






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































minister, who proposed that a Washington tract society could "hold the same place 

among Baptists that the American Tract Society [of Boston] does among the 

260 

Congregationalists."SO In response, James Knowles, the Star's editor and Davis' college 

friend, along with Meehan and Grant Wood, another Washington resident, called for a 

meeting at Wood's house on 25 February 1824. Twenty-five appeared, including 

Staughton, Luther Rice, and Obadiah Brown, pastor of the city's Baptist church. 

Knowles presented a constitution, which passed with modifications; Grant Wood became 

the agent. Thus, the Society joined Rice's plan for national influence at the capital.S! 

The Society exhibited early an interesting mix of evangelical and 

denominational elements. Since the idea arose in frustration over "anti-Baptist 

tendencies," one would expect the Baptist tract society to have mainly promoted Baptist 

views. On the contrary, the original constitution stated that the Society's "sole object 

shall be to disseminate evangelical truth, and to inculcate sound morals, by the 

distribution of tracts. ,,52 Yes, the Society printed "Baptist tracts," but as one 

correspondent from Rhode Island told the Star, "However we may wish men to become 

5°Quoted in Stevens, First Hundred Years, 9. For a fuller quote from the 14 February 1824 
issue of the Star, see W. T. Brantly, "An Address in Commemoration of the Late Rev. Noah Davis," CSCI, 
7 August 1830, p. 83. This "American Tract Society" was not truly a national organization, but simply the 
old New England Tract Society under a new ambitious name (since 1823). In 1825, a northeastern merger 
occurred to bring about an organization befitting the name (John W. Kuykendall, Southern Enterprize: The 
Work of National Evangelical Societies in the Antebellum South, Contributions to the Study of Religion, 
no. 7 [Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982], 15). 

51Many of the histories record an incident involving Samuel Cornelius, pastor of the Baptist 
church in Alexandria, Virginia, in which the well-dressed preacher removed his top hat at a Baptist 
meeting, but forgot about the tracts he normally kept there. The tumbling tracts caused amusement and 
provoked thought about the need for a Baptist tract society. The histories disagree on when this incident 
took place and who received stimulus from the "perambulating tract depository" (Stevens, First Hundred 
Years, 6). 

52"Minutes," Baptist General Tract Society, 1824 as quoted in Stevens, First Hundred Years, 5. 
Similarly, the Society's Pennsylvania charter states, "The object of this Corporation shall be to promote 
evangelical religion by means of the Bible, the Printing-press, Colportage, Sunday schools, and other 
appropriate ways" (quoted in Golden Century Committee, Top Notches, 6). 

The coordination of morals with evangelism highlights the evangelical nature of the early 
Society. For instance, the second tract on the Society'S list for 1826 is "Dwight on Drunkenness." The 
Society also obtained plates in 1830 from another publisher for the book Wisdom's Voice to the Rising 
Generation on Intemperance (see Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 7). 
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Baptists, we wish all to become evangelical Christians.,,53 In another letter to the Star, 

Brown justified the new society in light of the failure of the American Tract Society to 

reach Baptists in the South and West. Of the existing society's ninety-two depositories, 

only six were in Virginia, Kentucky, and South Carolina, where Baptists were 

particularly strong, and none in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. Therefore, to supply 

"Evangelical Tracts" to the South and West, especially to the Baptists there, Baptists 

should fonn their own society, and "show themselves equal to other denominations in 

evangelical effort." Surely such good work would not provoke to jealousy "the liberal 

and enlightened men" ofthe existing society.54 

When Brantly first joined, the Baptist General Tract Society had just moved 

for financial reasons to Philadelphia, which provided both the plating for printing and the 

center for shipping. The move occasioned the need for new leadership, including a new 

agent, for Wood had to resign in order to overcome Rice's opposition to the move.55 At 

its first meeting in Philadelphia on 3 January 1827, the new Board of Directors consisted 

of president John L. Dagg and vice president William T. Brantly, who along with two 

others gave an address that presumably contributed to the "lively interest" generated by 

the services. In all, the new leaders took charge with "considerable spirit.,,56 

Almost immediately, the new Board faced two questions-the first relating to 

evangelical unity and the second to funding. In early 1827, the American Tract Society, 

which had recently fonned through large northeastern mergers, proposed that the new 

53See the letter to the editor of the Star from Providence, Rhode Island (ca. February 1824) in 
Stevens, First Hundred Years, 5. Meehan himself called the alternative "Baptist tracts" (Stevens, First 
Hundred Years, 8). 

540., "Baptist Tract Society," CS, 21 February 1824, p. 31, as quoted in Stevens, First 
Hundred Years, 1. The author also claimed that tracts contained "nothing sectarian" (ibid.). In light of the 
unusual initial "0." and the location of the discussion, Obadiah Brown is likely the author. 

55 Stevens, First Hundred Years, 10. The initial tracts were not stereotyped, so editions ran out 
quickly; but making plates could not be done in Washington, so tracts and plates were constantly being 
sent to Philadelphia (ibid.). 

56Brown, History, 31. 
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Baptist society become an auxiliary. The Board declined, lacking power in their 

constitution to do so. The following year, Brantly read the annual report he had written, 

describing the Board's unashamedly Baptist stance towards evangelical societies: 

Whilst we feel unaffected respect and goodwill towards those institutions which are 
designed to embody and harmonize the powers of several denominations, we are 
bound by the feeling of honorable consistency to cherish a warmer approbation of 
those plans, which stand responsible for the protection of our peculiarities as a 
denomination. 

Having given his apology, Brantly then granted this same right to other denominations, 

claiming they would never be thought less of by the Baptist General Tract Society, so 

long as they pursued their course with "the meekness of wisdom, and with the charity 

which the Gospel enjoins." Thus by means of liberty and charity, Brantly concluded, all 

denominations would love each other and benevolence would increase. 57 As proof of 

goodwill, it should be noted that both Dagg and Brantly also served as managers of the 

Philadelphia City Tract Society, an auxiliary of the American Tract Society.58 

In addition to evangelical unity, the Board also faced the question of funding. 

Hopeful of a "new impulse" due to a new location, Brantly and Elisha Cushman sent out 

the call for more money, citing "friends" who wanted tracts before they sent money. 59 

The ultimate solution came primarily through a new agent-the youthful and winsome 

Noah Davis (1802-1830). In just three years, receipts climbed from about $3200 to over 

$5500.60 Davis himself combined good business sense with strong piety. He loved his 

vocation, having seen in the tract cause his own contribution to the missionary cause. 

After Davis's unexpected death near the age of twenty-eight, Brantly testified, "We have 

57Ibid., 35. 

58Ibid., 32. 

59"Circular," The Baptist Tract Magazine 1 (July 1827): 14-15. The circular is dated 14 May 
1827. 

60"Seventh Annual Meeting of the Baptist General Tract Society," The Baptist Tract Magazine 
4 (January 1831): 6-7. 
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seldom known an instance in which the spending, and being spent for God, were more in 

accordance with true Christian devotedness.,,61 

Davis's early death placed upon Brantly a great burden, which he bore 

voluntarily as the Tract Society's newly elected president. In the midst of his labors in 

1830 as pastor, editor, and leader in various societies, Brantly for nearly six months 

assumed Davis's duties as agent and editor of the Baptist Tract Magazine. Brantly also 

comforted the grieving family, even conducting the funeral instead of Dagg, Davis's 

pastor, who had been absent from Philadelphia and was recovering from a life-threatening 

disease. According to Dagg's reminiscence, Brantly "gratuitously performed, those 

[duties] ofthe vacated Agency, that the salary might be continued to the widow and 

children.,,62 Near the close of 1830, Ira M. Allen, a successful editor from Vermont, 

accepted the position as agent, joined Fifth Baptist Church, and within a few years started 

publishing a more rigorous Baptist register than either the Society or the Index had 

published previously.63 Together, Allen and Brantly wrote many of the Society'S 

occasional pieces until Brantly resigned as president in late 1837.64 

61Brantly, "An Address in Commemoration of the Late Rev. Noah Davis," 83, citing 2 Cor 
12:15. This address was later enlarged and published as Tract No. 106 in the Baptist General Tract 
Society'S collection. For the comment on Davis loving his vocation, see the reprint of Tract No.1 06 in 
Memoirs of Distinguished Christians (Philadelphia: Baptist General Tract Society, [1839]), 176; cf. Brown, 
History, 106. For more on Brantly's view of Davis, see Brantly, "The Death of Rev. Noah Davis," CSCI, 
24 July 1830, p. 59. Davis was also the principal founder of the Baptists' city mission, The Baptist 
Domestic Missionary Society of Philadelphia (idem, "City Mission," CI, 29 January 1831, pp. 77-78). In 
an interesting turn of providence, Davis's advice saved the health of his own pastor, John L. Dagg, who in 
turn married Davis's widow and raised his children (see John L. Dagg, Autobiography of Rev. John L. 
Dagg, D. D., 31-33, in an appendix of J. L. Dagg, A Treatise on Church Order, vol. 2 of Manual of 
Theology [[Charleston, SC]: The Southern Baptist Publication Society, 1857; reprint, Harrisonburg, VA: 
Gano Books, 1990]). 

62J. L. Dagg, "William T. Brantly D. D.," CI, 11 April 1845, n.p.; cf. "Seventh Annual Report 
of the Baptist General Tract Society," 9. Dagg's Autobiography makes no mention of Brantly. 

63The Baptist General Tract Society began soliciting minutes from all the associations in 1827 
(Brown, History, 39). For the fuller registers, see Ira M. Allen, The United States Baptist Annual Register 
and Almanac (Philadelphia: T. W. Ustick, 1833); idem, The Triennial Baptist Register (Philadelphia: 
Baptist General Tract Society, 1836). According to one source, both the Tract Magazine and the Index had 
furnished tabular data on Baptist associations (Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 8). 

64E.g., the circular letter of 1837 is signed by Brantly and Allen (see Board of Managers of the 
Baptist General Tract Society, "Circular to the Baptist Churches in the United States," as found in The 
Baptist Missionary Magazine 17 [March 1837]: 69). 
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The unexpected loss of Davis also burdened the Society itself, for the agent 

had been unusually persuasive. According to Brantly, Davis had possessed the ability "to 

impart to others the noble impulse of his own mind; and by this means, never failed to 

conduct his hearers to those convictions of truth and duty that had impressed his own 

heart.,,65 But now, receipts plummeted. One correspondent to the Index expressed 

astonishment that sales in July 1830 only totaled $130.66, and so warned his brethren of 

"the curse denounced upon Meraz, because they come not up to the help of the Lord.,,66 

By the end ofthe year, the Society was so broke that Brantly reported, "Our press has 

been idle much ofthe time, and our plates laid up in boxes.,,67 Several schemes for fund­

raising failed. Branch societies, though numbering 322 in 1830, often failed to reach 

their second summer. Distant depositories required maintenance. The Baptist Tract 

Magazine, a 24-page monthly started in 1827 as a source of income at a subscription rate 

of fifty cents a year, often ran at a 10ss.68 Beyond all the failed schemes, Brantly reckoned 

broken faith as the greatest problem. In early 1832, he warned, "Let it not be thought that 

this [debt] has been the result of bad management or of extravagance. Our Tracts have 

gone out, but the returns upon them have not been received." If all dues had come in, 

Brantly claimed that a surplus would have resulted. 69 Consequently, the Society 

65Brantly, "The Death of Rev. Noah Davis," 59. 

66W. T. Brantly, "Baptist General Tract Society," CSCI, 2 October 1830, p. 220; see also 
Brantly, "The Barrel of Wheat and the Tracts," CI, 31 March 1832, p. 195. The reference is to Judg 5:23. 

In contrast to poverty of the Baptist Tract Society, the American Tract Society reported an 
annual income for 1830-31 of $42,922.59, averaging well over $2000 per month (see "Sixth Annual 
Report of the American Tract Society," CI, 23 July 1831, p. 54). The same year, figures for the Baptist 
Society reached only a little more than one-half of the reasonable anticipation of $5830 ("Seventh Annual 
Report of the Baptist General Tract Society," 7). 

67W. T. Brantly, "Baptist Tract Society," CI, 15 January 1831, p. 43. In 1832, the Tract 
Magazine was cut in half, and only seven new tracts appeared (Golden Century Committee, Top Notches, 
8). 

68For these schemes, see Stevens, First Hundred Years, 11-12. Eventually The Baptist Tract 
Magazine became the Monthly Magazine (1837) and finally The Baptist Record (1838-), edited by Ira M. 
Allen (ibid., 12). 

69W. T. Brantly, "Baptist General Tract Society," CI, 14 January 1832, p. 31. In 1837, Brantly 
claimed that the managers of the Tract Society abided by the following maxims: "A prudent economy of 
their means-exactness in the calculation of small items-promptness in answering the calls of distant 
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requested that all orders come with money or the strong assurance of money, in order "to 

protect the Society from those random operations which are more like waste than 

usefulness. ,,70 

Brantly certainly felt that the quality of the Baptist tracts did not justify such 

contempt from the denomination. When the Society published the first ninety-two tracts 

in four volumes, Brantly called special attention to their variety and low price. He lauded 

the selection and claimed, "The publications of the Baptist General Tract Society will not, 

in any respect, suffer by comparison with those of any other society. All denomination 

prejudice apart, we can easily discern that there are reasons why, as a whole, they should 

be even superior.,,71 In justifying this same claim the year before, Brantly had answered 

some Baptists who thought that the American Tract Society needed only supplementation 

or could wholly do the job itself. First, Brantly had noted that every tract from the 

evangelical society suffered "a rigid reduction in relation to every sectarian peculiarity," 

including Calvinistic doctrines. In the process, tracts "originally pointed and forcible ... 

lose much of their peculiar excellence." Examples cited were the memoirs of Mrs. 

Adoniram Judson and some productions from Andrew Fuller.72 When the American 

Sunday School Union inquired about Brantly's criticism of their reproduction of Mrs. 

Judson's memoirs, Brantly cited a prime omission, but did not offer a complaint, saying 

that such omissions were necessary to suit general readers, even if they would not suit 

friends and correspondents-and an anxious care to accomplish all the good of which the resources at their 
command were capable" ("Annual Report," Board of Managers of the Baptist General Tract Society, 1837, 
as quoted in Brown, History, 84-85). Brantly also claimed that the Tract Society did not take away from 
the larger works of benevolence, but helped "to fill up the interstices in more stated and weighty 
ministrations" by relieving them of unnecessary complexity (ibid., 82). Brantly's concern over 
unnecessary duplication in funding probably arose in light of the American & Foreign Bible Society's 
encroachment on missions money (see chap. 13). 

70W. T. Brantly, "The Relief ofthe Baptist Gen. Tract Society," CI, 10 March 1832, p. 160. 

71W. T. Brantly, "Tracts of the Baptist General Tract Society," CI, 18 February 1832, pp. 104-
05. This article enumerates the tracts Brantly considered most valuable. 

72Brantly, "Baptist Tract Society," 43. 
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"distinct classes ofreaders.,m Second, tracts from the evangelical society would not 

serve all the purposes of the Baptists; and if Baptists must print some tracts, why should 

they not make a complete collection?74 In reality, Brantly felt confident that the Baptist 

tracts were the best evangelical tracts in that they aimed "to utter the unmutilated 

language and sentiments ofthe Bible, on all its doctrines and ordinances." In doing so, 

the tracts were also the best Baptist tracts, for Baptists had always pled "for the whole 

light and truth of God's holy word. ,,75 

Three reasons fueled Brantly's own enthusiasm for tracts. The first, of course, 

concerned the converting, confirming, and comforting power of one tract. 76 One striking 

example concerned a Baptist minister in the South, who was "known in the Index as a 

writer." On 8 July 1831, he "fell into very gloomy fears of being damned forever." In 

pleading for mercy to the Lord, the reply would apparently return, "1 won't." Becoming 

more alarmed, his "imagination became disordered." He even felt "sensations similar to 

the burning ofthe sparks of fire coals ... on the naked skin ... all over the body." Then, 

on 3 November 1831, after having quit the ministry and on the point of despair, he read in 

a tract the Scripture, "The blood of Jesus cleanseth from all sin" (1 John 1 :7). Being 

"enabled by faith to lay hold of this precious word of God," life returned and darkness 

fled away permanently. In joy, he authorized the American Tract Society, which had 

73W. T. Brantly, "An Exemplification," CI, 29 January 1831, p. 80. In general, Brantly 
defended the American Sunday School Union, claiming once in 1830 that the Union recognized "no 
religious distinctions among orthodox protestants," but aimed simply to educate youth "not in the doctrines 
and peculiarities of a sect, but in the principles of Scripture truth, and the sentiments of piety" (idem, "A 
Noble Effort," CSCI, 12 June 1830, pp. 369-70). When another Baptist paper, The Christian Watchman, 
accused the Union of retaining a passage on infant baptism in Mrs. Sherwood's Infant Progress, Brantly 
jumped to the Union's defense, claiming that the Union's paedobaptist committee had expunged the 
paragraph (idem, "The American Sunday school [sic] Union Vindicated," CSCI, 17 July 1830, p. 44). 

Brantly had earlier complained that Mrs. Judson's memoirs had been ignored by American 
paedobaptists, but had "commanded almost universal attention among evangelical christians in England" 
(idem, "Mrs. Judson and the Spirit and Manners of the Age," CSCI, 3 October 1829, p. 214). 

74Brantly, "Baptist Tract Society," 43. 

75Board of Managers of the Baptist General Tract Society, "Circular to the Baptist Churches in 
the United States," 69. William T. Brantly and I. M. Allen wrote this plea for money. 

76"Annual Report," Board of Managers of the Baptist General Tract Society, 1837, as cited in 
Brown, History, 82-83. 
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published the tract he had read, to award $100 to the best tract written on the cleansing 

blood of J esus-a tract that would also include his narrative.77 Brantly served on the 

committee to judge the merits of submissions. After the initial four had been turned 

down and the deadline extended six months, Brantly himself and Barnas Sears tied for 

first place, splitting the premium.78 Second, anyone could distribute tracts. To prove the 

"Importance ofIndividuals," Brantly cited a Norwegian farmer, whose tract distribution, 

according to the London Missionary Record, contributed to the conversion of fifty 

thousand peasants.79 If a fanner could do such good, it is not surprising that Brantly later 

could not see how preachers could "clear their consciences in thus indirectly stifling the 

voice of truth" by not distributing those little tracts which had "no power of local motion" 

on their own. 80 Thus in both power and distribution, tract distribution resembled Bible 

distribution; but contrary to Bibles, tracts were, thirdly, inexpensive both to print and to 

transport. 81 The tract that consoled the despairing preacher cost less than a cent! 82 In the 

first decade, tracts were almost all that the Baptist General Tract Society did. By the time 

of expanded publications in 1840, the old Tract Society had issued over 3,500,000 copies 

of 162 titles.83 

77I. J. R., "The Blood of Jesus Christ Cleanseth from All Sin," C/, 23 June 1832, pp. 390-91. 
In commenting on the narrative, Brantly himself did not claim that the despairing soul had previously been 
a genuine believer, but only "a professor of religion, and a preacher of the Gospel" (W. T. Brantly, 
"Premium Tract," C/, 26 January 1833, p. 62). 

78T. Meredith, "Premium Tract," 9 November 1836, n.p. Brantly served on a committee with 
G. T. Bedell and G. R. Livingston (Brantly, "Premium Tract," 62). Brantly's tract was later published by 
the Baptists as The Troubled Conscience, and the Peace-Speaking Blood of Christ, Part 1 (Philadelphia: 
Baptist General Tract Society, 1836). Brown reports that in 1837, one of the two tracts was "translated, by 
the Missionary who had offered the premium, into the Chinese language for circulation in that vast empire" 
(History, 88). 

79W. T. Brantly, "Importance ofIndividuals," C/, 30 April 1831, p. 273. Though both the 
figures and even the story itself are questionable, Brantly's point is clear. 

8°"Annual Report," Board of Managers of the Baptist General Tract Society, 1837, as quoted 
in Brown, History, 83. 

81Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 7. 

82I. 1. R., "The Blood of Jesus Christ Cleanseth from All Sin," 390. 

