 

impact on southern Baptist life grew, the emphasis on order and regularity was eclipsed by 
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the time and attention that associations spent on missions and evangelism.  Purity had 

become less important than numerical growth. 

Southern Baptists’ emphasis on evangelism and numerical growth not only had an 

impact at the associational level, but on an individual level as well.  Southern Baptists had, 

from their earliest days, placed great emphasis on the significance of religious experience in 

the process of conversion.  In the eighteenth century, such experiences were typically viewed 

through a Puritan framework, where solitary individuals endured extended periods of 

introspection and conviction.  Due to their Calvinistic emphasis on election, southern 

Baptists approached faith and conversion from a standpoint of doubt.  Each individual, then, 

was left to agonize over their own unworthiness, and the question of their membership in the 

elect.  Revivalism, however, shifted the southern Baptist approach from doubt to duty.  

According to Fuller, human beings had a duty to respond. This emphasis on duty created an 

immediacy in the process of conversion which undermined any extended form of 

introspection.   

It is fair to say that by the time of the creation of the Southern Baptist Convention in 

1845, the basic features of southern Baptist faith and practice that would exist up until the 

waning days of the twentieth century were already in place.  Strongly revivalistic, the 

Southern Baptist Convention would go on to become the largest Protestant denomination in 

North America.  And yet it should also be noted that the course that southern Baptists took in 

becoming so strongly revivalistic was unique to their particular identity.  The history of 

southern Baptist revivalism prior to the Civil War in many key ways defies the standard 

accounts of the Second Great Awakening and the history of southern religion.  The greatest 

shift toward human instrumentality that occurred in southern Baptist life occurred, not in the 
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ecumenical and experiential free-for-all of the frontier camp meetings at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, but a generation later in ways that were more about order, duty, and 

organization.  Indeed, it is telling, perhaps, that the Revival of 1827 began not along the 

frontier but in the largest and best-organized associations in southern Baptist life, many of 

them containing some of the South’s larger population centers.  Southern Baptists were 

thorough-going revivalists, but in ways that was both orderly and organized.  

The character of southern Baptist revivalism suggests that a broader notion of 

revivalism might be in order. When revivalism is defined as the attempt to secure 

conversions amidst excited group emotions, one must take into account the varied forms that 

excited group emotions can take, and the varied avenues in which such emotions can present 

themselves.  Southern Baptist revivalism not only took individual form in the experience of 

conversion, and corporate form in emotional worship services in local congregations and 

associational meetings, it also manifested itself in the confident belief that southern Baptists 

could create techniques and organizations capable of taking the gospel to every person.  That 

confidence was, and perhaps is, among the most defining characteristics of southern Baptist 

life even to this day.  The modifications that revivalism introduced into southern Baptist life 

endured, and helped shape the faith and practice not only of southern Baptist life, but due to 

their position as the largest Protestant denomination in North America, much of American 

Christianity as well. 
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APPENDIX 

On the Use of Numerical Data 

Assessing revivalism’s impact on southern Baptist identity by examining numerical 

growth is useful but complicated.  Numerical analysis is useful in that it can provide a 

tangible way to measure a revival’s impact on a congregation, association, and so forth.  

While I am certainly not suggesting that the shifts in beliefs and practices are less significant 

than the numerical growth that revivalism produced, it is important to remember that the one 

common element that made revivals so remarkable to southern Baptists during this period 

(and to other Christians in America during this period) was what they saw as an unusually 

high number of conversions over a relatively short span of time.  Assessing the impact of 

revivalism without considering the quantitative aspect of revivals is to ignore something of 

great significance to the eighteenth and nineteenth century participants.    

On the other hand, accurately gauging the numerical impact of revivalism is greatly 

complicated by the fact that, by itself, statistical data suggests only whether an entity is 

growing, not how or why such growth took place, nor what other impact that growth might 

bring.  Furthermore, one always has the challenge of making certain that the statistics one 

presents are both accurate and helpful.  With that in mind, I have described, below, the 

guidelines I have followed in analyzing revivalism’s numerical impact.    