83Stevens, First Hundred Years, 13. 
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One large impetus for expanded publications concerned the needs and 

prospects ofthe Sunday School. This area of service had already caught the attention of 

the Tract Society as early as 1830. One issue that year of the Tract Magazine had 

predicted, "The time may come when the number of schools in our denomination will be 

so great as to require the Tract Society to publish a series of Sabbath-school books suited 

to their wants.,,84 In 1832, the Tract Society resolved to "convince Baptist churches of the 

value of the Sunday school movement as a means of evangelism," pledging themselves to 

organize and to improve schools.85 The following year, the agent privately expressed the 

need for specifically Baptist Sunday school material. 86 None of these statements 

necessarily implies sectarianism, for since its early years, the Baptist General Tract 

Society had distributed both Baptist and evangelical tracts. Indeed, in 1835, the Society 

published The Baptist Manual, containing tracts of "special denominational interest," 

which the Society desired to give to every willing family in the Mississippi Valley, in 

order that "every where in that vast field there might be found 'a faithful representative of 

the sentiments of the denomination. ",87 

That same year, in 1835, some Baptist ministers from New York urged the 

Tract Society to extenuate its denominational bias. Referring to themselves as the New 

York City Conference of Baptist Ministers, these men petitioned the Triennial 

Convention to form a "Baptist Publication Society," which would issue books as well as 

tracts. 88 According to these ministers, the time had come "to have a Society to publish 

and circulate valuable Books, particularly of a denominational character, for family use, 

84Quoted in Stevens, First Hundred Years, 14; cf. Brown, History, 49. 

85Quoted in Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 4. 

86Stevens cites, but does not quote, a letter from Ira M. Allen to 1. L. Holman of Aurora, 
Indiana, written sometime in Apri11833 (see First Hundred Years, 15). 

87Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 7; Brown, History, 75; cf. Brown, History, 
88-90. 

88Proceedings of the Eighth Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General Convention for 
Missionary Purposes. Held in Richmond, April, 1835 (Boston: John Putnam, 1835),8. 
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Sunday Schools, &c." Accordingly, they had apparently resolved that "the Baptist 

General Tract Society be requested so to alter its constitution ... to include such 

publications; and that the publication of Books and Tracts by that Society should be 

confined chiefly to such as set forth the peculiar, and, as they are believed to be, scriptural 

principles of the denomination."89 The idea of confining publications to Baptist 

peculiarities certainly ran contrary to Brantly's earlier emphasis on a complete package of 

evangelical doctrines.9o In essence, the society that had started as a reaction to anti-

Baptist tracts was now asked to promote pro-Baptist material almost exclusively. 

Sources indicate that the Tract Society did not comply with the New Yorkers' 

wishes. The petition at the Triennial Convention was sent to a committee, who later 

recommended a separate meeting in Richmond, because the matter did not pertain to 

foreign missions.91 The Convention approved, but the meeting may not have occurred, 

for one historian reports: 

A committee was appointed to visit Philadelphia, and obtain the concurrence of 
the Board ofthe Tract Society. But owing to various engagements, including the 
appointment of its Chairman, Rev. Howard Malcom, as a deputation to Burmah, the 
Committee never met. 92 

According to another historian, long before the Convention, some Baptist leaders-

presumably the same New Yorkers-had already "exerted pressure upon the Baptist 

General Tract Society to devote itself to sectarian matters, but the secretary, Ira Allen, 

[had] refused to yield on that point.,,93 It seems that as long as Brantly and Allen 

89Brown, History, 113, italics added; cf. Stevens, First Hundred Years, 15. Brown's claim that 
the Triennial Convention made these resolutions lacks verification in the official proceedings. Therefore, it 
seems best to assume that what Brown reports as the resolutions of the Triennial Convention were actually 
resolutions presented by the New York City Conference of Baptist Ministers to the Triennial Convention. 

90See Brandy, "Baptist Tract Society," 43. 

91proceedings, Baptist General Convention for Missionary Purposes, 1835, 74. 

92Ibid., 11; Brown, History, 113-14. 

93Charles I. Foster, An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical United Front 1790-1837 (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1960),249. (As proof, Foster cites the 1835 annual report of 
the Baptist General Tract Society.) Having failed in 1834, the New Yorkers may have banked on added 
pressure from the whole Triennial Convention. 
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controlled the Tract Society, these sectarian wishes did not succeed. The Society's final 

transformation into the American Baptist Publication and Sunday School Society did not 

occur until 1840, long after Brantly had left both the Society and the North.94 

Denominational Apologist 

It is clear from Brantly's Baptist efforts that he justified the existence of a 

separate Baptist denomination. Given his great love of evangelical unity, what reason 

could possibly be great enough to justify continued separation? Certainly not simply a 

Baptist party, but Baptist views. He reckoned that "the importance of our views as a 

sect" was "entitled" to an "ascendency" in towns and cities.95 In particular, 

antipaedobaptism-opposition to infant baptism-justified separation. Brantly freely 

confessed, "If anti-Paedobaptism be abolished, we could have no sufficient reason for 

perpetuating any sort of sectarian distinction." Brantly regarded infant baptism as "a sore 

evil.,,96 He thought that perpetuating infant baptism destroyed true Christian unity, for 

"Infant Baptism has a tendency to secularize the church of Christ, and to fill it with 

'unreal members. ",97 But perpetuation is exactly what the paedobaptist denominations 

did. "They regard it," Brantly charged, "as the very pillar of the Church, ... lying at the 

very foundation oftheir church-polity.,,98 Brantly himself had no intentions of 

94The Society's fIrst Sunday school periodical, The Sabbath School Gleaner, appeared in 1841 
(Lemons, American Baptist Publication Society, 8). 

95W. T. Brantly, "Hints to Baptists," CSCI, 13 March 1830, p. 161. 

96W. T. Brantly, "The Common Odium," CI, 31 March 1832, p. 193. For the fIrst part of the 
article, see Brantly, "The Common Odium," CI, 24 March 1832, pp. 177-79. Brantly also considered this 
article suited for his book of sermons (see William T. Brantly, Themes for Meditation, Enlarged in Several 
Sermons, Doctrinal and Practical [Philadelphia: C. Sherman & Co., 1837], 203-17). 

97W. T. Brantly, "Infant Baptism," CSCI, 26 June 1830, p. 410. Brantly based this comment 
on a statement in the British Critic that summarized, "One main cause of the calamitous decay of Christian 
unity, is the practice oflnfant Baptism" (ibid.). One contributor to the Index called this secularization the 
"forced and spurious growth of the infant crop" (Unity, "On the Union of Different Denominations," 49). 

98Brantly, "The Common Odium," 193. When asked for proof by a Congregationalist 
magazine, Brantly noted that Episcopalians thank God for the regeneration of the baptized infant, and that 
Presbyterians make infant baptism a duty of all Christian parents. Brantly then chided the 
Congregationalists for their inconsistency in permitting "their members to treat, what they think an 
ordinance of God's house, with contempt" (idem, "The Vermont Chronicle," CI, 5 May 1832, p. 287). 
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minimizing believer baptism, for he regarded himself under "a sacred duty to contend for 

the faith once delivered to the Saints; and the rites of the Church of Christ are considered 

a part of the Faith."99 

Brantly contended for the faith by opposing infant baptism in two ways. First, 

Brantly defended the traditional Baptist practice of close communion, which he 

recognized as one of the chief offences that paedobaptists cited to bring odium on the 

Baptists. loo Second, Brantly considered infant baptism important enough to speak 

against, and too important to use mere words.101 In all, as the last section will make clear, 

Brantly sought a higher goal than uniting Christians under the Baptist flag. It is subtle, 

but "anti-Paedobaptism" is not the same thing as "pro-Baptist." 

Close Communion 

In 1837, when Brantly addressed Baptists for the last time on behalf of their 

Tract Society, he called "special attention" to the tracts that "stated our reasons for 

declining communion at the Lord's table with our Pedobaptist brethren." This practice, 

commonly called "close communion," had come under constant paedobaptist assault, 

with the result that many of the strongest English Baptists, Brantly lamented, had "not 

only withdrawn from the defence, but have joined the assailants." Of the ultimate end of 

the English course, Brantly declined to predict. To him, the "course of duty" was clear: 

Break down our strict communion in this country, and you break down our 
churches. Communion is a church act, and the church is composed of baptized 
believers. We deny not that the Lord may have churches of unbaptized believers. 
He has not so taught US.102 

99Brantly, "The Common Odium," 193. 

lOoBrantly, "The Common Odium," 177. 

IOIInfant baptism was one of the few Protestant disagreements that Brantly considered 
important enough to speak out against. On other Protestant disagreements, see W. T. Brantly, "Practical 
Heresies," CI, 18 June 1831, p. 397. 

102"Annual Report," Board of Managers of the Baptist General Tract Society, 1837, as quoted 
in Brown, History, 84. Brantly had been aware of proposals to unite English Baptists and Independents 
(Congregationalists) since at least the spring of 1831 (see W. T. Brantly, "Union of Baptists and 
Independents," CI, 28 May 1831, p. 364). 
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Survival, in other words, depended on close communion. 

The history of the English Baptists provides a necessary background for 

appreciating Brantly's concern. In both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, English 

Baptists by and large practiced close communion, but experienced several in-house 

debates about its validity.lo3 The most celebrated debate of the 1600s involved William 

Kiffin (1616-1701) on the side of close communion, and on the side of open communion, 

John Bunyan (1628-1688), the famous author of Pilgrim's Progress .104 In 1778, 

Abraham Booth (1734-1806) published a landmark book on the side of close communion, 

entitled, An Apology for the Baptists. In which they are Vindicated from the Imputation 

of Laying an Unwarranted Stress on the Ordinance of Baptism; and against the Charge 

of Bigotry in refusing Communion at the Lord's Table to Paedobaptists. According to 

one Baptist historian, Booth's real concern lay with the church: "He feared that ifthe 

Lord's Supper, the primary spiritual privilege of church membership, were extended to 

the unbaptized, it would lead to contempt for baptism and ultimately for the church."IOS 

Many of Booth's arguments appeared in the next century, especially in the work of 

Joseph Kinghorn (1766-1832), who debated Robert Hall, Jr. (1764-1831), the author of 

On Terms of Communion (1815). By the end of the nineteenth century, many English 

Baptist congregations "followed the lead of Robert Hall" into open communion, with 

some going further yet into open membership. 106 

Brantly was familiar with the English debate over communion, and promoted 

some of its writings in defense of close communion. For example, Brantly urged his 

103 According to the American Encyclopedia of Brantly's day, the debate over "mixed 
communion" represented the only "material dispute" Particular Baptists had ever experienced amongst 
themselves (see W. T. Brantly, "The American Encyclopedia," CSC!, 30 January 1830, p. 75). 

104For this debate, see H. Leon McBeth, The Baptist Heritage: Four Centuries of Baptist 
Witness (Nashville: Broadman, 1987),81-83. 

105Ibid., 196. 

106 A. C. Underwood, A History of the English Baptists (London: The Carey Kingsgate Press, 
1947),205,207-08; cf. Roger Hayden, English Baptist History and Heritage, Christian Training 
Programme ([Didcot, England, UK]: The Baptist Union of Great Britain, 1990), 101-06. 
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fellow Baptists to read Abraham Booth's Apology, which the Tract Society sold, though 

Brantly himself preferred the title "Vindication" over the poor connotations of an 

"Apology.,,107 One Baptist from Great Valley, Pennsylvania, read it, became convinced, 

and thanked Brantly publicly, recommending the volume for paedobaptists and anti­

paedobaptists alike. 108 Brantly also reprinted much ofthe arguments from Kinghorn and 

Hall, carefully alternating excerpts from each other's books to give the feel of a true 

debate. 109 Though Brantly held Hall in great respect, praising him for his "humble, 

unostentatious deportment of christian meekness and modesty" despite the applause of 

men, the American asked, "But what shoulders are strong enough to carry on 

successfully-a cumbrous paradox?,,11O In another reprinted article bearing the marks of 

a British origin, an anonymous Baptist argued for close communion under the regulative 

principle of a strict Baptist hermeneutic-positive commands require both a text and an 

apostolic example. Syllogistically, the argument can be summarized as follows: 

1. Major Premise: In the New Testament, only baptized believers partook of the 
Lord's Table. 

2. Minor Premise: The New Testament only recognizes the immersion of believers as 
true baptism. 

3. Conclusion: Those not immersed as believers should not be admitted to the Lord's 
Table. 

The author concluded by first noting how visible unity in the New Testament church was 

often associated with baptism, then warning his brothers that "the spirit of laxity" 

J07Brantly explained, "The popular idea of an apology, is a plea in extenuation of the offensive 
character of any thing. The truth has nothing offensive to well regulated minds, and therefore needs not 
any apology" (W. T. Brantly, "Open Communion," CSCI, 12 June 1830, p. 380). 

J08D. E. F., Letter to the Editor, dated 31 July 1833, in ClBM, 10 August 1833, p. 23, which 
was later reprinted in The Baptist Tract Magazine 6 (December 1833): 146-47. 

J09Brantly found excerpts from On Terms of Communion in a two-volume edition of Rall's 
works. As for the other side, Brantly related, "An intelligent gentleman, a member ofMr. Kinghorn's 
church, has recently placed in our hands a complete set of Mr. K.' s publications on the Terms of 
Communion" (W. T. Brantly, "Carvill's Edition of Robert Hall's Works," CI, 1 January 1831, p. 11). The 
interchange begins with Robert Hall and Joseph Kinghorn, "Terms of Communion," CI, 8 January 1831, 
pp. 17-18, and continues in later issues. 

1JOBrantly, "Carvill's Edition of Robert Hall's Works," 11. 
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represented a leaven which could eventually leaven away all the authority of Christ in 

doctrine and in discipline. "There is no consistent standing," said James Dore of London, 

"between being a strict baptist, and returning to the Church of Rome."!!! 

Brantly himself contributed one of his most eloquent compositions ever to the 

communion debate. He wrote his defense with regard to converts, whom paedobaptists 

often dissuaded from joining the Baptists by accusations of bigotry and pride. Instead of 

answering these charges by minimizing communion, as Daniel Sharp of Boston did, 

Brantly put positive importance on communion.!!2 To him, close communion represented 

"a tacit, but not unmeaning rebuke of Infant Baptism." Through close communion, 

Baptists told paedobaptists: 

Brethren, though you are dear to us, yet truth is dearer. We sanction your error by 
admitting you to this Table. If this were our own Table you should be welcomed to 
it. But it is the Lord's Table, and we have no right to make it accessible to those 
who ... are practicing for Religion what the Lord has not instituted. 

In contrast, open communion merely "covers over error with the blandishment of soft 

words, and leaves it as deeply rooted and luxuriant as ever.,,113 

Baptists faced two main objections to close communion. The chief concerned 

"its alleged tendency to unchristian all other denominations." Citing a favorite proof 

text, paedobaptists would ask, "If Christ has received us, why should not you receive us 

also?" (cf. Rom 15:7). In response, Brantly admitted that a bar to communion implied 

fault, but he denied that it classified paedobaptists with heretics. Such "invidious 

IlI"A Scripture Manual of the Tenus of Communion in the Primitive Churches," C/, 19 
February 1831, pp. 119-21; 26 February 1831, pp. 132-35. The British authorship seems likely based on 
the fmal sentence, which refers to a remark from "the Rev. James Dore, of London, to me" (ibid., 135). 

!12For Sharp's views, see W. T. Brantly, "Unjust Imputations Refuted," CSC/, 26 December 
1829, p. 402. 

113Brantly, "The Common Odium," 178. The idea of a "tacit censure" appeared in the 1832 
Triennial Convention, when the body there decided that they should approve the course taken by their 
missionaries to the Indians, even if this approval indirectly censured others, for a avoiding a "tacit censure" 
did not justify disobedience (idem, "The Late Meeting of the Triennial Convention," C/, 12 May 1832, p. 
289). 

Abraham Booth allowed a Baptist to receive the Lord's Supper in a paedobaptist assembly as 
long as the Baptist notified the minister ahead of time that his participation in no way implied that he 
considered their infant baptism to be Christian baptism (see Brantly, "Open Communion," 380-81). 
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comparisons" would have caused him pain, he confessed, for he recognized, "The general 

excellence and piety of Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Methodists, are universally 

known and admitted." But since the Lord commanded His church to maintain order 

through visible ordinances, no church had the right to commune with those not baptized. 

Added Brantly, "Though He may know how to commune with them, he has not informed 

us how we may do it.,,114 The other objection concerned inordinate zeal-making too 

much of baptism. Using his opponents' own standards, Brantly asked them whether they 

would ever hold communion with someone not baptized. I IS Moreover, did they not 

require children to be baptized? Thus Baptists and paedobaptists both considered 

baptism "indispensible," but disagreed on its definition. Turning tables, Brantly charged 

paedobaptists with making too much of their manmade ordinance in opposition to the 

clear teaching of the Bible. If these brethren really wanted unity, Brantly challenged: 

If you think us hard, and uncompromising in setting up a bar against you for such a 
cause as this, permit us to enquire of you, Whether it may not be easier for you to 
relinquish a custom which Christ has not commanded, and thus meet us upon the 
ground of Scripture, than for us virtually to surrender a custom which he has 
commanded, in order to meet you upon the ground of human tradition?116 

While making too much of an ordinance is a fault, making too much of obedience is not. 

At the close of the article, Brantly sounded the same alarm he would give five 

years later about the English Baptists. Open communion would jeopardize the very 

existence of a Baptist denomination. If close communion went, so would closed 

membership and more: 

114Brantly, "The Common Odium," 178, 179. On another occasion, when Brantly noted that 
the independence of a Baptist church was actually "regulated and modified" by "a kind of Jed era I bond 
which connects all our churches," he excluded Paedobaptist churches from this bond because they lacked 
"the same scriptural qualifications" as Baptists to being true churches of Christ (W. T. Brantly, 
"Ordination," CSCl, 5 December 1829, p. 364). He seems to have been saying, that though believing 
paedobaptists were part of the invisible church, there was no Scriptural warrant for including them within 
the visible church. 

115Brantly once made special mention of the Presbyterians' decision that "an unbaptised person 
does not belong to the visible kingdom of the Redeemer" (W. T. Brantly, "Minutes of the Presbyterian 
General Assembly for 1830," CSCl, 21 August 1830, p. 126). 

116Brantly, "The Common Odium," 179, 178. 
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We [Baptists] should hardly dare to name our scruples about baptism if it be no 
longer considered a Term of Communion. Let it be understood that Christians may 
commune without it, and its claims to observation are at once weakened. For if it 
may be passed over by those seeking the Lord's Table, it may be omitted from the 
pre-requisites to church membership, and by parity, laid aside wholly from the 
duties of the Christian life and profession. 117 

By extension, Brantly may also have had in mind the flip consideration. Given the 

existence of the Baptist denomination, was not the question of close communion 

essentially moot? Why should one object to separation at the Table when Baptists 

already met in separate houses of worship? 

Brantly's grave concern over the existence of the Baptist denomination sheds 

much light on his concept of evangelical unity. On the one hand, evangelical unity would 

be based on Truth-the clear, authoritative Scriptures. Second, love for brothers did not 

remain silent about the Truth, but issued rebukes-even tacit rebukes such as close 

communion. None of this meant, however, that Brantly wanted all Christians to become 

Baptists per se. That proposition he had specifically denied in the "UNIONIST" 

declaration quoted earlier. In a sense, Brantly seems to have isolated a principle-

antipaedobaptism-and defended a practice in its support. For now, Baptists took the 

lead. In the future, once this point was cleared, others may take the lead, "speaking the 

truth in love" (Eph 4: 15). 

Polemics over Baptism 

Verbal arguments. As an editor, Brantly faced many controversies. When he 

acted as referee, he followed two main principles. First, arguments should be brief. 

From experience, Brantly knew that the contests of "many theological disputants ... 

degenerate from a struggle for truth to a struggle for victory, and end in a mere strife for 

the last word.,,1l8 Second, arguments should avoid heat. Brantly warned, "When 

ll7lbid., 193. 

I18w. T. Brantly, "The Last Word and the Last Argument," CI, 21 January 1832, p. 48; see 
also Brantly, "On Publishing Both Sides of a Controversy," CSCI, 21 August 1830, p. 113; idem, "More 
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disputants are once soured towards each other, little good cometh out of their 

controversy.,,1l9 Even with these two rules, Brantly advised that Christians should pray 

more and argue less, for every Christian can pray, but "not more than one in twenty can 

argue with great ability.,,12o 

To explain his own polemics, Brantly took occasion from a fine apology of 

Baptist doctrine given by Daniel Sharp of Boston. For Brantly, tone implied weight: 

"Bold slander and insidious sarcasm, are the ordinary weapons of attack or defense, when 

the juster panoply of sound argument and truth fails to be effectual." Should such attacks 

be answered? It depends. "To go after all these idle imputations," Brantly warned, 

"would be a chase of phantoms; but that the more confident and specious ones should be 

met and rebuked into shame and silence, can hardly admit a question.,,121 This principle 

readily applied to the debate over infant baptism, which Brantly often battled with 

satirical irony. He reasoned, "When we seriously consider the puerile evasions, deceptive 

glosses, rediculous [sic] quibbles, and unfounded assertions to which grave men resort, 

for the support of that spurious baptism ... , it is not strange that the friends of truth ... 

Light," CI, 22 January 1831, p. 61. Elsewhere, Brantly remarked, "Truth is usually short and simple, but 
error delights in mazy prolixities" (idem, "An Amicable Discussion," CSCI, 8 May 1830, p. 294). 

Lamenting the usual course of church business, Brantly warned against expecting the end of a 
discussion when no new light can be shed upon a topic, for "the first grist must be ground over, on both 
sides, and pounded, and pulverized until it fills the eyes of all with dust, and hinders them from seeing." 
Instead, Brantly advised those "who have a thirst either for being heard or read-Either to keep silence, or 
to say something better than silence" (idem, "We Must All Say Something," CI, 29 January 1831, p. 77). 
When Brantly anticipated endless "replies and rejoinders," he would sometimes decline to print the first 
blow (e.g., "A Case in the Flint River Association, Ga.," CI, 1 January 1831, p. 16). 

119W. T. Brantly, "Disputation," CI, 3 November 1832, p. 276. He himself was "pained when 
brethren have their feelings hurt" (idem, "Answers to Correspondents," CI, 1 January 1831, p. 16, italics 
original). As a pleasing example of "the frankness and charity of Christian minds, eagerly engaged in the 
pursuit of truth," Brantly cited the baptism controversy waged between Congregationalist Leonard Woods 
and Baptists David Jones and John L. Dagg (idem, "Controversial Comity," CSCI, 26 June 1830, p. 407). 

12o:Brantly, "Disputation," 276. 

121Brantly, "Unjust Imputations Refuted," 401. In reference to political arguments over the 
Tariff Bill, Brantly observed that strong expressions "may answer a good purpose when truth and suitable 
occasions justify them. At other times they are as injurious as ill-judged" (idem, "Strong Expressions," CI, 
2 February 1833, p. 71; see also Brantly, "Grave Senators," CI, 16 February 1833, p. 112). 



should try the effect of repelling levities with levities. A grave argument employed in 

exploding quibbles, is like the using of a crow bar, to lift away straws.,,122 

One occasion for "levities" came from the writings of 1. B. Ayers of 
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Harrisburg, a Methodist preacher of the Philadelphia Conference. Having been galled by 

the recent immersion of over two hundred people in Harrisburg, Ayers attacked 

immersion in his pamphlet "A Discourse on the Mode of Baptism," originally delivered 

on 2 September 1830.123 While Brantly apologized that one "should never enter upon 

[religious disputations] without grievous provocations," he left no doubt that "this florid 

invective against the New Testament," which represented "so stupid a piece of vulgar 

insolence," did in fact provoke him, leading him to try, "if so hot a vengeance is 

approachable[,] ... to discuss and dispel the smoke which surrounds it." From this 

introduction onward, sarcasm reigns. In response to Ayers assertion that apo in Matt 

3: 16 and Mark 1: 10 means "from" and not "out of' because apo is translated "from" 

more times than "out of," Brantly mocked: 

We have here quite a display ofleaming upon a Greek preposition. This 
wondrous word, "apo," will, after all, prove fatal to us Baptists, in the hands of such 
a champion as Mr. Ayars. This Greek particle will brain us as effectually as if we 
had been knocked down, one by one, with a crowbar.-We have heard of various 
methods among philologists for fixing the meaning of words, such as etymology, 
induction, analogy, &c., but we never before knew a critic to resort to Arithmetic to 
obtain aid in such an investigation. The "out o/," it seems, has been fairly out voted 
by the ''from.'' Apo is translated ''from,'' three hundred and sixty times, and "out o/," 
only forty-eight times; and it is therefore "the more likely to be correct." This is as 
splendid a victory as if it had been obtained by augury. Mr. Ayars has seen three 
hundred and sixty vultures, and the Baptists have seen only forty-eight. 124 

122W. T. Brantly, "A New Resort," CI, 19 January 1833, p. 46; e.g., Brantly, "New Heresy in 
Alabama," CI, 10 September 1831, p. 172. Brantly wrote his rationale on "levities" in defense of 
Philoherdius, a Baptist who had written an ironic "defense" of infant baptism for the Index. 

123The immersions were received by former paedobaptists and were administered through the 
ministry of the pastor of the German Reformed Church, Rev. Winebrenner. See, e.g., W. T. Brantly, "The 
German Reformed Baptists at Harrisburg, Pa.," CSCI, 23 October 1830, p. 269. 

124W. T. Brantly, "A Discourse on the Mode of Baptism, by the Rev. J. B. Ayars, of the 
Philadelphia Conference," CSCI, 4 December 1830, pp. 361, 362. 
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The next week, Brantly not only sliced up more of Ayars' arguments, which any "tyro" to 

Greek could see through, Brantly also introduced a new opponent: "A Theologist in this 

city, who is really in many respects a liberal man, and much of a gentleman, but who 

betrays some marks of hallucination ... , has lately informed the world, through the 

medium of the press, that there never yet was an instance in which one man immersed 

another." This gentleman argued, that since the candidate waded into the water, the 

administrator only immersed the top half! To which, Brantly responded: 

We beg pardon for having said that there has been nothing new recently offered on 
the Baptismal controversy. This is something new. It must now be conceded that 
unless the Baptists can raise up a generation of giants, who will possess sufficient 
bodily strength to take up all candidates in their arms and bear them dry above the 
water until they may have attained a sufficient depth, then to plunge them, all at 
once, they must renounce the vain idea of every immersing anyone. Truly this is 
imposing a heavy task on us, and must be considered one of the most overwhelming 
difficulties ever submitted to our discussion. 

More soberly, Brantly pointed out that on this reasoning, paedobaptists also do not 

baptize infants, since some other person holds the child. 125 

Perhaps something more than principle also lay behind Brantly's sarcasm. In 

speaking on Brantly's temper, Manly offered this explanation of his mentor: 

In his intercourse with his scholars, whether literary or theological, there was a 
certain roughness and severity of manner that seemed magisterial, and, to some, 
tyrannical and repulsive. Those who understood him ... were neither offended nor 
grieved; and presently learned to bear it with as little of emotion as might be. To 
such he was gradually softened, familiarly putting on the kindness of a parent, his 
natural temper. The manner above referred to was assumed, it is believed, from the 
abhorrence, which was extraordinary in him, toward pertness, forwardness, 
insubordination, or self-conceit, in official inferiors; nor did he relax, while there 
remained a probability that any of these tempers yet existed to require his severe 
discipline. 126 

Manly's insight offers three helpful hints about Brantly's witty words. First, the person 

he attacked had called them forth. Not unlike his God, who to the pure shows Himself 

pure but to the crooked shows Himself shrewd (Ps 18:26), Brantly gave sincere answers 

125W. T. Brantly, "The Harrisburg Methodist, on Baptism," CSCI, 11 December 1830, p. 369. 

126M., "Dr. Brantly," CI, 9 May 1845, n.p. 
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to sincere inquirers, but pricks to prigs. When one of "his quondam subscribers" in 

Tennessee accused Brantly of worshipping benevolent societies, loving money, lying 

about the effects of alcohol, and basically "mak[ing] religion of men's actions," Brantly 

first cleaned up the man's spelling and grammar, and then pulled rank, "Truly, brother, 

this is a hard accusation to bring against an Elder. You should not suppose that because 

you have escaped burning from rum, that you will always escape. Let me warn you now 

at parting, to fly from the volcano.,,127 Second, just as Brantly expected much of scholars, 

so he also placed high expectation on editors, preachers, and other men of public 

discourse. When the editor of the Presbyterian Philadelphian, Ezra Stiles Ely, whom 

Brantly regarded as "generally a candid and liberal man," denied that baptizo originally 

signified immersion, Brantly expressed surprise, then countered with the learned 

statements of another Presbyterian, and finally sorrowed to "see our valuable friend, so 

regardless of his safety, as to impale himself upon that sharp point, which his own 

Presbyterian brother fixed for reckless blunders in criticism.,,128 Third, in the final 

analysis, it was Brantly's personality to abhor self-conceit. Even church members who 

"appeared to him conceited or unruly ... received pretty much the same sort of treatment 

he gave to his grown-up boys," which led to permanent misunderstanding. 129 

Silent arguments. In conducting his own debates, Brantly often preferred 

silence. For example, Brantly generally ceased trying to convince antimissionary 

Baptists, having concluded, "They would not be persuaded, 'though one should arise 

I27W. T. Brantly, "Anti-Effort," CI, 4 August 1832, p. 78, italics added. 

128W. T. Brantly, "Baptism by Immersion," CI, 18 May 1833, pp. 205-06. 

129M., "Dr. Brantly," n.p. Manly's remark does not imply that Brantly lacked all social grace. 
Regarding his Philadelphia ministry, Brantly was remembered as "that courteous, devoted and able 
minister of the New Testament" (David Spencer, The Early Baptists of Philadelphia [Philadelphia: William 
Syckelmoore, 1877], 195). Elsewhere, a certain Judge Conrad (overly) commended Brantly for possessing 
"the mild benevolence of the Christian gentleman" as well as a "spirit touched with the finest impulses of 
humanity, and an affability of demeanor, which, while it imparted grace to his manner, made him in all 
circumstances, easy and accessible" (Lewis Gaylord Clark, ed., The Literary Remains of the Late Willis 
Gaylord Clark. Including the Ollapodiana Papers, the Spirit of Life, and a Selection from His Various 
Prose and Poetical Writings [New York: Burgess, Stringer, & Co., 1844],8). 



281 

from the dead. ",130 Brantly also did "not profess to be friendly to public disputations on 

subjects of Divinity." He believed, "Those high and sacred themes generally suffer in 

public estimation by the expedients on which dexterous argumentation, is generally 

forced."l3l Sometimes a word to the conscience was better than answering an objection. 

Regarding one man who "stoutly maintained" that Judas would occupy one ofthe 

"twelve thrones," Brantly strongly suspected that the man did not really believe this 

position, but only wished it so, for his "immoral conduct needed such a salvo."132 

Silence over baptism could also plead eloquently. For example, in the 

remarkable revival in late 1831 at Norristown, where there had been no Baptist church, 

Brantly's co-workers, Leonard and Joshua Fletcher, made no speech at the baptismal 

waters. Brantly reported, "The ordinance of Christ was left to speak for itself. Its silent 

eloquence was permitted to have free course to the heart, without any of the hinderances 

which controversial statements might have created." In Brantly's opinion, no argument 

could have been better in "vindicating the way of the Lord."m 

In general, Brantly favored a life of good deeds as the greatest Baptist 

apologetic. He began his work as editor announcing that the days of strong invective 

were over. In the new age, he claimed, "a good life is the strongest argument.,,134 In 

saying this, Brantly seemed to foresee the coming Millennium, when the "good effects of 

13°Brantly, "Published by Request," 198. Brantly quoted Jesus' words in Luke 16:31. 

l3lW. T. Brantly, "Theological Debate," CI, 29 January 1831, p. 70. 

132Brantly, "Disputation," 276. 

133W. T. Brantly, "Special Meeting of the Central Union Association," C], 24 November 1832, 
pp.322-23. In the presence of Christians, Brantly did speak, taking the opportunity on one occasion to 
remind Christians of their baptismal commitment (see Brantly, "An Address at the Administration of 
Baptism," CSC], 14 August 1830, 97-98). 

134Brantly, "To the Readers of the Star," 86. At a later date, Brantly seems to have 
contradicted himself, saying, "The best argument with which a Christian can reply to a wicked error, is to 
hold up the truth." But even here, Brantly closed the article quoting the command of God: "By well doing 
to put to silence the ignorance offoolish men" (idem, "More Light," 61). The Scripture is 1 Pet 2:15. For 
an example of a good life backing a tough polemic, see Brantly's commendation of Clopton and his 
polemic against Alexander Campbell (idem, "Mr. Clopton's Controversy," C], 12 February 1831, p. 112). 
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the Gospel" will make "ten thousand objections now made against the Scriptures ... 

vanish, without any need of arguments at all, like mist before the sun.,,135 Therefore, 

instead of viewing cooperation in evangelical united effort as a compromise or as a rival 

to Baptist identity, Brantly viewed such cooperation as the best argument, both for 

Baptist beliefs and for truth in general. 

Conclusion 

Through his denominational identity as a national Baptist leader, William T. 

Brantly promoted evangelical unity upon the Reformation's principles of truth without 

ignoring the denominational differences over baptism. On the one hand, he eschewed the 

idea that Baptists should lead a faction, because Baptists were too weak in his estimation 

to proceed alone. On the other hand, he tolerated the separate identity of Baptists as a 

temporary necessity, forced upon them by their biblical adherence to true baptism, despite 

the reluctance of other Protestants. While not wanting to lead a faction or party, Brantly 

stood firm against infant baptism, believing that this errant practice eventually secularized 

the church. The significance of this error justified both the separate existence of the 

Baptists and their complementary practice of close communion. In defending these 

positions, Brantly selected his weapons carefully, sometimes using perhaps too much wit, 

but in general keeping discussions civil and courteous. In everything, he considered 

action the best argument-both in the rite itself and in a life of benevolence. The next 

chapter will continue to examine Brantly's view of evangelical unity, focusing on its 

doctrinal boundary and its active benevolence. 

135W. T. Brantly, "Opinions Respecting the Revelation ofSt. John," C/, 7 May 1831, p. 296. 



CHAPTER 10 

BRANTLY AS AN EVANGELICAL 

William T. Brantly identified himself with both the Baptists and with 

evangelical Christians at large. The last chapter explored both his initiatives and defenses 

as a Baptist. The present chapter exposes the limitations of this identity. In Brantly's 

mind, the true boundaries of Christianity did not coincide with a denominational identity. 

On the one hand, some within the denomination either defected as doctrinal heretics or 

remained as spiritually dead members. Such were not genuine evangelical Christians. 

Similarly, on the other hand, some from other denominations more strongly adhered to 

the goals and aspirations of Christ's kingdom than many within the denomination. 

Therefore, in addition to a denominational identity, true evangelical unity also possessed 

a doctrinal boundary and active benevolence. 

Doctrinal Boundary 

William T. Brantly believed in boundaries-in "discriminating lines" and in 

"distinctive terms," which he asserted "are in nothing more important than in 

Christianity." He spoke of three main lines. First, in the so-called "Christian world," a 

line separated professing Christianity from infidelity, which, as one article in the Index 

explained, is the "unavoidable" byproduct of the spread of the Gospel. According to this 

article, which Brantly endorsed, after the Gospel has swept away heathen superstition, no 

alternative remains between embracing and rejecting Christianity.! Second, a line 

lW. T. Brantly, "Infidelity," Cl, 5 March 1831, p. 156. These views are found in an excerpt 
from the January 1831 issue of the Eclectic Review, which Brantly asserted "well expressed" his views on 
infidelity. 

For proof that "infidelity" referred to views making no profession of Christianity, see Brantly, 
"Experimental Religion," CSCI, 27 March 1830, pp. 194-95. On the infidel's "specious display of 

283 
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separated "evangelical religion" from the larger "christendom," which included all 

professing Christians-Roman Catholics, Greek Orthodox, German liberals, as well as 

Unitarians, Universalists, and rationalists. In contrast, evangelical Christians were those 

''whose views coincided" on "Gospel principles." According to his estimates, friends of 

evangelical religion comprised only one sixteenth of the world's population. Third, 

among the "millions who are the outward advocates of Evangelical religion," a line also 

marked off false professors from "true Christians," the ones destined for Heaven. 

Estimating their numbers would be, in Brantly's opinion, ''unwarrantable.,,2 With these 

boundaries in mind, the next two sections will examine both sides of the line between 

evangelical religion and the rest of professing Christianity, leaving distinctions within 

evangelical religion for the remainder of the chapter. 

De:fming "Evangelical" 

While Brantly gave no explicit definition of the term "evangelical," perhaps 

because controversy did not exist then over this term, his usage shows that he defined 

"evangelical" in terms of beliefs, which he called "Gospel principles." Teachers outside 

evangelical religion were "enemies oftruth.,,3 Many of the same groups that he listed 

outside evangelical religion he elsewhere identified as teaching heresy, which he defined 

as "any open and obstinate deviation from those truths of the Bible which have been 

liberality," and his secret persecuting, proselytizing, and creed of materialism, see Brantly, "The Illiberality 
of Skepticism," CSCl, 19 December 1829, p. 385. For an example of an infidel humbled by questions 
about historical dates, see Brantly, "The Hunting-Shirt-Man and the Infidel Coxcomb," CSC!, 20 
November 1830, p. 333. For an example of Brantly's own apologetics against skeptics, see the second 
sennon in Brantly, Two Sermons, Delivered in the Baptist Church, Augusta, Ga. 1st . ... "On Parental 
Duties. " 2d .... "The Judgment of Enemies in Favour of Religion" (Augusta: William 1. Bunce, 1824). 

2W. T. Brantly, "Evangelical Religion," CSC!, 22 August 1829, p. 121. For a similar 
definition of concentric circles, defining Baptists as orthodox, evangelical, and separate, see Thomas 1. 
Nettles, By His Grace and for His Glory: A Historical, Theological, and Practical Study of the Doctrines of 
Grace in Baptist Life (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1986), 14-28. With regard to evangelicalism, see Francis A. 
Schaeffer, The Church before the Watching World: A Practical Ecclesiology (Downers Grove, IL: Inter­
Varsity Press, 1971),61-81,83-87. 

3Brantly, "Evangelical Religion," 121. 
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always consideredfundamental.,,4 Examples of heresy included the denial ofthe 

inspiration ofthe Bible, of the deity of Christ, of the Spirit's influence in regeneration and 

sanctification, and of the sinner's justification before God on the basis of Christ's 

righteousness alone. Such deviations run contrary to "the common sense of Christians in 

all ages." Therefore, in Brantly's usage, an "evangelical Christian" is one who believes 

all the fundamentals of the faith, which are necessary for going to Heaven and which 

have been believed by true believers throughout the centuries. 5 

The fundamental truths ofthe Bible thus formed a fence around evangelical 

religion. Within the fence, Brantly encouraged union. Since their numbers were small, 

evangelicals should stand closely together and "suppress their jealousies." He noted, 

"They have enemies enough to break their ranks without voluntary defections against 

each other." Ifthey must compete, let them compete in good works (cf. Heb 10:24).6 

Within the fence, Brantly also discouraged using the word "heresy." Too often 

evangelicals accused their true brother of heresy simply "because he may happen to 

espouse and profess some sentiment contrary to the views of a particular community of 

Christians-but not contrary to the principles of the great body." For example, calling a 

believer in unlimited atonement a heretic surely ran contrary to "the spirit of 

Christianity," for most Christians would say that the atonement was "general in its nature, 

and limited in its application." Should both general nature and general application be 

4W. T. Brantly, "Heresy, Antichrist, and Similar Expressions," CSCI, 14 August 1830, p. 109. 

5Ibid. For Brantly's list of basic Baptist doctrines, see Brantly, "Reformation," CSCI, 10 April 
1830, p. 236. For the phrase "evangelical christians," see Brantly, "Mrs. Judson and the Spirit and 
Manners of the Age," CSCI, 3 October 1829, p. 214. 