Useful Statistics 

 Documenting numerical growth is not particularly difficult.  Beginning in the late 

eighteenth century, some (though not all) southern Baptists began to record statistics such as 
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baptisms, “exclusions,” total membership, and so forth.  Discovering whether that growth is 

indicative of a focus on evangelism, high birth rates, or indicative of a large number of 

people “transferring” their membership, is slightly more problematic.  For that reason, 

historians who include quantitative analysis in their work attempt to compare the growth of 

the religious communities they examine with overall population growth.
723

  I have followed 

this guideline in the numerical sections of each main chapter.  The obvious limitation with 

comparing growth rates with population growth, however, is that it only allows for analysis 

on a decade-to-decade basis.  While such analysis is helpful, it has significant limitations 

when analyzing the impact of a particular revival on any given religious community, 

especially given the typical three-year pattern of Baptist revivals during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. 

 Given those limitations, my analysis of the impact of particular revivals has also 

relied upon a statistic that is used by those who engage in the contemporary study of church 

growth—the ratio of baptisms to overall church membership.  This statistic is widely cited by 

church growth scholars such as C. Peter Wagner, David Roozen, Thom Rainer and, Donald 

McGavran (the former Dean of the School of World Mission at Fuller Seminary).
724
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According to Roozen, this ratio is a “useful indicator of evangelistic zeal and 

commitment.”
725

  It should also be noted that these scholars do not point to a particular ratio 

of members per baptisms to indicate a shift from normal to high evangelistic zeal, or to a 

particular ratio that indicates that revival is taking place in a church or association.  The 

statistics on this ratio which are available from the revivals of this period (primarily in the 

nineteenth century due to the lack of consistent records prior to the late 1790s) seem to 

indicate that southern Baptists experienced a ratio of no more than ten members per baptism 

during the two region wide revivals mentioned in Chapters Four and Five above. 

Sources of Statistics 

Finding appropriate sources to provide numerical data creates certain difficulties.  

The most obvious difficulty is that no source of quantitative data existed that was both 

comprehensive and ongoing.  John Asplund’s Register of the Baptist Denomination which 

first appeared in 1791 is one exception, but fifty years passed before another comprehensive 

look at Baptist statistics was published.  Lacking a comprehensive source, I have attempted 

to compare accounts from a variety of overlapping sources to present as accurate a picture as 

possible of how, when, and why southern Baptists were growing, both in general and also 

relative to other periods of southern Baptist growth.  Those sources include church records, 

personal letters, journals, associational minutes, and historical surveys (such as Morgan 

Edwards’ Materials Towards a History of the Baptists, Robert B. Semple’s History of the 

Rise and Progress of Baptists in Virginia, and J.H. Spencer’s History of Kentucky Baptists all 

of which were utilized within this dissertation).   
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Appropriate Utilization of Sources 

While a variety of sources with numerical data do exist, utilizing different sources 

creates problems if one is hoping for complete accuracy concerning Baptist membership at 

any given point. On the other hand, if one is attempting to observe growth trends over time, I 

would argue that the level of accuracy one requires in order to provide useful analysis is 

somewhat lower, especially if enough different sources are utilized.   

For instance, in this dissertation, associational minutes have been a key resource for 

analyzing southern Baptist growth.  It is highly unlikely that the numbers I have provided 

from southern Baptist associations concerning baptisms and membership are completely 

accurate,  a problematic issue if one were detailing the history of only one association.  What 

I have done in this study, however, is look for patterns of growth (or decline) that are 

common to every association examined during the time frames that correspond to each of the 

four main chapters of this dissertation (Chapters Two - Five).  In other words, it is less 

significant for the purposes of this study that the number of baptisms in the Georgia 

Association might not be completely accurate from 1827 to 1830, than whether or not a 

pattern of significant increase in baptisms was indicated by a variety of associational sources.   