Brantly's day did not invent the idea of fundamentals of the faith. The Second London 
Confession (1677) afftrmed its agreement with both the Presbyterians and the Congregationalists "in all the 
fundamental articles of the Christian religion" (quoted in Nettles, By His Grace, 22). For a statement of 
evangelical fundamentals in Brantly's day, see Lyman Beecher's sermon "The Faith Once Delivered to the 
Saints" (1823), reprinted in The American Evangelicals, 1800-1900: An Anthology, ed. William G. 
McLoughlin (New York: Harper & Row, 1968),70-85. McLoughlin suggests that this sermon "may be 
taken as the essence of the Evangelical creed so far as it had one" ("Introduction," in American 
Evangelicals, 6). 

6Brantly, "Evangelical Religion," 121; see also Brantly, "A Very Excusable Emulation," 
SWGI, 1 February 1837, n.p.; W. [William B. Johnson], "Hints to Baptists," CSCI, 8 May 1830, p. 290. 
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asserted, that would be heresy, for such an assertion lies outside the fence, in the camp of 

the Universalists.7 Another example of possibly misapplying the word "heresy" 

concerned new doctrines. Since doctrinal development is possible, Brantly urged 

examination first. Moreover, since no one stood as the infallible expositor of the 

infallible Standard, Brantly cautioned against quick excommunication: "When the body 

and the head are firmly held, let love cement the rest." Within the fence, union should 

prevai1.8 

Outside the fence, no union should be tolerated. When John Kerr, pastor of 

First Baptist Church in Richmond, Virginia, invited Alexander Campbell-a Baptist 

heretic-into his pulpit and thereby incurred a schism within the body, Brantly took 

opportunity ofthe calamity to warn other churches: 

If the church in Richmond, using the knife of excision, had rid itself at once, of the 
corrupting gangrene which Mr. Campbell spread in it, much less confusion and 
mischief would have followed. And here we take occasion to remark, ... that no 
unnecessary delay of discipline should allow such to remain festering like a disease 
upon the body. If, after admonition faithfully ministered, they do not publicly 
recant their Anti-christian sentiments, they should be immediately expelled, as 
schismatics and disturbers of the peace of the church. 

Then, after citing how First Church of Richmond merely let the followers of Campbell 

withdraw, rather than expel them, Brantly affectionately asked them to reconsider, 

saying, "If [avowed errorists] were too corrupt in doctrine to remain, much more are they 

too corrupt to form a church by themselves." Merely allowing them to separate offered a 

7Brantly may have had in mind Elhanan Winchester, who, he elsewhere said, "maintained 
nearly the same views of the Bible, as those held by Calvinists, with this exception, that he made the 
Atonement to be certain, effectual, and irresistable in its application to the whole human race." Winchester 
also posited "a limited duration of punishment in a future state, with a disciplinary purpose." Citing the 
apostle Paul, who wrote that the damned will suffer "everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord" 
(2 Thess 1 :9), Brantly asserted, "Their perdition then must be as perpetual as the PRESENCE OF THE 
LORD, from which it shall emanate." In Brantly's mind, Universalists did not compose a sect of their 
own, but had much variety in their creeds, and were found amongst "Unitarians, Necessitarians, 
Materialists, Free-thinkers, and the like" (W. T. Brantly, "The Doctrine of Universal Salvation," CI, 18 
February 1832, pp. 97, 98). 

8Brantly, "Heresy, Antichrist, and Similar Expressions," 109. Brantly further cautioned, "It 
becomes us to condemn with modesty and diffidence-even whilst we do it with firmness and decision" 
(ibid.). 
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"very pernicious" example, resting upon no "principle of Church-discipline, or Gospel 

order.,,9 

Heretics 

Behind bold eccentricities in religion, Brantly smelled pride. Without 

humility, many ministers overbalanced the good oftheir "transcendent talents" by the 

"evil attendant upon their eccentricities." Like noble soldiers, they fight with bravery and 

perseverance, but do so out of rank; thus, their "lawless bravery ... threatens the whole 

company with confusion and dismay." Superior talent often walked aberrant paths. Such 

sad facts made Brantly "almost afraid to hear of a great man," for, as an aged minister 

once told him, improved gifts without improved grace will prove a snare in the end. 10 

The case of Robert Robinson, the former Baptist minister in England, who fell from the 

piety of the hymn "Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing" to the "cold delusion of 

Unitarianism," struck Brantly as "sufficiently alarming to all who now hold the Faith."11 

Heresies in particular often originate in pride. Geniuses often grow tired of the 

old paths and therefore seek "ways oftheir own." They even "make the Bible an engine 

to overthrow religion, and again bring in religion to modify the Bible.,,12 Isolated and 

divisive, the true heretic "boldly selects a creed for himself, to the disregard of unity of 

Spirit in THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH.,,13 As an "advocate of error," he delights in 

dialogue, for, as Brantly wrote, "The more people are bewildered, the better for him." 

9W. T. Brantly, "Division in the First Baptist Church in Richmond, Va.," CI, 24 March 1832, 
p. 186. Regarding "gangrene," Brantly seemed to have had 2 Tim 2: 17 in mind. 

JOW. T. Brantly, "Talents Often Spoiled by Eccentricities," CSCI, 13 November 1830, p. 305. 
As living examples of bold eccentrics, Brantly cited Edward Irving, who ascribed to Jesus a sinful nature, 
and "Baptist Noel," who taught a thousand-year reign of Christ in Jerusalem. 

IlW. T. Brantly, "Once Sound in the Faith," CI, 8 October 1831, p. 235. 

12Brantly, "Talents Often Spoiled by Eccentricities," 305; cf. Brantly's source for this idea: 
"Neologism," CSCI, 25 September 1830, p. 202. 

13Brantly, "Heresy, Antichrist, and Similar Expressions," 109. 
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Therefore, Brantly warned, "The spirit of error is no hannless fairy, but a mischievous 

emissary from congregated fiends.,,14 

Regarding eccentricities, Brantly believed that Baptists suffered more than 

other denominations. 15 When persecuted, they stood bold; but now as "great and 

honorable," they apostatize.16 By apostasy, Brantly did not refer to Baptists like James 

Macaboy of Pittsburgh, who conscientiously left and joined the Presbyterians. 17 True 

apostasy concerned jumping the fence, and shaking the very foundations with heresy. 

Such apostasy was causing dissension both in the West and in the South. In Kentucky, 

Brantly noted how "churches have suffered much from divisions, and much, we 

apprehend, from disorderly preachers." In light of "heresy [having] shaken them all to 

the foundation," he rejoiced to hear of a state convention to regulate affairs. 18 Similar 

things happened in the South. In Alabama, one correspondent complained, "Our 

churches are now mixed up into such a heterogeneous mass, that it is hard telling what is 

their faith and practice. Anti-missionary, Anti-Sunday school, are the themes of some. 

Some believe in Universalism, and some that there is no devil.,,19 

In dealing with those outside the evangelical fence, Brantly sought to maintain 

communication through dispassionate conversation. Heresy did not justify heat. For 

example, when Brantly read ofthe 1831 anniversary of the British and Foreign Bible 

Society, at which members discussed in "hot and contentious" speech amending the 

14W. T. Brantly, "On Publishing Both Sides of a Controversy," CSCI, 21 August 1830, p. 113. 

15Brantly, "Talents Often Spoiled by Eccentricities," 305. 

16W. T. Brantly, "Hints to Baptists," CSCI, 27 February 1830, pp. 129-30. 

I7W. T. Brantly, "An Unusual Recantation," CSCI, 27 November 1830, p. 346. 

18W. T. Brantly, "Convention of Baptists in Kentucky," CI, 21 January 1832, p. 45. 

19W. T. Brantly, "What May Be Next Expected?" CI, 9 June 1832, p. 364. For troubles in 
Georgia, see Brantly, "A Case in the Flint River Association, Ga.," CI, 1 January 1831, p. 16; e.g., "The 
Secession of Churches from Associations," CI, 13 August 1831, pp. 102-05. These troubles probably did 
not involve what Brantly considered to be heresy, for he closed his initial notice by exhorting, "Sirs, ye are 
brethren, let there be no strife" (idem, "A Case in the Flint River Association, Ga.," 16). 
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constitution so as to exclude Socinians, he deplored "the vehemence of confusion which 

pervaded the meeting.,,20 Closer to home, Brantly admitted, in dealing with the errors of 

the Universalists, Christians may "have manifested less kindness and charity for their 

persons than severity towards their alleged corruptions." He reminded his readers: 

They are men, as well as we. They too, have conscience, judgment and sensibility. 
We should desire their welfare, and pray for them. By unkind imputations, we 
should not drive them from us so far, as to place them beyond the reach of our 
friendly admonition, and fair reasonings out of the Scriptures. We have the Word of 
God, which they profess to believe, and in some cases, at least, to receive as the 
result of divine inspiration. Ifwe cannot tum them from their errors by a 
dispassionate appeal to this, we may not expect to do it by harsh censure, and 
irritating opprobrium. 21 

In other words, Brantly subordinated tone to truth. For example, when Theophilus Fisk, a 

Universalist from Reading, Pennsylvania, sent the Index an "angry and personal" letter, 

Brantly refused to publish the whole, but excerpted and printed its main argument. He 

even sympathized somewhat with the error, believing that no Christian "contemplates 

with pleasure the everlasting misery of any of his fellow men, otherwise than as that 

misery may be necessary to vindicate the ways of God; and even then he has more of 

astonishment and dread in the contemplation than pleasure.,,22 When a Unitarian lady 

criticized Brantly for repeating the commonplace "Unitarianism is only a halfway house 

to Deism," and offered an eleven-point creed of Unitarianism, Brantly responded to his 

"fair correspondent" with "a respect that shall correspond with its tone and temper." He 

calmly pointed out that while none ofthe eleven articles directly opposed Scripture, they 

also did not tell "the whole truth," for in leaving out articles on the Holy Spirit, original 

sin, justification, and "complete salvation by grace," and in speaking "ambiguously" 

20W. T. Brantly, "British and Foreign Bible Society," CI, 18 June 1831, p. 385. 

21Brantly, "The Doctrine of Universal Salvation," 97. 

22lbid., 97, 98. 
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about Christ, the production fell far short of a sufficient creed.23 In this way, Brantly kept 

the fence up, but avoided trench warfare if possible. 

Brantly fought several heresies. Two stand out for their historical importance. 

The first, German liberalism, appeared in Brantly's day as a foreign phenomenon, but by 

the tum of the century threatened the unity of American evangelicalism.24 The second, 

Campbellism, menaced Baptists mostly in the West and South, having a similar outward 

form, but denying the old truths of experimental religion. 

German liberalism. In general, the fundamentals of evangelical doctrine 

roughly correspond to the doctrines of the Reformation. From this fact, the temptation 

appears of equating the fence of fundamental truths with the boundaries of Protestant 

denominations, such as Episcopalians, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and 

Baptists, as well as Methodists. Brantly did not equate evangelical religion with 

Protestantism, for he recognized the presence of heresy within Protestant denominations, 

especially in Germany. In 1830, German theologians were on the cusp of theological 

apostasy, creating a philosophical and religious movement that has been dubbed 

"Liberalism." Along with others, Brantly called it "Neologism"-a new doctrine. He 

considered German liberals heretical because they were "mostly denying the divinity of 

Christ, the eternity of future punishment, and the inspiration of the Holy Scriptures.,,25 

This latter denial especially led Brantly in another place to charge German "neologism" 

with "HERESY, and ANTICHRISTIAN sentiments.,,26 

23W. T. Brantly, "Unitarianism," CSCI, 12 September 1829, p. 172. Brantly classified 
Unitarians as heretics, for they denied "the divinity of the Saviour, the expiatory character of his sufferings 
and death, and the whole doctrine of regeneration" (ibid.). 

24See McLoughlin, "Introduction," 22-25. 

25Brantly, "Evangelical Religion," 121. 

26Brantly, "Heresy, Antichrist, and Similar Expressions," 109. For Brantly's thoughts about 
German theological seminaries, see Brantly, "Professor Knowles' Address," CI, 5 January 1833, p. 12. 
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This condemnation of German "neologism" did not mean that Brantly 

automatically condemned all expressions of new theological movements. One striking 

example is Brantly's qualified recommendation of English poet Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge's Aids to Reflection (1825; American ed., 1829), which became "a central 

document in the whole Romantic movement.,,27 Coleridge defended Christianity on the 

basis of inner experience. He appreciated traditional doctrines of sin and atonement, but 

categorized biblical inerrancy as "bibliolatry" and a hindrance to true apologetics.28 

Brantly recommended Aids to Reflection on two provisos. First, the presence of 

evangelical doctrines such as incarnation, atonement, regeneration, and even election 

made profitable use ofthe book a possibility.29 Second, Brantly reoriented the book to 

suit his own purposes. Coleridge aimed at a backwards proof of Christianity. In answer 

to the skeptics of Christianity, Coleridge merely said, "TRY IT," and pointed to several 

hundred years of satisfied experimenters. In contrast, Brantly suggested that this method 

worked best at confirming existing believers. Thus Brantly defined the book as "Mental 

philosophy applied to christian experience, ... designed to shew what evidence of the 

truth of Religion, a sincere believer may find within himself. ,,30 Therefore, Brantly did 

not submit to Coleridge's Romanticism, but used it to support the Baptist emphasis on 

27McLoughlin, "Introduction," 14-15. Romanticism claimed to offer "a higher intuitive 
Reason into a realm of eternal truth" than Scottish common sense realism (E. Brooks Holifield, Gentleman 
Theologians: American Theology in Southern Culture [Durham: Duke University Press, 1978],66). 

28For these facts and more on Coleridge, see Herbert Schlossberg, The Silent Revolution and 
the Making of Victorian England (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2000), 144-46. 

29W. T. Brantly, "Aids to Reflection," CSCI, 17 April 1830, pp. 241-42. 

30W. T. Brantly, "Aids to Reflection," CSCI, 24 April 1830, p. 257; see also Brantly, "Aids to 
Reflection," CSCI, 17 April 1830, p. 241. Possible examples of Romantic traits in Brantly's own weekly 
include his reference to "sublime prophesies" (idem, "The Illiberality of Skepticism," 385), his quotation of 
a poem mentioning the "still small voice" (idem, "Consolation," CS, 18 April 1829, p. 61), and his 
republication of the first Baptist tract, which begins with an emphasis on inner experience and feeling 
("Memorable Thoughts, from a Pastor's Common Place Book," CS,9 June 1827, p. 85). For a superb 
instance of a Baptist using the concept of the sublime, see Francis Wayland, Jr., The Moral Dignity of the 
Missionary Enterprise (Boston: Lincoln and Edmands, 1827). 
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experimental religion-an emphasis that helps to explain Brantly's vehement reaction to 

the supreme Baptist heretic of his day, Alexander Campbell. 

Campbellism. As editor of a Baptist weekly, William T. Brantly encountered 

several Baptist heretics. His animadversions upon Daniel Parker, the antimissionary 

originator of an odd doctrine about "two seeds in the spirit," earned Brantly coverage in 

Parker's new "duodecimo publication," the Churches' Advocate.31 In facing Joshua 

Lawrence of North Carolina, another opponent of missionary ''priest craft," who talked as 

ifhe and those like him were "the only pure Christians remaining in the world," Brantly 

tried to ignore the vituperative Fourth-of-July speech, in order to keep its author from 

achieving desired notoriety; but upon request, Brantly published the strictures of Obadiah 

Echols of Georgia.32 In general, the antimission arrogance of so-called "Old School 

Particulars" really bothered Brantly-to think, "They alone are left, and even they are in 

danger of falling before the innovative spirit of the age." He doubted the integrity of their 

claim, for he asserted, "Had our ancesters [sic] ... been such Baptists as these, we should 

not at this day have had an existence.,,33 But of all the Baptist heretics, Brantly regarded 

Alexander Campbell as "the great champion of modem Baptist defection.,,34 Nor was 

Brantly alone in this estimate. The Muscle Shoal Baptist Association of Alabama warned 

its churches to avoid all the "efforts now in operation, calculated to produce schisms in 

the Baptist church." Campbell in particular is cited as "the most conspicuous" in "this 

31After noting the paper's poor grammar, as Brantly often did, he then minimized grammar in 
light of content, saying, "We do not, therefore, fmd fault with Elder Parker for being illiterate, but for 
being anti-Christian in his spirit" CW. T. Brantly, "Churches' Advocate," CSCl, 21 November 1829, p. 
332). Baptist historian Leon McBeth speculated of Parker, "Perhaps no person did more to ftx antimissions 
upon Baptists" CR. Leon McBeth, The Baptist Heritage: Four Centuries ojBaptist Witness [Nashville: 
Broadman, 1987],373). 

32W. T. Brantly, "Mr. Joshua Lawrence," CSCl, 11 September 1830, p. 171; idem, "Published 
by Request," Cl, 29 September 1832, p. 198. 

33Brantly made these remarks about the claims of a new publication, the Signs oj the Times CW. 
T. Brantly, "Signs of the Times," ClBM, 24 August 1833, p. 30). 

34W. T. Brantly, "New Publications," Cl, 17 September 1831, p. 190. 



293 

disorganizing work," due to his "literary attainments" and his magazines, in which "the 

fundamental principles of pure and vital christianity [were] artfully undermined or 

secretly pulled down" for another "ISM.,,35 In Kentucky alone, historians estimate that 

halfthe Baptist churches defected to the new movement.36 Even James Shannon, who 

had taken over the Augusta church after Brantly left, and whose sermon on Proverbs 

13:15 Brantly once praised, eventually defected to the Campbellites.37 

Educated in Scotland, Alexander Campbell (1788-1886) left both his native 

land and its Presbyterianism to emigrate in 1809 to Pennsylvania, where he quickly took 

the lead in his father's fledgling restorationist movement. Even though the two 

Campbells labored for a decade among the Redstone Baptist Association, with Alexander 

editing his periodical, the Christian Baptist, from 1823 to 1829, they eventually 

renounced all denominational ties and sought to restore primitive Christianity to "the 

ancient order of things," under the motto, "Where the holy Scriptures speak, we speak; 

and where they are silent, we are silent." From 1829, Alexander Campbell vigorously 

argued his position in his new periodical, the Millennial Harbinger, which attacked 

Brantly's Index and many other religious periodicals. Ironically, this nondenominational 

reformer eventually founded a new denomination called the "Disciples of Christ," which 

in 1832 joined with Barton Stone's older "Christian" movement to become a large and 

35W. T. Brantly, "A Seasonable Caution," eSC!, 27 November 1830, p. 343. Although it is 
tempting to think Muscle Shoal should be spelled "Mussel Shoal," the spelling is correct (see also Brantly, 
"Review of Associations," CSC!, 6 March 1830, p. 146). 

36McBeth, Baptist Heritage, 377. For more information on strife in Kentucky, see Brantly's 
notice on John Taylor's pamphlet, History of Clear-Creek Church, and Campbellism Exposed (W. T. 
Brantly, "Pamphlets," CSC!, 22 May 1830, p. 332). 

37For Brantly's commendation of one of Shannon's sermons, see W. T. Brantly, "Baptist 
Preacher," CSC!, 18 July 1829, p. 45. For more on Shannon, see Barry C. Poyner, Bound to Slavery: 
James Shannon and the Restorationist Movement (Fort Worth: Star Bible Publications, 1999); cf. Douglas 
A. Foster, Paul M. Blowers, Anthony L. Dunnavant, and D. Newell Williams, eds., The Encyclopedia of 
the Stone-Campbell Movement (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), s.v. "James Shannon (1799-1859)," by 
Barry C. Poyner. 
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influential movement in the Ohio River basin.38 As Brantly so wryly noted, when 

Campbell devoted the Harbinger to "the destruction of Sectarianism," the word 

"sectarianism" really meant "all denominations of Christians except his own party.,,39 

Alexander Campbell certainly fit Brantly's category of eccentricity. Church 

historian Sydney Ahlstrom has characterized Campbell as "a curious compound of the 

rationalistic theologian on one hand and the eccentric and legalistic sectary on the 

other.,,4o Brantly recognized his foe as a "cunning editor," who had such "insufferable 

egotism" that he thought nothing about listing his own achievements alongside great 

American patriots or the king of Great Britain.41 In arguments, Campbell "never 

appear[ ed] to write or think in a serious mood," making his real views sometimes hard to 

ascertain.42 As a leader, this "hero of word-fighting renown" managed to "lead his blind 

admirers upon the implicit faith which his authority alone challenges.,,43 For about two 

years, Brantly openly challenged that authority in the Index, through both his own 

editorials and through articles by men such as Abner W. Clopton, Robert B. Semple, and 

Andrew Broaddus. These contributions leave no doubt about Campbell's status. Brantly 

flat-out calls "what is now known as 'Campbellism'" a heresy, seeing how Campbell "so 

38For the details behind this summary, see Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the 
American People (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1972),447-52; E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in 
America: Christian Thoughtfrom the Age afthe Puritans to the Civil War (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2003), 291-305. 

39W. T. Brantly, "The Millennial Harbinger," CSC!, 13 March 1830, pp. 174-75. When 
Brantly encountered the ex-Methodist Theophilus R. Gates of Philadelphia, editor of The Reformer and 
another opponent of "the christian efforts of the present time," Brantly criticized the man's autonomy: "He 
is under the watch care of no church, in communion with no society, and bound by no discipline" (idem, 
"Vindication," CSC!, 19 December 1829, pp. 396-97). 

4°Ahlstrom, Religious History, 448. 

41W. T. Brantly, "The Christian Baptist," CSC!, 22 August 1829, p. 124. 

42W. T. Brantly, "The Moral Law and the Christian Baptist," CSC!, 29 August 1829, p. 139. 
In one essay, Campbell attributed the "looseness of the style" to the rush for the press. Brantly found this 
appalling, expecting that the author of a document that challenged "nine-tenths of the christian world" 
would "inform us of the pains and attention which he had bestowed upon the subject" (idem, "Baptismal 
Regeneration," CSC!, 18 September 1830, p. 186). 

43Brantly, "The Millennial Harbinger," 175; idem, "The Moral Law and the Christian Baptist," 
139. 
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boldly impugned" many "fundamental doctrines.,,44 In referring to Broaddus' pamphlet, 

Brantly noted how this one-time admirer of Campbell had "detected his quondam brother 

attempting to subvert the truth, and thinks it time now to call him Mr.,,45 After partially 

reprinting this pamphlet in 1831, Brantly himself ceased firing, declaring that his "most 

judicious readers" thought the Index had "successfully refuted" Campbellism.46 

Heresies can resemble a diseased tree, in which a very conspicuous sickness in 

the leaves may only be a symptom of poison in the roots. In Campbellism, the most 

conspicuous heresy concerned baptism.47 Relying upon patristic testimony, Campbell 

began to affirm around 1830 that "the act by which we come to Christ, ... receive the 

pardon of our past sins, [and] ... come into the actual enjoyment ofthe salvation of 

Christ in this present life-is the act of immersion into the name of Christ: which act 

presupposes faith in him." In other words, as Brantly translated Campbell, "Immersion is 

a saving act.,,48 When a sinner undergoes immersion, he passes from one state to another 

state, just as crossing the Ohio River brings a man from one state to another. Before 

immersion, the sinner may have had a change of views about Jesus, and so also a change 

of heart towards him; but unless the man then receives a change of state through 

immersion, Campbell asserted that the man would remain "unpardoned, unjustified, 

unsanctified, unreconci1ed, unadopted, and lost to all christian life and enjoyment." Upon 

immersion, all these epithets switch, assuming the man has faith.49 

44W. T. Brantly, "Correspondents. Mr. Clopton's Controversy," Cl, 12 February 1831, p. 112. 

45W. T. Brantly, "Mr. Broaddus' Pamphlet," Cl,24 September 1831, p. 195. For more on 
Broaddus, who had published articles under the pseudonym "Christianos," see Brantly, "Rev. Andrew 
Broaddus of Va.," Cl, 22 January 1831, p. 64; idem, "New Publications," 190. 

46Brantly, "Mr. Broaddus' Pamphlet," 195. 

470fthe "Eight Items of Heretical Doctrine" (Campbellism) ennumerated by a Baptist 
association meeting in Woodford County, Kentucky in 1829, five mention baptism (see W. T. Brantly, 
"Review of Associations," CSCl, 13 March 1830, p. 162). 

48Brantly, "Baptismal Regeneration," CSCl, 27 March 1830, p. 194. 

49W. T. Brantly, "Baptismal Regeneration," CSCl, 18 September 1830, p. 186. 
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Brantly certainly did not believe this heresy, and found much poison beneath 

the roots of Campbell's baptismal regeneration. 50 First, Brantly accused Campbell of 

making religion consist not of character, but of "a state." When Campbell denied ever 

saying or insinuating that religion is a state, Brantly accused him of trying "to slip 

through the meshes of ambiguity in the term 'religion, ", for Campbell had said that being 

sanctified represented a state, and (as Brantly asserted) "to be truly religious, and to be 

sanctified, are considered one and the same thing the world over.,,51 Second, Brantly 

criticized Campbell for making a change of heart the result of a change of views, instead 

of "the result ofthe Holy Spirit's acting in conjunction with the Word of God.,,52 Within 

this charge lies the accusation of Sandemanianism, which asserted that faith is nothing 

more than mental assent to the facts of the Gospel, or in Campbell's own words, faith did 

not "consist in any thing else, more or less, than the persuasion that the gospel is true." In 

Brantly's opinion, this view made the devil "a believer ofthe right kind."53 Going 

deeper, Brantly's criticism also contained the accusation of Arminianism. When a 

correspondent to the Christian Baptist once ridiculed the "Calvinistic Baptists" of 

Kentucky, Brantly noticed how Campbell-the "cunning editor"-criticized not the 

matter, but only the manner and terms of the correspondence. 54 Finally, as implied in the 

ideas about a state, Brantly elsewhere cited how Campbell's view of the Law of Moses as 

5°An example of Brantly's own belief comes from his summary of the Burman mission. 
Regarding the total number of converts, Brantly reported, "In addition to the number baptized-three 
others who had not received the ordinance, but who gave satisfactory evidences of piety, had died" (W. T. 
Brantly, "A Concise View of the Baptist Mission in Burmah," CSC!, 16 October 1830, p. 251). 

5JW. T. Brantly, "Baptismal Regeneration," CSC!, 18 September 1830, p. 186; idem, "An 
Uncivil War," CSC!, 13 November 1830, p. 317. 

52W. T. Brantly, "Baptismal Regeneration," CSC!, 18 September 1830, p. 187. 

53Brantly, "The Millennial Harbinger," 175. For more infomation on the British roots of 
Campbell's ideas, and especially his connection to the reform movement of John Glas (1695-1773) and 
Robert Sandeman (1718-1771), see Ahlstrom, Religious History, 448 n.17. For a Baptist critique of 
Sandemanianism, see Andrew Fuller, "Strictures on Sandemanianism, in Twelve Letters to a Friend," in 
The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew Fuller [Works], ed. Joseph Belcher (Philadelphia: American 
Baptist Publication Society, 1845; reprint, Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle Publications, 1988),2:561-646. 

54Brantly, "The Christian Baptist," 123-24. 
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a mere political constitution led Campbell into antinomianism. Brantly exclaimed, "See 

how extremes meet! Excessive Arminianism, and Antinomianism are more nearly allied 

than at first we should imagine.,,55 Indeed, Campbell had been suspected of heresy on 

this matter since 1816, when he preached to a Virginian Baptist association that the 

Gospel replaced the entire Old Testament, in all its judicial, ceremonial, and morallaws.56 

The fundamental root of poison, tying all these errors together, was Campbell's 

denial of experimental religion.57 By this term, Baptists chiefly meant the workings of 

the Holy Spirit upon the heart, bringing conviction of sin, regeneration, and assurance of 

salvation: 

It is believed amongst us [Baptists] that there is a HOLY SPIRIT OF PROMISE, by 
which Christians are sealed after they may have come to the exercise of faith, that 
this same Spirit presides over, and produces every instance of regeneration which 
occurs in the world; and that he ordinarily employs the Word of God as the 
instrumental action in regeneration.58 

Based on the operations of the Holy Spirit, Baptists required recent converts to tell "their 

55Brantly, "The Moral Law and the Christian Baptist," 139. 

56Holifield, Theology in America, 295. For Brantly's own defense of the Decalogue's 
authority in a Christian's life as the moral law, see the following series of articles: W. T. Brantly, "The 
Moral Law and the Christian Baptist," CSC!, 29 August 1829, p. 139; idem, "Christian Morality," CSC!, 26 
September 1829, pp. 193-94; idem, "The Law ofTen Commandments," CSC!, 26 September 1829, pp. 
202-03; idem, Editorial Reply to A Subscriber, Letter to the Editor, CSC!, 3 October 1829, pp. 218-19; 
idem, "The Moral Law," CSC!, 14 November 1829, pp. 310-14; idem, "The Rule of Life," CSC!, 16 
January 1830, pp. 43-44; idem, Editorial Reply to Alabamian, Letter to the Editor, CSCI, 23 January 1830, 
pp. 60-62; idem, Editorial Reply to Alabamian, Letter to the Editor, CSC!, 6 February 1830, pp. 85-88; 
idem, "The Rule of Life," CSC!, 20 February 1830, pp. 123-24; idem, Editorial Reply to Alabamian, Letter 
to the Editor, Dated 29 March 1830, CSC!, 1 May 1830, pp. 276-78; idem, "Bishop Heber and the Rule of 
Life," CSCI, 1 May 1830, p. 285; idem, Remarks on Alabamian, "The Authority of the Old Testament," 
CSC!, 7 August 1830, pp. 87-88. 

On the Sabbath in particular, see Brantly, Editorial on the Sabbath, CSC!, 28 November 1830, 
p. 347; idem, "Sabbath Breaking," CSC!, p. 78; idem, "The Sabbath, Moral Law, &c.," CSC!, 7 August 
1830, pp. 84-85; idem, "The Sabbath," C!, 22 January 1831, p. 61; idem, "Query," C!, 28 May 1831, p. 
364; idem, "The Lord's Day," C!, 19 January 1833, p. 46. 

57Andrew Broaddus gave a similar analysis: "The great error which lies at the bottom ofMr. 
Campbell's theory, of the actual forgiveness of sins in baptism, appears to consist in an undervaluing of the 
exercises of the heart, and attaching to external conduct or action, the importance which really belongs to 
those exercises" (quoted in Brantly, "Mr. Broaddus' Pamphlet," 195). 

58Brantly, "Reformation," 236. 



298 

experience" before admitting them to baptism.59 In this way, baptism merely symbolized 

the completed transaction of the heart: 

Immersion in the name ofthe Trinity, is regarded as nothing more than the figure, 
the symbol of salvation. It is not a moral purgation, but the answer of a good 
conscience. To the question-Dost thou believe with all thine heart, Baptism 
answers, yes. It is a most significant answer. 60 

Campbell, in contrast, had no time for such spiritual religion. He wrote, "All men who 

believe and preach Christ, should be able to give a reason of the hope which they 

entertain, by adducing the evidences of the gospel-not by telling their experience, which 

will never convince any body but an enthusiast." Moreover, he asserted (in reference to 

the Baptist use of I Cor 2:5), "A demonstration that cannot be seen or heard, is, in our 

mother tongue, no demonstration at all; and a faith that rests upon any thing called 

demonstrations of the Spirit, and of power which are only felt in the heart, is a faith 

resting upon itself.,,61 To make his point, Campbell told of a slave who would supply 

"experiences" for applicants to the local church for the price of a chicken. The levity of 

the story appalled Brantly. If an infidel had published the story, Brantly would not have 

marveled at its wittiness; but to "find, the conscientious scruples and practices of 3000 

baptist churches, thus caricatured, and exhibited to derision, in a work styled Christian" 

left no restraint to his "grief and detestation." He strongly concluded, "Such an effort to 

discredit all experimental religion, deserves more severity of rebuke than we can permit 

ourselves to administer.,,62 

59In at least two articles, Brantly associated "experimental religion" with converts relating their 
experience: Brantly, "The Millennial Harbinger," 175; idem, "Experimental Religion," CSCI, 27 March 
1830, p. 194. See also the section, "Hasty Admissions," in chap. 7. 

6°Brantly, "Reformation," 236. Brantly here quoted from 1 Pet 3:21 and Acts 8:37. 

61Quoted in Brantly, "The Millennial Harbinger," 175. 

62Brantly, "Experimental Religion," 194; see also Brantly, "Baptismal Regeneration," CSCI, 
18 September 1830, p. 189; and Brantly's footnote in "An Amicable Discussion," CSCI, 8 May 1830, p. 
296. For Brantly's defense of experimental religion, see "Doubts and Evidences," CSCI, 28 August 1830, 
pp. l30-31. 



299 

Alexander Campbell hit at a fundamental doctrine among traditional American 

Baptists when he denied experimental religion. The Muscle Shoal Association of 

Alabama declared experimental religion to be "that which Baptists ever cling to."63 

Indeed, one modem Baptist historian has called experimental religion not only "a 

fundamental tenet" of early Baptists, but "their raison d 'etre.,,64 In this light, Brantly 

seems justified in having identified Campbell not as a reformer, which the latter liked to 

claim, but as a revolutionary. In Brantly's mind, a reformer held to both the past and the 

future; but a revolutionary did damage to the foundation: 

Revolutionists, either in civil or religious matters, are often to be suspected. In their 
harsh attempts to repair the building, they frequently subvert the very foundation . 
. . . As they act under a plausible pretext, they can take advantage of public 
credulity, and proceed to almost every extravagance. Another misery with religious 
revolutionists, is that they never know when and where to stop.65 

By subverting the foundation "under the plausible pretext of restoring the ancient order of 

things," these so-called "Reformers and innovators" prove themselves to be heretics and 

dangerous. Their followers "are left engulphed in the mire of debasing error.,,66 

Interestingly, Brantly seems to have considered schism necessary and, by 

inference, perhaps even beneficial to Baptists. Like the apostle Paul, who wrote that 

factions must occur in order that "those who are approved may be recognized" (1 Cor 

11: 19), Brantly believed that Campbellism flushed out the false professors among 

Baptists: 

63W. T. Brantly, "A Seasonable Caution," CSC!, 27 November 1830, p. 343. 

64Edwin S. Gaustad, "Baptists and Experimental Religion," The Chronicle 15 (July 1952): Ill. 
While Gaustad claims that his concept of experimental religion as mere private religious experience 
expresses the essence of being a Baptist, it fails to account adequately for close communion and historic 
Baptist confessions of faith (ibid., 115, 117). In reality, Baptist churches judged the validity of internal 
experience upon the objective authority of an external Bible (Gregory A. Wills, Democratic Religion: 
Freedom, Authority, and Church Discipline in the Baptist South, 1785-1900 [New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997], 12-13, 30). 

65Brantly, "Reformation," 236. As an example of not stopping, Brantly cited Campbell's new 
version of the New Testament, The Living Oracles (1826). For background, see Holifield, Theology in 
America, 297. 

66Brantly, "On Publishing Both Sides of a Controversy," 113, italics original. 
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Who are the Baptists that have been converted to his new creed? They are such, as 
were previously Anninians, or Sandemanians, such as never stood finn on the basis 
of truth, such as were ready to take up with the first leader of discontent and faction, 
such as always opposed united effort in promoting the spread ofthe Gospel, and the 
advancement of education, and those who through ignorance, become an easy prey 
to greedy error. 67 

Brantly made it clear that he referred here to "thorough converts," not just those who 

partially fell in with Campbell's views. When the Black Rock Baptist Association 

demurred, claiming that they had embraced Campbell's views, but had retained their 

fonner Calvinism, Brantly remained unconvinced, saying of these "Baptists": 

They have embraced [Campbell's] baptismal regeneration, his intellectual faith, and 
his renunciation of Calvinism, and still continue to be old fashioned Calvinistic, 
close communion baptists! They are still four-cornered vessels, though they have 
rounded off every one of their comers! It would take a Chinese philosopher to tell 
how this can be.68 

Just as heresy and truth do not mix, but are mutually exclusive, so heretics eventually flee 

the fold for "refonners" like Campbell, who will give them what they want. Doctrinal 

truth implies ecclesiastical separation-the complement to Brantly's evangelical unity.69 

Active Benevolence 

Within the fence of evangelical fundamentals, Brantly sought a unity greater 

than either doctrine or denomination. He also sought a unity greater than peace, which he 

spoke of as the mere absence of strife. Brantly sought a unity of action-a unity 

empowered by the presence of the revival spirit. Evidence for this search comes from 

Brantly's insistence on purity over peace, and from his respect for "good men" of other 

evangelical denominations. 

67Brantly, "The Moral Law and the Christian Baptist," 139. 

68W. T. Brantly, "To Our Correspondents," CSCI, 3 April 1830, pp. 222-23. Cf. 1 John 2:21. 

69Regarding the future of Carnpbellism and heresy in general, Brantly predicted, "In a few 
years what now is known as 'Campbellism' will be merged in the more vulgar corruptions, of 
Universalism, Arianism, Sabellianism, Unitarianism, &c. &c. There is seldom any thing new in error. 
Heresy has exhausted its invention, and hence most of its modem conceptions, are little else than the long 
exploded theories of ancient corruptions of the Truth" (W. T. Brantly, "Correspondents," CI, 12 February 
1831, p. 112). 
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Purity over Peace 

Brantly ranked purity higher than mere unity. Indeed, effective unity required 

purity. These convictions surfaced in an essay on prayer, written after an early morning 

prayer meeting. During the meeting, Brantly had been contemplating the possibility and 

effect of uniting all true Christians in such devotional exercises. Then the thought struck 

him, based on the command, "Put on your strength, 0 Zion" (Isa 52:1): "ZION never 

more evidently assumed her STRENGTH, than when she resorted to the earnest 

beseechings of prayer." Elaborating in the essay, Brantly conceded that prayer may not 

produce miracles, such as stilling the stormy ocean, but God may providentially use the 

stormy wind to blow the man of prayer into safe harbor. To assume such prayer-such 

strength-Christians needed to unite. Brantly asserted, "A little band united can carry 

terror to the enemy's camp." However, only a pure union could wield such power. 

Uniting errors and corruption would only bring weakness and misery.70 Therefore, 

putting it positively, Christians must unite in the purity of truth and righteousness.7! 

Truth and righteousness remained inseparable in Brantly's theology. 

According to one sermon, "evangelical piety" consisted not in transient feelings or 

excitements, but in "the mind's retention and digestion of the truth as it is in Jesus; in 

obeying the dictates of the Holy Spirit, in the denial of self in all things, and in the love of 

God and man." In other words, truth and righteousness together constituted genuine 

piety. On the one hand, genuine righteousness required truth: 

There will be neither durability nor consistent action in your religion, unless it be 
based upon the truth. Without such a foundation it will become a whimsical 
alteration of cold and hot fits, or else will be superseded by inevitable apostacy. It is 
only when you know the truth and love the truth, that the truth can make you free. 72 

70W. T. Brantly, "Solitary Hours. Zion's Strength," CI, 26 February 1831, p. 129. 

71Brantly advised Christians "to comply with the delightful teachings of the Spirit of God, 
[and] to obey the dictates of charity" (Brantly, "Solitary Hours. Zion's Strength," p. 129; see also Brantly, 
"Things Which Have Been," CSCI, 13 February 1830, p. 104). 

72William T. Brantly, Themesfor Meditation, Enlarged in Several Sermons, Doctrinal and 
Practical (Philadelphia: C. Sherman, 1837), 133. 
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On the other hand, genuine truth implied righteousness. In proving the holy Trinity from 

1 Corinthians 12:4-6, Brantly generalized from the passage's practical aim: "The 

Scripture seldom speaks with a manifest intention of asserting a particular doctrine, but, 

as it were undesignedly, blends its doctrines with its rules ofpractice.,,73 This blended 

nature, in tum, carries an obligation: "Christ commands us to search the Scriptures, and 

we ought therefore to study them with humility, diligence, devotion, and a spirit of 

practical obedience." Regarding obedience, Brantly added, "The doctrines and duties of 

Christianity are inseparable; and as the former are learned the latter must be practised.,,74 

As proof of purity before unity, the essay on prayer cited James 3: 17, which 

states, "The Wisdom from above isfirst pure, then peaceable.,,75 The peculiar order 

within this text weighed heavy in Brantly's mind. Because the purity of truth surpassed 

peace in value, Brantly mocked those who sought peace by excluding the truth: "But all 

colors look alike in the dark.,,76 He himself categorically declared, "Much as we love 

UNION, we love the TRUTH more.'.?? Also, because the purity of righteousness 

surpassed peace in value, church discipline could justify disturbing the peace in order to 

maintain purity. Moreover, Christians should pursue "efforts for a revival of religion" 

even if they should disturb the peace, for the importance of conversion justified the risk 

of division. In concerns over purity, Brantly asserted, "The all-determining question is, 

what is the end in view?,,78 

73Ibid., 107-08. Another sermon states that Romans 7 deserves consideration "not merely for 
controversy and speculation, but for its deep experimental character" (ibid., 307). 