Trusting Baptist Sources 

Of course, if it could be demonstrated that southern Baptists had a consistent 

tendency to inflate (or, far less likely “deflate”) their numbers, then looking for patterns 

would also be problematic.  In this regard, however, I would argue that certain Baptist 

distinctives made such “inflation” unlikely, especially in the earlier portions of the period 

examined by this study.  I have demonstrated in this study, that the earliest southern Baptists 

were more concerned with congregational purity than numerical growth.  Indeed, the earliest 
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Baptists in America came out of official Puritanism, in part because they were protesting 

against the inclusion of individuals in the membership of their churches whom they did not 

believe were converted.  The most obvious example of this ongoing trend in southern Baptist 

life was the practice of “excluding” or “excommunicating” members, which continued to 

take place in significant numbers throughout the period examined by this study.   

To be fair, I have also spent the bulk of this dissertation arguing that the growth of 

revivalism meant that southern Baptists were becoming increasingly infatuated with 

numerical growth.  Obviously, then, it is logical to assume that with the growing value that 

southern Baptists placed on numbers in the decades leading up to the Civil War, came the 

very human temptation to inflate numerical assessments.  Thankfully, however, by this stage, 

all denominations including Baptists, were maintaining in-depth numerical records meaning 

that anecdotal evidence from sources such as journals and historical surveys were less 

necessary in order to cross-reference growth trends. 

Using Numerical Data as One Indicator among Many 

It is also important to note that the use of growth statistics as an indicator related to 

Baptist identity has consistently been coupled with two other broad strands of Baptist identity 

(beliefs and practices).  In other words, if I were to suggest in this dissertation that numerical 

growth alone indicated that southern Baptists were becoming more revivalistic, then a more 

comprehensive examination of numerical growth might have been required.  I have 

consistently sought, however, to link numerical growth to corresponding data concerning 

southern Baptist beliefs and practices.   
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Revivals, Numerical Growth, and Baptist Identity 

In their influential (and controversial) book, The Churching of America Finke and 

Stark make a bold statement: “The most striking trend in the history of religion in America” 

Finke and Stark contend, “is growth.”
726

 When it comes to the history of Baptists in the 

South, Finke and Stark’s statement has much to commend itself.  Over a century and a half, 

southern Baptists shifted from a small sect focused on purity to a large denomination focused 

on securing conversions on a global scale, and the key ingredient in that shift was the style of 

religion that formed out of their collective attempts to secure conversions in the midst of the 

group emotions spawned by revivals.   

To fully grasp the impact that revivalism made upon southern Baptist identity, 

however, one should not isolate numerical growth from its larger context. I have 

demonstrated in this study that the link between these three aspects of Baptist identity 

(beliefs, practices, numerical growth) is a helpful, and perhaps even necessary, way to view 

the history of southern Baptist life.  Southern Baptist beliefs and practices contextualize the 

growth which was taking place, and answer some of the “how” and “why” questions that 

statistics alone are incapable of doing.  

Taken together, these three strands of southern Baptist identity provide a requisite 

fullness to southern Baptist history.  For instance, one cannot understand the arguments 

taking place over Calvinism across southern Baptist life during the 1830s without 

understanding how new practices, and the numerical results such practices helped bring 

about, were appearing in southern Baptist churches.   
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Of course, I would quickly add that the relationship between these three strands of 

southern Baptist identity was more complex than simple cause and effect.  In other words, a 

shift in southern Baptist practices was not always mirrored by a corresponding shift in 

southern Baptist theology, neither was a surge in growth an indicator of a theological shift.  

Instead, the interplay between each of these three strands in Baptist life was dynamic, which 

is no surprise given the inherent checks on absolutism (in any form) in Baptist polity.  As a 

result, this study has sought to provide as complete a picture as possible of the dynamic 

relationship between the beliefs, practices, and numerical growth that southern Baptist 

displayed prior to the Civil War, not only to shed light on southern Baptist identity, but also 

to provide a fuller picture of the history of revivalism in America. 
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