74W. T. Brantly, "How the Scriptures May Be Rendered Profitable to Us," el, 26 February 
1831, p. 138. Presumably, the author is Brantly, even though the anonymous article is single-spaced. 

Behind this article stands perhaps the language of the apostle Paul, who wrote, "All Scripture 
is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable" (2 Tim 3:16). 

article. 
75Brantly, "Solitary Hours. Zion's Strength," 129. The Scripture quotation is taken from the 

76W. T. Brantly, "Those Who Do Not Read," el, 29 January 1831, p. 80, italics original. 

77W. T. Brantly, "Correspondents," el, 19 February 1831, p. 128. 

78W. T. Brantly, "The Value of Peace," el, 8 January 1831, p. 23. 
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As another proof of purity before unity, Brantly pondered the opposite. What 

would happen if peace were the ultimate virtue? Revival and reformation would 

disappear. If everything that disturbed the peace were condemned, the current state of the 

church would become the standard for all time. But did Luther pursue such a course? Or 

Whitefield? If such a course were pursued to its logical end, the "love of peace" would 

become "a mere synonyme [sic] for the love of slumber; and the very sleep which ought 

to be disturbed ... a plea for its own perpetuity." In bold contrast, Brantly asserted: 

It is much better to have half the members of a church awake, though the other half 
are fretting at them, than to have them all asleep together, though in as sweet a sleep 
as ever was enjoyed. . .. That which the more lively members must give up for 
peace, is what they cannot resign if they would, and what they ought not to resign if 
they could. They have nothing to do but to seek more spirituality for themselves, 
and to use their utmost endeavors to impart it to those around them. If it should split 
churches and denominations to atoms, the spark which we hope is graciously 
kindled ought to be fanned into aflame. 79 

But how could Brantly the "Unionist" speak so lightly of division, even within 

denominations? He himselflater testified, "Religious disputes are always painful to 

pious minds when they tend to disunion and jealousy.,,8o How could he disparage unity? 

Despite temporary strife, Brantly envisioned a new kind of unity rising out of 

lively purity. He confessed: 

We think the revival spirit bids fair to produce a more valuable christian union than 
has existed since the apostolic age, and such a one as may be hopefully ranked 
among the signs of the latter day glory; we mean a union of heart and hand in the 
conversion of sinners, not among ministers merely, or bodies of christians, but 
among christians individually; a union which well be felt powerfully, not 
withstanding all denominational separations, and much more powerfully than all 
denominational conjunctions. Baptists, independents, methodists, &c. &c. &c. have 
been hitherto united among themselves by little more than a name; the revivalists, if 
God in mercy should scatter a number of them through his church, in whatever 
sects, will every where be united by manifest character and effort, in heart and in 
soul.8! 

79Ibid. 

sow. T. Brantly, "The Important Case," CI,4 June 1831, p. 359. 

SlBrantly, "The Value of Peace," 23. 
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Here is true evangelical unity-a "union of heart and hand in the conversion of sinners," 

a union of "manifest character and effort.,,82 In the face of such potential union, 

denominational ties were just a name, and splits over purity were justified. 83 

Therefore, Brantly sought union with all those who possessed the same 

benevolent purpose as him, upon the same pure foundation of evangelical piety-truth 

and righteousness. Citing Psalm 37, which (according to Brantly) deserved more 

attention than the declaration of an archangel, Brantly insisted: "Not the Roman catholic, 

not the Protestant, not the Presbyterian, not the Episcopalian, not the Baptist, or 

Methodist, or any denominationalist, but the meek, those who wait upon God, those who 

make all their designs coincident as far as possible, with his designs, they shall inherit the 

earth. More of these inheritors may come from one denomination than another, but the 

promise is to no persons by name, altogether by character.,,84 In other words, Brantly 

sought union with all "good men" from other evangelical denominations. 

A Union of "Good Men" 

Brantly often applied the term "good men" to those in other denominations 

who possessed the necessary qualifications for a pure unity. In a sermon on Acts 11 :24, 

which describes Barnabas as a "good man," Brantly defined this distinction as "a dignity 

which connects man with both worlds, which removes far from him every thing base and 

sordid, fills his temporal space with usefulness, and occupies the period of his probation 

with works which shall impart a true glory to his name." In this definition, Brantly 

eschewed two extremes. On the one hand, he denied the appellation to those whose 

82The essay on prayer described this purity as "the grace of inward purity," which would bind 
Christians together with "the strong ties of mutual affection and kindness." Again, Brantly's view of 
evangelical unity involved the inner affections that bind true Christians together in the "common cause" of 
the Kingdom of God (see Brantly, "Solitary Hours. Zion's Strength," p. 129). 

83E.g., see Brantly's counsel to one Alabama pastor, who had been excluded from his own 
church for keeping a Sunday school and "the Missionary system contrary to the orders of the church" (W. 
T. Brantly, "What May Be Next Expected?" CI, 9 June 1832, p. 364). 

84W. T. Brantly, "Denial of Any Particular Truth Does Not Destroy That Truth," CI, 25 June 
1831,p.411. 
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"goodness" consisted of "not being as abandoned as others, a few acts of imposing 

generosity, [and] some occasional displays of nominal goodness." On the other hand, 

Brantly denied that the label "good" required perfection, for God measured His own gift 

of goodness by "that scale of moderation, which the frailty of sinful beings points out as 

the only correct standard." The true qualifications for goodness include low self-esteem, 

contrition over sin, a high esteem of Jesus and His work, a love for missions and for all 

God's people, and a persevering faith that overcomes the world. 85 In other words, a good 

man is a truly regenerate man, who from his inner spirituality brings forth, by the Holy 

Spirit, much useful activity. 

The two denominations most mentioned by Brantly were Methodists and 

Presbyterians. Of these two, the Methodists might seem disqualified from any pure union 

due to their Arrninian beliefs. Worse, Brantly considered them proud-"in the main a 

worthy people, who would deserve much greater commendation from others, did they 

assume less ofthemselves.,,86 Still, Brantly insisted that good Methodists possessed the 

purity of truth and righteousness. For example, Brantly once asked the Methodist Bishop 

Hedding, "Why cannot Methodists and Baptists agree about the doctrine of Election? 

The Election which we maintain is merely this,-Salvation by Grace." The bishop 

replied, "That is the Election which I too maintain." Using this interchange, Brantly 

generalized, "The truth is this-all good Methodists are Calvinistic in their prayers. It is 

only when they talk about their Creed that they change their tone.,,87 Elsewhere, Brantly 

denied that "good" Christians truly disagree: 

85Brantly, Themes, 292-302. 

86W. T. Brantly, "Calvinism and Arminianism," CI, 24 December 1831, p. 401. 

87W. T. Brantly, "Popularity of Methodist Doctrine," CI, 22 October 1831, p. 258. Not all 
Methodists agreed with this assertion (e.g., see Brantly, "Calvinism and Arminianism," 401). On not 
exaggerating the doctrinal differences between Baptists and Methodists, see Ahlstrom, Religious History, 
442,438. 

Noticing that the term "creed" is not synonymous with "truth" helps to explain the following 
exaggerated claim, which Brantly made with respect to Universalists: "There is many a good man, who is 
good in spite of a bad creed-and there is many a bad man, who is bad, in spite of a good creed." In 
saying this, Brantly may not be referring to the true goodness of Barnabas, but only to the practical 
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We have generally found that good men, when they perfectly understood each other, 
are of the same belief on all the grand doctrines of the Bible. Their disputes are 
caused, either by the imperfection of language, ... or by its misapplication, ... or 
by its total unfitness to convey a just impression of the meaning which one mind 
intends to present to another; or by prejudice ... ; or finally by some crookedness of 
vision occasioned by the undue influence of the passions.88 

Of Brantly himself, Richard Fuller testified, his "religious creed ... was not the faith of a 

sectarian, but a christian.,,89 Given such convictions, Brantly asked rhetorically, "Why 

should good men quarrel about the amount of Christ's achievements,-about the extent 

and capacity of his atoning sacrifice-about the nature of grace and decrees of election, 

provided they possess the consoling assurance of an interest in his great salvation?"90 

Good men should look beyond creeds to the pure unity in truth and righteousness. 

Regarding the Presbyterians, Brantly's category of a good man helps to explain 

his preference for New School proponents of revivalistic measures over their Old School 

opponents.91 The Presbyterians presented a somewhat opposite case than the Methodists, 

for Presbyterian doctrine stood much closer to Baptists than the Arminian Methodists. 

Because of the "the similarity of doctrinal views" between Baptists and Presbyterians, 

Brantly's readers desired to know more of the controversy threatening Presbyterian 

unity.92 As a pastor in Philadelphia, Brantly stood in a perfect position to watch the 

tendencies of beliefs in one's conduct within society. But regardless of how strict "good" is defmed here, 
truth and righteousness did remain inseparable, for Brantly also said that heresy had a "bad tendency," 
which, if followed out, would make its professors bad too. Though Brantly did not regard all Universalists 
as "bad men and women" at that time, in classifying them as "heretics," he made no guarantees about their 
future level of goodness. See Brantly, "The Doctrine of Universal Salvation," 97; idem, "Heresy, 
Antichrist, and Similar Expressions," 109. 

88W. T. Brantly, "Difficulties Attending the Discussion of the Doctrine of the Atonement," CI, 
1 December 1832, p. 337. 

89Richard Fuller, Intrepid Faith. A Sermon on the Death of the Rev. William Tomlinson 
Brantly, D. D.; with A Sketch of His Life and Character; Delivered at the Request of the First Baptist 
Church of Charleston, S. C. (Charleston: First Baptist Church, 1845),32. 

9OW. T. Brantly, "Hints to Baptists-on the Atonement," CSCI, 3 April 1830, p. 209. 

91For a quick overview of the New School controversy, see David B. Calhoun, Princeton 
Seminary, vol. 1, Faith and Learning 1812-1868 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1994),242-53. 

92Brantly, "The Important Case," 359. 



controversy unfold, not only because the city annually hosted the three to four-week 

session of the Presbyterian General Assembly, but also because the controversy itself 

centered on the city's presbytery.93 

On 30 November 1830, a minority ofthe Philadelphia Presbytery pressed 
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heresy charges against Albert Barnes, the New School pastor of First Presbyterian Church 

in Philadelphia, for his views on original sin and human ability, especially as these 

appeared in his sermon "The Way of Salvation" (1829). Having failed both then and on 

19 April 1830 to remove Barnes from office, the minority party then petitioned the 

General Assembly of 1831 to try Barnes on "doctrinal questions," which they "deemed 

... fundamental.,,94 The General Assembly condemned some of Barnes' phrases as 

''unguarded and objectionable," but exonerated both him and First Church. The 

Assembly also recommended a division within the Philadelphia Presbytery.95 By 1832, 

the presbytery had not yet divided because the Synod of Philadelphia wanted to make it 

along geographical lines, while several New School pastors sought "elective affinity." In 

tum, this New School minority complained to the General Assembly of 1832 that they 

could no longer pray with the other party, nor even call them "brother" due to the 

oppression they felt. The Old School party stood unwilling to lift their restraint on these 

rascals, lest they should form their own heterodox presbytery. 

Brantly witnessed most of the debates in the 1832 General Assembly. In the 

Old School camp stood the "ancient" and "venerable" Ashbel Green, who coolly, yet 

determinedly, conducted himself "as an aged gentleman in the Christian ministry." 

Alongside him stood William L. McCalla, who came fresh from a number of 

93The ministers of the Assembly would take lodging among the "wealthier and more hospitable 
families" ofthe city, and would also supply the pulpits of the city, not only among the Presbyterians, but 
also in "most of the Baptist places of worship. " As a result, Brantly reported that Philadelphia's "religious 
community ... are generally delighted and animated by these annual visits from the distant Heralds of 
Gospel Truth" (W. T. Brantly, "General Assembly," CSCI, 29 May 1830, p. 348). 

94W. T. Brantly, "General Assembly of Presbyterians," CI, 28 May 1831, p. 346. 

95W. T. Brantly, "The Adjustment of the Case," CI, 4 June 1831, p. 367. 
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controversial battles and exhibited a temper more in keeping with "the hot strifes of 

political clubs, than to the grave sanctity of a Christian assembly.,,96 Among the New 

School plaintiffs stood the principal speakers, Thomas McAuley and Thomas Skinner, 

along with their compatriots Albert Barnes, Ezra Stiles Ely, and John L. Grant.97 Even 

before the debates, Brantly knew that two obstinate parties stood before him. He had 

foreseen a division corning during the Barnes trial the year prior, and had even regarded 

Barnes's installation as "a triumph gained over the dominion of Creeds and Articles.,,98 

Brantly now acknowledged that the division ran deeper than strife over some doctrines; it 

also involved new measures and evangelical unity. Perhaps borrowing the language of 

one of his correspondents, Brantly dubbed Ashbel Green "the leading patron of High 

Church prerogatives," saying that he seemed honestly to think that "Presbyterianism 

should be set above every other form ofthe Christian Religion." On the other side stood 

men whose churches had been "greatly blessed by the spirit of Revivals" during the past 

year, and whose "whole aim appear[ ed] to be the advancement of the Saviour's cause on 

earth." They were "more accommodating in sentiment, and more abundant in charity, 

towards the brethren of other persuasions, than those who claim to be the exclusive 

advocates of high church principles.,,99 Here then stood Brantly's two types of union-

96W. T. Brantly, "Presbyterian Difficulties," CI, 2 June 1832, p. 337. McCalla had earlier 
debated Alexander Campbell and a Unitarian, Mr. Lane. Brantly did not sanction McCalla's "bullying 
style" or debates on divinity (see W. T. Brantly, "Theological Debate," CI, 29 January 1831, p. 70). 

97Brantly, "Presbyterian Difficulties," 337. For a review of some New School Presbyterian 
churches in Philadelphia, see Ezra Stiles Ely, "Narrative of the State of Religion in Several Churches under 
the Care of the Presbytery of Philadelphia," CI, 26 May 1832, pp. 322-23, which was taken from the 
Philadelphian. Ely notably left out Second Church, where Green ministered. 

98Brantly, "General Assembly of Presbyterians," 346; idem, "Presbytery of Philadelphia," 
CSCI, 10 July 1830, p. 31. Brantly admitted that as far as he could judge "the Presbyterian Confession of 
faith and Mr. Barnes are at variance" (idem, "Presbytery of Philadelphia," 3l.). 

99Brantly, "Presbyterian Difficulties," 337-38. Brantly may have taken his terminology from a 
Presbyterian correspondent, whose letter appeared later in the same issue. The correspondent described the 
"elective affmity" as a choice "regulated chiefly by views of ecclesiastical policy and the measures to be 
pursued for the conversion of sinners." Elaborating, he claimed, "A sort of high and low-churchism is now 
the prominent division among Presbyterians." Regarding the General Assembly, he added, "Nearly all the 
members of the present Assembly, who are known as revival men, are in favor of the division of the 
Philadelphia Presbytery, and of liberal measures generally. They appear to set the kingdom of Christ 
above every ism on earth" (Letter to the Editor, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, CI,2 June 1832, p. 349). 
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the denominational union and the new union of revival spirit. His final assessment of the 

two parties bears quoting in full, for it strongly resembles his category of a "good man": 

If the High-toned party be struggling for the fundamental principles of the Gospel; 
and if they, in doing so, are maintaining the very grounds on which we as Baptists 
love to stand, then it should grieve us, to see that party losing favor. But if the other 
side should happen to have the Lord more manifestly with them, and if their spirit 
and action, have, in our view, a stronger affinity with the truth, then it becomes us to 
rejoice at their success. By their fruits we may know both. IOO 

In other words, ifthe question is really one of heresy, in crossing over the evangelical 

fence of Gospel truth, or in deviating from Calvinistic doctrines, then Brantly approved 

the controversy. But if (as he really did believe) no heresy appeared, then Brantly 

favored a new union around the "spirit and action" of true revival. Between the two lay 

no middle ground, for Brantly recognized that the Philadelphia division must also divide 

the whole denomination, if not formally, then for sure substantially.lOl The Philadelphia 

Presbytery did divide in 1832, and so did the entire denomination in 1837. 

In assessing Brantly's early endorsement of some New School Presbyterian 

pastors, caution should be exercised about its precise meaning. On the one hand, 

Brantly's endorsement did not imply that he adhered to New School theology. What 

Barnes allegedly denied, Brantly affirmed. Moreover, as seen in chapter 6, Brantly 

openly criticized New Haven metaphysics. 102 Apparently, the New School variants fell 

within the evangelical fence, for Brantly did not break fellowship with the New School 

men as if they were heretics. On the other hand, Brantly did react strongly to Green's 

denominational bigotry. Brantly fully sympathized with the New School zeal for active 

benevolence. Thus, the real division lay not with doctrine or even denominations, but 

with favor or opposition to the revival spirit of benevolent, active goodness. 

lOOBrantly, "Presbyterian Difficulties," 338. 

lOIIbid., 338. 

lO2E.g., W. T. Brantly, "The Application of Metaphysics to Theology," CI, 3 March 1832, pp. 
129-30; cf. Ashbel Green, "Classification of Presbyterians, in Regard to Doctrine," CI, 17 September 1831, 
p. 183; and "Metaphysics," CI, 25 May 1833, pp. 327-28, which Brantly reprinted from the Presbyterian. 
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Here lie the historical roots of modem American evangelicalism. Two parties 

existed at that time within the Protestant denominations-the "high church" party of 

denominational pride and the "evangelical" party of revival spirit and activity. Albert 

Barnes called these divisions ''hierarchical'' and "evangelicaL" Robert F. Baird, another 

contemporary, classified all American denominations as either "Evangelical" or 

"Unevangelical," with the former divided by Calvinistic or Arrninian theology.103 In 

Brantly's eyes, "High Churchman" seemed to correspond automatically with 

"laziness."lo4 In viewing the present denominations, Brantly lamented "the constant 

tendency of the human mind to withdraw its attention from the essential parts of religion 

and fix it upon circumstances." How amazing that Protestants drew swords over "mock 

devotions" and "a few ceremonies," when lectures on moral philosophy and "cold and 

unmeaning prayers" drew no notice! Christians should be shocked to see "all the 

members of a particular church [living] in a state of inactivity, doing nothing at all for the 

advancement of the Redeemer's kingdom."lo5 True evangelical unity arose from a pure 

heart's desire to join with other Christians in prayers and efforts to further the Kingdom 

of God. 

Interestingly, for all his defense of new measures and benevolent societies, 

Brantly did not fundamentally labor for outward reformation. When Alexander Campbell 

once called on Brantly to define publicly his idea of "reformation," seeing how Brantly 

appeared inconsistent in advocating the "good old way" while also complaining about the 

103McLoughlin, "Introduction," 5. 

104Brantly made this comparison in reference to The Churchman, an Episcopal paper in New 
York (W. T. Brantly, "The Churchman," CI, 11 May 1833, p. 298). 

105W. T. Brantly, "Practical Heresies," CI, 18 June 1831, p. 397, italics original. Even within 
his own denomination, Brantly spoke of two parties. Regarding 1831 statistics, Brantly praised Baptists in 
New York where "the record of practical effort has been ample," but he lamented the "inertness" of states 
like Delaware where "the anti-effort spirit is dominant." His conclusion was simple: states exerting effort 
grew dramatically larger in percentage than the anti-effort states. By their fruits, he knew them. See 
Brantly, "State of the Churches for 1831," CI, 17 March 1832, p. 161. 
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"inefficiency" of the "present order of things," Brantly responded by first sketching the 

faith and practice of the Baptists, before concluding: 

This is a concise view of that "Order of things" to which we are attached, not 
merely because it is old, but because it is true. The "inefficiency" of which we 
complain, does not originate in any defect of our system, but in its defective use and 
application .... 

The reformation which we should be pleased to see, and to which we endeavor 
to make these pages subservient, consists barely in one article; and that is, the more 
exact conformity of Christian practice, to that ''present order of things" which has 
been briefly sketched above. It is not new systems that we need, it is new hearts. 

In other words, by "reformation," Brantly desired a permanent revival. The doctrine and 

denominational obedience were present; but where was the revival spirit, which would 

carry evangelicals along to a reformation of active benevolence? 

Brantly did not live to see such a reformation among American Baptists. 

Among them, some of the same tendencies appeared that had already begun to destroy 

the evangelical unity among the Presbyterians. The "High Church" mentality of Ashbel 

Green, which set Presbyterianism above other evangelical denominations, now appeared 

among the Baptists and division ensued. The final chapters will seek to explain the 

twofold nature ofthat division, which eventually sent William T. Brantly, the Southern 

unionist, back home with a troubled heart. 

Conclusion 

At the beginning ofthe last chapter, two questions were asked-the first 

pertaining to Brantly's conception of evangelical unity, and the second, to his primary 

identity. Answers now appear for both questions. 

First, Brantly saw no unity possible outside the fence of fundamental doctrine. 

All heretics must be excluded from the church. Within the fence, Brantly saw very little 

that demanded separation. The glaring exception was infant baptism, which must be 

vigorously opposed, both in the press and at the Lord's Table, because ofthe rite's bad 

tendency to undermine the fundamentals of salvation. But even in opposition, Brantly 

remained acutely sensitive to his tone and manners. He recognized that true spiritual 
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unity went way beyond common rituals or the fundamentals of the faith, on which unity 

built. True unity was a positive achievement-a pure unity of revival spirit in truth and 

righteousness-a unity that produced good works. Union with "good men" of revival 

spirit excited Brantly, regardless of their denomination. 

Therefore, regarding Brantly's primary identity, he was not first or foremost a 

Baptist. He himself chose the identity "Unionist"-one who shunned party spirit and all 

high-churchmanship, in order to labor wholeheartedly with other "good men" in the good 

works ofthe Kingdom, regardless of who received the honor as leader. In truth, Brantly's 

"Unionist" ambitions outweighed his denominational allegiances; therefore, Brantly may 

justly be called a Baptist evangelical. 



CHAPTER 11 

SECTIONALISM AND SLAVERY 

Three changes among American Baptists prepared the way for open disunity in 

1837. First, the Triennial Convention reorganized in 1826, becoming essentially a 

national missionary society under the control of Baptists around Boston, Massachusetts. 

This reorganization did not cause disunion, for the Convention rebounded remarkably 

well; but the Board's relocation to New England and the full adoption ofthe society plan 

created the possibilities for the organizational strife of 1836 and 1837. Second, despite 

the ostensibly strong revivals of 1830-31, Brantly thereafter lamented the growing decline 

of genuine piety and the rise of discord among Christian brothers. Third, beginning in 

1833, agitation about slavery threatened to capsize the American Baptist ship. By means 

of a policy of silence, the Triennial Convention appeared to weather the storm, only to be 

damaged unexpectedly on the shoals of sectarian pride.! 

Against this background of sectionalism and slavery, William T. Brantly faced 

some large questions. As a moral crusader against temperance, would he join with the 

abolitionists against slavery? Or, as a Southerner ministering in the North, would he 

IFor information on American Baptists and slavery, see C. C. Goen, Broken Churches, Broken 
Nation: Denominational Schisms and the Coming of the Civil War (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 
1985); John Lee Eighmy, Churches in Cultural Captivity: A History of the Social Attitudes of Southern 
Baptists, rev. ed. (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1987); Mary Burnham Putnam, The 
Baptists and Slavery, 1840-1845 (Ann Arbor, MI: George Wahr, 1913); Thomas Richard Cheatham, "The 
Rhetorical Structure of the Abolitionist Movement within the Baptist Church, 1833-1845" (Ph.D. diss., 
Purdue University, 1969); and Ricky McClatchy, "The Demise of the ArItislavery Movement among 
Baptists in America, 1783-1830" (Ph.D. diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1990). For 
more general overviews of the slavery controversy, see Mitchell Snay, Gospel of Disunion: Religion and 
Separatism in the Antebellum South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Victor B. Howard, 
Conscience and Slavery: The Evangelistic Calvinist Domestic Missions, 1837-1861 (Kent, OH: The Kent 
State University Press, 1990); Arthur Young Lloyd, The Slavery Controversy: 1831-1860 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1939); and Gilbert Hobbs Barnes, The Antislavery Impulse 1830-1844 
(New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1933). 
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follow the Board's policy of silence? He chose the latter, viewing temperance as a moral 

issue, and slavery as a political issue. In doing so, Brantly followed the line of reasoning 

he had already manifested in other political issues-namely, of basing unity on a "spirit 

of compromise." He later repeated this course in 1837, but failed to achieve his goal. 

Initial Sectionalism 

The "Great Reversal" of 1826 

American Baptists in the early republic had two basic structures for organized 

effort-associations representing churches, and societies representing individuals. The 

Triennial Convention, despite its name, began as a society for foreign missions, having 

no authority to represent churches.2 Individuals became members by paying dues, which 

were often furnished for them by smaller, local societies. Over time, the Convention's 

sole agent, Luther Rice, along with several friends, began pushing for a genuine 

denominational structure, centralized in the nation's new capital city.3 To achieve this 

centralization, several entities sprang up in Washington, D.C.-a tract society, two 

publications, and, most notably, Columbian College, the showcase of the 1823 Triennial 

Convention in that city.4 That year, the Convention requested William Staughton, the 

corresponding secretary and president of the College, to move to Washington. This move 

in effect brought the Board to Washington. 5 In addition, the 1823 Triennial Convention 

also urged the formation of state conventions, leading many to expect that the next 

2Winthrop S. Hudson, "Stumbling into Disorder," Foundations 1 (April 1958): 46; G. Thomas 
Halbrooks, "Francis Wayland and 'The Great Reversal,'" Foundations 20 (July-September 1977): 201-02. 
William H. Brackney contends that the Triennial Convention was a convention, which was "more than a 
mass gathering, less than a legislature, and it carried the fullest popular support" ("The General Missionary 
Convention of the Baptist Denomination, 1814-1845: An American Metaphor," BHH 14 [July 1989]: 14). 

3Brackney, "General Missionary Convention," l3-15. Regarding Washington, DC, Brackney 
notes, "Baptists were pioneer denominationalists, realizing the peculiar advantages of that city" (ibid., 15). 

4William H. Brackney, "Triumph of the National Spirit: The Baptist Triennial Conventions, 
1814-1844," ABQ 4 (June 1985): 172. 

5Frank K. Means, "History of the Triennial Baptist Convention," TMs (photocopy), p. 18, 
Special Collections, Jenkins Research Library, International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, Richmond, Virginia, 1946. 
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Triennial Convention would form a true general convention, in which local associations 

and state conventions would form a hierarchical structure of equal representation. 6 

Instead of achieving united support, the convention idea faced opposition from 

both New York and Massachusetts, beginning in 1824. In New York, two organizations 

competed for missionary dollars-the Hamilton Baptist Missionary Society (1807) and 

the state convention (1821). Instead of duplicating efforts, the state convention proposed 

a union under its auspices. Surprisingly, the opposite occurred. The state convention 

adopted the constitution ofthe Hamilton Society, but kept the convention label. Three 

characteristics apparently made the society model more appealing: superior fund-raising, 

control by the few, and the continued independence of the fledging Hamilton Literary and 

Theological Institution.7 In Massachusetts, a regional standing committee of the 

Triennial Convention became alarmed over the exhausted mission treasury. Because 

Rice seemed preoccupied with Columbian College, the committee refused to let Rice 

raise funds in their area unless they received full control of foreign missions. The Board 

complied, authorizing both a treasurer and corresponding secretary as well. Eventually, 

Massachusetts concluded that the fault lay not only with Rice, but also with the idea of a 

convention, for a convention divided interests too thin, leaving foreign missions to suffer. 

Together with New York, which had held a pre-convention meeting in Utica, these two 

states comprised just over half of the approximately seventy delegates to the 1826 

Triennial Convention-the very first that Brantly participated in personally.8 

Two men stood out in the 1826 Triennial Convention, which met from April 

26 to May 9 at Oliver Street Baptist Church in New York City. The first, Luther Rice, 

faced a cloud of suspicion. For years he had managed the finances for both Columbian 

6Hudson, "Stumbling into Disorder," 47-48. 

7Ibid., 48-50. 

8G. Thomas Halbrooks, "Francis Wayland and 'The Great Reversal,'" Foundations 20 (July­
September 1977): 203,205,207. Hudson reports an even greater percentage ("Stumbling into Disorder," 
51). 



College and the Triennial Convention, often taking money from the latter to keep the 

former afloat. In the last year, he had become involved in "some risky real estate 

ventures," which also failed. 9 Thus, with embarrassing debts, with a convention not 

located in Washington (as originally planned), and with the recent deaths of his 
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supporters-Thomas Baldwin and Richard Furman-Rice faced the Convention severely 

disadvantaged. Even Staughton had joined the opposition in September 1825, the same 

year that the College's theological department moved to Newton, Massachusetts. lO The 

leader of the opposition was Francis Wayland, Jr. (1796-1865), the youthful pastor of 

First Baptist Church in Boston and author of the celebrated sermon "The Moral Dignity 

ofthe Missionary Enterprise" (1823). At first, Wayland had supported the idea ofa 

convention, advocating it under the pseudonym "Backus" in the American Baptist 

Magazine. Later, as a member of the standing committee in Boston, he had drafted a 

report, suggesting that Rice be removed and the Board moved to Boston. Later still, he 

had concluded that the Convention must cut off extraneous endeavors and become once 

again a one-purpose society.ll Accordingly, at the Convention, "Mr. Wayland earnestly 

participated," as one witness testified, "and by his cool, conclusive reasonings, 

contributed largely to the wise results which were ultimately reached .... In fact, he did 

more than any other man to secure the separation of the college from the Convention.,,12 

9Brackney, "Triumph," 173. 

l°For Rice's disadvantages, see Halbrooks, "Francis Wayland and 'The Great Reversal,'" 206-
07; and John C. Hillhouse, Jr., "Caucus Politics: Obadiah Brown's 'Heath Group' at the Baptist Triennial 
Convention of 1826," Foundations 16 (January-March 1973): 16. Hillhouse argues that Brown and 
political favors were also responsible for the scandalous dealings, but that Rice willingly became a 
scapegoat to keep the College out of the courts (Hillhouse, "Caucus Politics," 15-20). 

IlHa1brooks, "Francis Wayland and 'The Great Reversal,'" 197-98,203-04,205. To explain 
Wayland's apparent inconsistency in changing positions so fast, Halbrooks points to Wayland's intense 
concern for success (ibid., 200) and to his pragmatic experimentation upon a few basic principles (ibid., 
212). In short, Wayland was not a theologian, but a pragmatist, whose "unique moralistic and 
individualistic point of view" led him to believe that "proper organization would result in success" (ibid., 
212). Both Halbrookes and Hudson agree that the changes of 1826 proceeded not from "biblical or 
theological precepts" (ibid., 212; cf. Hudson, "Stumbling into Disorder," 59). 

12This quote of Baron Stow comes from Hudson, "Stumbling into Disorder," 55. 
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Rice faced the opposition boldly, asking on the Convention's opening day that 

a committee inspect both his personal life and his conduct towards both the Convention 

and the College. Appointed to this committee were eleven men, including not only the 

Convention's president, Robert B. Semple, but also the three Georgia representatives, 

Abner Davis, Jesse Mercer, and William T. Brantly, who had recently moved to 

Philadelphia. The committee reviewed Rice, but did not report until the end of the 

following week. One historian claims that "delaying tactics" kept most of the committees 

from reporting, in order that "behind-the-scenes maneuvers" could insure that report after 

report discredited Rice. 13 The committee investigating Rice eventually reported, and the 

Convention subsequently declared Rice guilty of "many imprudencies [sic]" and of being 

"a very loose accouutant [sic]," but cleared him of all charges of "immoral conduct.,,14 In 

the end, the accusations worked. The Northern axis apparently achieved all their goals: 

Rice became agent for Columbian College alone; all ties were severed with Columbian 

College; the Board relocated to Boston; and the Convention once again became a society, 

concentrating only on foreign missions. IS On the final day, in the face of antimission 

fears of centralized domination, the Convention resolved, "In accordance with its fonner 

views, and with well known and long established Baptist principles, this Convention 

cannot exercise the least authority over the government ofthe churches.,,16 Thus, the so-

called "great reversal" had succeeded. 

13Ibid.,56-57. Hudson marvels, "It is difficult to believe that any group of Christians could 
have set out in cold blood to blacken the reputation of one of their colleagues, but it is equally difficult to 
read the evidence concerning the attack upon Rice and reach any other conclusion" (ibid., 56). 

14Proceedings o/the Fifth Triennial Meeting o/the Baptist General Convention, Held in New­
York, April, 1826 (Boston: Lincoln & Edmands, 1826), 18. For the committee's report, see p. 29 of those 
proceedings. Brantly himself later described Rice as having an "improvident head, and by no means a 
wrong heart" (W. T. Brantly, "Hints to Baptists," CSC!, 27 February 1830, p. 129). 

15For the three objectives, see Hudson, "Stumbling into Disorder," 55-56; Halbrooks, ''Francis 
Wayland and 'The Great Reversal,'" 205-06; cf. Brackney, "Triumph," 173. 

16Proceedings, Baptist General Convention, 1826,20. 



At least two results came from the 1826 Convention that strongly affected 

Brantly's career. First, 1826 marked a new beginning of sectionalism within the 

Convention. Leadership switched from a national center to several regional hubs. As 
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proof, one historian has pointed to the Boston Board, the Philadelphia tract society, and 

the New York home mission society, which began in 1832.17 In addition, the Latter-Day 

Luminary ceased and the Columbian Star relocated to Philadelphia, where Brantly 

became editor. Regarding the new sectionalism, the question remained, would the 

regional hubs work in harmony, or would they occasion future strife? Second, along with 

a new era in the Convention came a new set of leaders-a second generation in the 

Convention. Instead of Furman, Baldwin, and shortly thereafter Staughton and Semple, 

new leaders arose-most notably, Francis Wayland, Jesse Mercer, and Spencer Cone, the 

host pastor of the 1826 Convention, who was another "strenuously active" proponent of 

separation from Columbian College.18 Though not as prominent as these leaders, Brantly 

and Dagg certainly qualified as two outstanding new leaders from the Philadelphia hub. 19 

Sectional Harmony despite 
Southern Unrest 

After the disruption of 1826, Baptists once again achieved unity-this time by 

means of sectional harmony, instead of national unison. For illustration of this fact, one 

might compare the fates of Columbian College and home missions, both excised in the 

"great reversal." Regarding the first, the 1826 Triennial Convention sought to restore 

17William H. Brackney, "Two Sides of the Coin: The Interplay of Regional Leadership in 
Baptist National Life," ABQ 8 (March 1989): 26-27. 

18Edward W. Cone and Spencer W. Cone, Some Account of the Life of Spencer Houghton 
Cone: A Baptist Preacher in America (New York: Livermore & Rudd, 1856),307. 

19Previously, Brantly had served on the Standing Committee in the South, along with Jesse 
Mercer, William B. Johnson, Adiel Sherwood, I. Milner, Iveson L. Brooks, and Abner Davis (Means, 
History of the Triennial Baptist Convention, 18). Brantly'S newfound status achieved national recognition 
through the publication of his sermon before the 1828 Board for Foreign Missions. Based on Phil 2:16, 
Brantly had argued, "The spirit of Christianity, and the desire of its extension, are inseparable." The editor, 
after "careful perusal," decided he could not abridge any of its "important matter," and so recommended 
that it to be read in churches lacking a regular minister (see "Rev. Mr. Brantly's Discourse," ABM 8 
[August 1828]: 225-31). 
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"public confidence" in the College by appointing a committee of five over the school's 

financial concerns.20 William T. Brantly, one ofthe five, later added his pen to the 

peacemaking rescue, revealing in his inaugural editorial his desire to promote both 

education and missions. Instead of overreacting to past failure, he wrote that Baptists 

should "appropriate the truth which has been bought at so dear a rate, to plans of future 

usefulness.,,21 Moreover, instead of starting fresh, which would be easier, Baptists should 

fast and pray for the College, as some South Carolinians have done. Finally, instead of 

laying "the whole heft ofthe odium ... upon any individual" (namely, Luther Rice), the 

whole denomination should rise to life the shame.22 At first, the rescue appeared 

successful. In 1829, Brantly reported that the College had manageable debt and two 

excellent professors, but only lacked students.23 A sufficient number of students never 

came, for regional schools in the North took preeminence and Southerners found more 

appeal in practical manual-labor schools than in classical literary institutions.24 

Eventually Baptists relinquished control of the College to the United States government, 

who rescued it and later renamed it George Washington University.25 

In contrast to Columbian College, home missions fared well, receiving its 

primary sponsorship from John Mason Peck of Illinois and Jonathan Going of Worcester, 

Massachusetts. "These two men," according to one historian, "saw that the task of 

domestic missions was too large for the Massachusetts Society and that the principle 

2°Proceedings, Baptist General Convention, 1826,42. While the report speaks of "five," only 
four are named: R. B. Semple, L. Bolles, William T. Brantly, and James Thompson. The missing name 
may have been Elon Galusha, who appeared with the other four the following year (see W. T. Brantly, 
"Columbian College," CS, 9 June 1827, p. 87). 

21W. T. Brantly, "To the Readers of the Star," CS, 9 June 1827, p. 86. 

22Brantly, "Columbian College," 86-87. 

23W. T. Brantly, "The Columbian College," CSC!, 19 December 1829, p. 396. 

24For a short account of the demise of Columbian College, including mention of "regionally 
jealous anti-Columbian forces," see Brackney, "General Missionary Convention," 17-18. 

25Bill J. Leonard, ed., Dictionary ojBaptists in America (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1994), s.v. "Columbian College," by T. R. McKibbens and A. M. Manis. 
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interest of the General Missionary Convention was 'foreign' missions. They, therefore, 

rallied support for a home society that won the particular attention ofN ew York Baptists, 

... [including] Archibald Maclay, William Colgate, Nathaniel Kendrick, and William R. 

Williams.,,26 This organizing effort merits close attention, for it poses an instructive foil 

to the Bible society later formed in New York city. In contrast to the quick formation of 

the latter society, Peck and Going proceeded cautiously, carefully garnering broad 

support through holding exploratory meetings in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. 

Seeing "indications of the Divine will," the leaders formed a provisional society in New 

York and summoned a convention to meet concurrently with the 1832 Triennial 

Convention at another meeting house in New York city. In the summons, Going 

explicitly affirmed unity, stressing the new society's intention "to encourage efficiently 

all sectional efforts to supply the destitute with a preached Gospel, without the least 

degree of interference with them."27 As a result, the new society-the American Baptist 

Home Mission Society-received commendation from the Triennial Convention, who 

regarded its formation with "unusual satisfaction."28 Through sectional harmony, a 

regional society could attain national support. 

Perhaps the greatest threat to the new sectional harmony came from political 

unrest in the South. Two matters of states' rights gripped national attention in the early 

1830s-Indian removal and tarifflegislation. The latter precipitated the well-known 

Nullification Crisis, in which South Carolina asserted its right to pronounce a federal 

tariff "null and void," and if necessary "to secede peacefully from the Union," despite 

26Brackney, "Triumph," 175. 

27W. T. Brantly, "American Baptist Home Mission," Cl, 5 May 1832, 273, p. 274. For the 
historical background of Massachusetts to Baptist home missions, see William H. Brackney, "Yankee 
Benevolence in Yorker Lands: Origins of the Baptist Home Missions Movement," Foundations 24 
(October-December 1981): 293-309. 

28 Proceedings of the Seventh Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General Convention, for 
Missionary Purposes, Held in New York, April, 1832 (Boston: Putnam & Damrell, 1832), 13. 
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threats from President Andrew Jackson.29 As editor of a magazine whose readers were 

mostly in the South, Brantly kept a close eye on developments in South Carolina, calling 

on Christians to pray, to exhibit a spirit of moderation as citizens of Heaven, and to 

practice Christian virtue despite distressing times.30 He printed correspondences that 

shuddered at the thought of Christian brothers fighting each other in a civil war over 

money.3! Brantly himself supported peace.32 Earlier, he had hoped that "the spirit of 

compromise" would appear, for, he explained, "The same principle which is necessary to 

sustain the union of christian communities, is requisite to preserve our confederacy-and 

that is-To bear, andforbear.,,33 In the end, Brantly rejoiced to see the required 

compromise.34 But more than that, he rejoiced all along that South Carolina Baptists 

appeared to live above the party strife, and that, perhaps as a result, they experienced the 

outpourings of the Holy Spirit.35 

Not as remembered as the Nullification Crisis of South Carolina, the question 

of Indian Removal in Georgia posed a greater threat to American Baptists as a whole. 

The controversy began in December 1828, when Georgia passed a series of laws that 

29W. T. Brantly, "Debates in Congress," CI, 19 January 1833, p. 48. 

30W. T. Brantly, "Christian Duty in Reference to the Present Crisis of Our Country," CI, 5 
January 1833, pp. 3-4; idem, "Affairs of the Nation," CI, 2 February 1833, p. 78. 

31W. T. Brantly, "Affairs of South Carolina," CI, 12 January 1833, p. 28; idem, "Affairs of 
South Carolina," CI, 9 February 1833, p. 90; A Citizen of the United States, "War," CI, 16 February 1833, 
p.l03. 

32W. T. Brantly, "On the Aspect of Public Affairs at the South," CI, 16 February 1833, p. 103. 

33W. T. Brantly, "Public Matters," CI, 17 December 1831, p. 399; cf. "First Principles," CI, 20 
April 1833, pp. 252-53, for another comparison of civil and religious unity. 

34Brantly twice noted the role of Henry Clay, whose agenda at fIrst exhibited "nothing like 
compromise" (W. T. Brantly, "Public Affairs," CI, 28 January 1832, p. 63), but later changed, much to the 
satisfaction of John C. Calhoun (idem, "Public Matters," CI, 23 February 1833, p. 126; see also Brantly, 
"Public Matters," CI, 9 March 1833, p. 158). 

35W. T. Brantly, "Alarming State of Things in S. C.," CI, 16 June 1832, p. 381; idem, 
"Christian Duty in Reference to the Present Crisis of Our Country," 4. In one article, Brantly left a hint 
that he favored states' rights (idem, "The Great Debate," CI, 9 February 1833, p. 90). In general, Brantly 
held fast to his principle: "We of course have no concern with politics, other than that which belongs to 
every Christian citizen" (idem, "The Late Anti-Tariff Convention," CI, 15 October 1831, p. 250). 
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essentially revoked the existing federal treaties with the Cherokee Indians. If the 

Cherokees did not remove west of the Mississippi River by January 1830, Georgia would 

assume jurisdiction over Cherokee land and revoke tribal law. This policy, encouraged 

by Jackson's campaign promises, subsequently received not only his full support, but also 

that of Congress, who in the spring of 1830 granted the Chief Executive authority "to 

negotiate with the Indians an exchange oflands.,,36 Brantly himself supported the 

President, exonerated Georgia, and openly favored the legislation as an act of mercy, and 

even atonement for previous wrongs.37 In his opinion, the Indian question did not 

concern "Georgia justice, and administration measures," but preservation-the "existence 

or non-existence, to the native tribes." As things stood, keeping two or more "sovereign 

bodies" next to each other would ultimately lead to the destruction of one or the other.38 

Since Indians, in Brantly's opinion, could not make wise judgments on their own, the 

government should remove them-not by force, but by "reasonable inducements" of 

friendship. In taking this position, Brantly differed from many editors and endured some 

heat, but returned none. For confirmation, he cited both the decision of Triennial 

Convention in 1829 and the basis for that decision, the testimony of the Baptists' main 

Indian missionary, Isaac McCoy.39 

36W. T. Brantly, "Final Passage of the Indian Bill," CSC!, 5 June 1830, p. 364, which reprints 
the act of Congress. On the Georgia legislation and Jackson's response, see William G. McLoughlin, 
Champions o/the Cherokees: Evan and John B. Jones (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 
122. This book describes the same crisis from the Indians' point of view by means of their advocates, 
Evan Jones and his son John B. Jones. 

37W. T. Brantly, "Removal of the Indians," CSC!, 13 February 1830, p. 107; idem, "Indian 
Colonization," CSC!, 12 September 1829, pp. 171-72; idem, "Report of the Committee in the Senate of the 
United States on Indian Affairs," CSC!, 6 March 1830, p. 151; idem, "Removal of the Indians," CSC!, 8 
May 1830, p. 302. Regarding Andrew Jackson, Brantly dropped his original skepticism and found great 
satisfaction in meeting him personally (idem, "President Jackson," CSC!, 19 December 1829, p. 396). 
Brantly later described the disposition of Jackson's mind as having "a pious cast" (idem, "Public Matters," 
C!, 17 December 1831, p. 399). As for the policy of colonization, Brantly attributed it to James Monroe 
(idem, "Indian Colonization," 171). 

38Brantly, "Indian Colonization," 171. 

3'13rantly, "Removal of the Indians," CSC!, 13 February 1830, pp. 106-07; idem, "Final 
Passage of the Indian Bill," 364. Regarding opponents to Indian removal, Brantly accorded them "the 
purest motives of christian integrity," even thought they acted "under the impulse of erring zeal" (idem, 
"Mr. Lumpkin's Speech on the Indian Bill," 19 June 1830, p. 399). Federal funding of Baptist 
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Most missionaries working with the Cherokees disagreed with Jackson's 

policy, and many eventually voiced their disapproval. Evan Jones, a Baptist missionary 

to the Cherokees in North Carolina, expressed his disapproval to the Boston Board by a 

letter, dated 7 December 1830. Instead of publication, per custom, the letter remained a 

secret. To quell disapproval, Georgia made the missionaries swear that they would 

uphold the laws of that state. Several missionaries refused and were arrested in the 

summer of 1831. Two Congregationalist missionaries, Samuel A. Worcester and Elizur 

Butler, disregarded the oath, and purposely accepted four years of hard labor in the state 

penitentiary as a test case for the Supreme Court. The arrests ushered a torrent of 

invective against Georgia from Northerners. Even the American Baptist Magazine 

declared the proceedings "disgraceful.,,40 In response, Jesse Mercer wrote to the Index, 

complaining that these know-nothing "busy-bodies in other men's matters" faulted a 

"sovereign state" for enforcing what every Christian should willingly do-submit to the 

government. Instead of condemning Georgia, the managers of the American Baptist 

Magazine should have given notice to their own missionary in Georgia, Duncan O. 

Bryant, who took the oath and complied with removal. 41 Brantly also had marveled how 

newspapers professing to be "religious" could encourage the Indians to remain and thus 

oppose the federal government.42 He had openly reproved those "self-made arbiters" in 

Massachusetts and New York, who presumed to teach Georgia about "justice" and 

missionaries to the Indians may also have inclined Baptists to support the government's policies (see 
Brackney, "General Missionary Convention," 16). The Baptists openly acknowledged this funding, 
justifying it by the secular nature of Indian missions-in teaching Indians the "arts of civilization" in 
addition to the Gospel (see the report of the 1829 Triennial Convention's Committee on Indian Missions as 
quoted in Brantly, "Removal of the Indians," 106). 

4°McLough1in, Champions of the Cherokees, 122-23, 125-29. 

41Jesse Mercer, "Imprisonment of the Missionaries to the Cherokees," CI, 7 Apri11832, pp. 
220-22. 

42W. T. Brantly, "Creek Indians," CSCI, 29 August 1829, p. 139. 
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"humanity.,,43 Now, in facing the possibility that two missionaries threatened the Union, 

while some pushed for justice whatever the consequences, Brantly answered: 

Admitting justice to be in this question, it belongs to both parties; and surely it will 
be getting justice at a dreadful cost, to have obtained it at the expense of all 
happiness, Union, and whatever else we hold dear.44 

(His reasoning here could easily fit the later slavery question.) In the end, the Magazine 

apologized and thereafter avoided the subject; but the Executive Committee of the Baptist 

Board, perhaps due to Jones, eventually approved of Cherokee removal sometime 

between 1830 and 1832.45 

Mercer's letter about Georgia appeared in April 1832, the same month of the 

Triennial Convention in New York city's Oliver Street Baptist Church. Three years 

prior, the delegates had worked hard "to achieve unity in the midst of growing 

diversity.,,46 According to eyewitness Brantly, the 1829 Convention had effectively 

erased the "painful and portentous" aspects of the 1826 Convention, including both the 

strife at home and failure abroad. Instead of "sinking into dissolution," as some had 

concluded from 1826, the Triennial Convention had witnessed "a union of brethren 

cordial and sanguine" and had heard reports of missionary success.47 Now in 1832, the 

delegates faced an issue with racial and sectional dimensions, almost as a precursor to the 

coming debates on slavery. Upon hearing the report on Indian Missions, two reactions 

appeared in the Convention. The majority wanted to commend the Baptist missionaries 

for submitting to the government, but the minority feared that such commendation would 

indirectly censure another denomination and unduly meddle in politics. After prolonged 

debate, the Convention decided to commend their missionaries, arguing among other 

43W. T. Brantly, "Movements," CSC!, 30 January 1830, p. 76. 

44W. T. Brantly, "The Missionaries and Georgia," CI, 7 April 1832, p. 220. 

45McLoughlin, Champions of the Cherokees, 129 n.30, 127 n.24. 

46Brackney, "Triumph," 174. 

47W. T. Brantly, "Triennial Convention," CS, 2 May 1829, p. 70. 
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things, "Though our conformity to Rule, conveyed a tacit censure upon those who did not 

conform, yet we should not hence derive a plea to justify our deviation from the path of 

plain Christian duty.,,48 In effect, this decision toward evangelical unity followed the 

same course as close communion, which tacitly censured infant baptism. In the end, 

Brantly commended the Convention for its "good degree of harmony" in deliberations: 

Forbearance, and a spirit of compromise, were evident, even in small matters; but in 
all those points which involved a contrariety of sentiment and feeling, there was an 
effort which must have been obvious to all, to protect sensibilities by the 
concessions of courtesy and love. 

Brantly also noted how both the rise of "Missionary spirit" among the Baptists and an 

overflow of fifty thousand dollars in the treasury encouraged "the immediate enlargement 

of Missionary effort.,,49 In resolving the Indian question, Baptists showed the ability to 

separate political questions from religious matters, maintaining unity through Brantly's 

"spirit of compromise" and sectional harmony. 

Overall, during the early 1830s, Brantly exhibited strong confidence in the 

integrity of the Triennial Convention, even though it had still failed to incorporate 

perhaps even half the denomination in foreign missions. 50 In answer to an inquiry from 

western Georgia about the Convention's leaders, Brantly claimed, "The world would not 

hesitate to place all its Banks under just such men: They are trustworthy." Regarding the 

missionaries, Brantly ridiculed accusations about seeking riches. Adoniram Judson, for 

example, "could have made ten times the money by staying home." As to mischief 

caused by supporting missions in church, Brantly wryly named: near-constant revival, 

48W. T. Brantly, "The Late Meeting of the Triennial Convention," CI, 12 May 1832, p. 289. 

49W. T. Brantly, "Meeting of the Triennial Convention," CI, 5 May 1832, p. 287; idem, "The 
Late Meeting of the Triennial Convention," 289. In contrast to the lament in 1828 of having only two 
foreign missions and a few scattered missionaries to the Indians, the 1835 Convention approved "a carte 
blanche resolution called for 'establishing stations in every unoccupied place' and hiring every available 
missionary candidate, securing $100,000 to make it all possible!" (Brackney, "General Missionary 
Convention," 19). In 1838, the Convention reported twenty-three missions and ninety-eight missionaries. 
For the statistics, see Means, "History of the Triennial Baptist Convention," 26, 40. 

sow. T. Brantly, "Baptists of the United States," CI, 20 August 1831, p. 120. He added, "The 
convention ... is supported by no more than the thinking, pious, intelligent" (ibid.). 
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more praying members, ceasing dissension, apostolic zeal in leadership, and godly 

youth. 51 Regarding the antimission movement as a whole, Brantly predicted that 

antimission churches would soon be visited by God's calamity, for though God winks at 

the times of ignorance-and so should His children-those "times of darkness are fast 

passing away." Great light was bringing great guilt on those who willfully chose to 

remain behind. 52 The facts from heathen lands, of the end of Hindu suttee practices and 

other such abominations, were speaking "a language which cannot be misunderstood.,,53 

What Brantly called "the great missionary enterprise" was simply too great to ignore. 54 

Stamping Out the Abolitionist Fire 

The Loss of the Millennial Dream 

Two changes in the early 1830s affected antislavery and, as a consequence, 

Baptist unity. First, antislavery shifted from an elitist movement, which originated in 

Pennsylvania and lobbied the government for gradual colonization, to an egalitarian 

movement based in Massachusetts, which sought to rouse the masses in favor of 

immediate emancipation. 55 This shift created three positions regarding slavery: 

proslavery, antislavery gradualists (often colonizationists), and antislavery abolitionists. 

51W. T. Brantly, "Replies to the Foregoing Queries," CI, 26 May 1832, pp. 328-29; see also 
Brantly, "Letters from the Late Rev. Geo. Burder," CI, 1 September 1832, p. 140. 

52W. T. Brantly, "The Gospel Must Be Preached to Every Creature," CSCI, 3 April 1830, p. 
221. Brantly still suspected the antimission Baptists of hypocrisy. One western Baptist, in particular, 
caught Brantly's fancy. Having been allegedly sent out by a Baptist association to oppose foreign 
missions, this traveling Baptist appeared to be the pioneer of a "NEW MISSION," whose "faithful and 
determined Missionaries" perhaps received money or some sort of hospitable remuneration along the way 
(W. T. Brantly, "A New Mission," CSCI, 27 March 1830, p. 204). Similarly, one Philadelphian objected to 
talk about money on the Sabbath, as if the "missionary cause" were not "the Lord's business" to be done on 
"the Lord's day" (idem, "The Dialogue," CSCI, 20 March 1830, p. 189). 

53W. T. Brantly, "Missionary Facts," CI, 29 September 1832, p. 193. In the latter article, 
Brantly seems especially keen on arguing against the idealization of "untutored nature," so admired by 
Rousseau (ibid.). On the abolition of suttees in India, see idem, "Figure Explained," CSCI, 25 September 
1830, pp. 194-95). 

54W. T. Brantly, "The Origin and History of Missions," CI, 16 February 1833, p. 106. 

55For evidence of this claim, see Richard S. Newman, The Transformation of American 
Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early Republic (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2002). The thesis, summarized above, may be found on p. 2 of Newman's book. 
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In appealing directly to the masses, the abolitionists posed a great threat to national unity, 

in both civil and religious spheres. Second, the masses themselves changed for the 

worse, according to Brantly. Because this change in the masses created tinder for the 

incendiary rhetoric ofthe abolitionists, a brieflook at Brantly's opinions will help set the 

backdrop for considering the abolitionist threat to Baptist unity. 

Before 1831, millennial optimism fueled Brantly's mission of union for useful 

effort. In tracing "the signs of the time," he noticed several unprecedented "CHANGES 

FOR THE BETTER" in general society: the increase of general knowledge, the 

"momentous revolution in public opinion" regarding temperance, and especially the 

harmony, practical spirit, and global orientation of Christians.56 Baptists in particular 

showed signs of increasing unity. In commenting on an unusual consent among Baptist 

associations in all sections to set apart the first day of 1830 for fasting and prayer, Brantly 

called upon them to don the affections they wished to carry to the final day. Then he 

called upon all Christians to "unite with us in the solemnities of that day" and to "forget 

our sectarian animosities.,,57 Brantly also reckoned new technology, such as railroads, 

helpful to Christian unity, for he believed, "The kindly feelings and regards which the 

56W. T. Brantly, "Changes for the Better," CSCI, 1 August 1829, pp. 65-66. Brantly's belief in 
progress manifested itself in his citation of unprecedented facts, such as the increase of general knowledge, 
Christian harmony, moral enterprise, and outward means of religion (Brantly, "Changes for the Better," pp. 
65,66; idem, "A Grand Moral Revolution in Progress," CSCI, 28 November 1829, p. 344; idem, "Where 
Religion Achieves Its Greatest Conquests," CSCI, 17 July 1830, p. 33). The presupposition of progress is 
quintessentially a modern idea, built largely upon notions of organic development and scientific 
advancement, especially in technology. Brantly's presupposition of progress rested on both of these ideas, 
thereby showing his affinity to modernity (see Brantly, "Cousin's Introduction to the History of 
Philosophy," CSCI, 17 August 1833, p. 27; idem, "Changes for the Better," 65; idem, "A New Light," CI, 
11 February 1832, p. 91; cf. Francis Wayland, Jr., Encouragements to Religious Effort: A Sermon 
Delivered at the Request of the American Sunday School Union, May 25, 1830 [Philadelphia: American 
Sunday School Union, 1830], 7-23). This tie between technology and a belief in progress collaborates the 
thesis of historian Paul Johnson, who presented "the fifteen years 1815-30 as those during which the matrix 
of the modern world was largely formed," for then "the immense new resources in finance, management, 
science and technology which were now available could be put to constructive purposes" (Paul Johnson, 
The Birth of the Modern: World Society 1815-1830 [New York: HarperCollins, 1991], xvii). For further 
study on the modern notion of progress, see 1. B. Bury, The Idea of Progress: An Inquiry into Its Origin 
and Growth (London: Macmillan, 1920). 

For the phrase "to trace the signs of the times," see W. T. Brantly, "The Harbinger of the 
Millennium," CI, 22 June 1833, p. 399. 

57W. T. Brantly, "The First Day of January, 1830," CSCI, 12 December 1829, pp. 379-80. 



inhabitants of one section must cherish for those of another, will depend upon that 

reciprocal knowledge which always originates in friendly intercourse."s8 In general, 

Brantly admitted no possibility of harm coming from new measures-they either did 

good or they failed through lack ofblessing. s9 With such thoughts, Brantly began the 
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1830s hoping to witness "a great progress ... in that overturning, and overturning, until 

He shall come whose right it is to bear rule.,,60 Until then, both church and state needed 

"more of the spirit of compromise to preserve us, as a happy, and united people.,,61 

After 1831, Brantly began to question any millennial hopes for the Second 

Great Awakening. In February 1832, he confessed: 

We have thought for some time, that the Church was now enjoying the 
Millennial dawn. The increase of knowledge, of benevolence, of missionary effort, 
of civil and religious liberty, may be regarded as precursive intimations of the 
approaching day of Gospel light and liberty. At the same time, we must confess that 
there are many things in the present aspect of the Church, that forbids the confidence 
of a near approach of the Millennium. 62 

As proof, Brantly pointed to at least three facts. First, he pointed to an excessive 

"worldly spirit among professors ofreligion.,,63 Instead of being "strangers in the earth" 

like their fathers, modem professors treated religion as a "business"-as something to be 

58W. T. Brantly, "The Completion of 1830," CSC], 25 December 1830, p. 402. 

59With regard to the success ofthe Sabbath School and modem education, Brantly noted (as 
one of his "facts") that few inmates in prison had experience in the new means of education. Tempering 
this correlation, Brantly merely acknowledged, "Knowledge of itself will not regenerate the world, but it 
will place the world in circumstances to receive the propositions of regenerating mercy" (Brantly, 
"Changes for the Better," 65). Omitted is the possibility that acquiring knowledge could lead to evil (e.g., 
1 Cor 8:1). In 1828, Brantly did acknowledge that "the depravity of man and the malice and power of the 
enemy" could hypothetically corrupt the "state of excitement and exertion," but he quickly dismissed the 
threat, pointing to the inevitability of divine providence (idem, "On the Aspect of the World in Reference 
to Christian Missions," CS, 23 August 1828, p. 133). See also Brantly, "The Completion of 1830," 402. 

6°Brantly, "The First Day of January, 1830," 379-80, which cites Ezek 21 :27. Brantly's hopes 
do not necessarily imply predictions, for Brantly chided the prophecy-watchers of his day, "To arrogate ... 
the wisdom of prophecy, is always a proof of self-sufficiency and precipitation in judging, which by no 
means accords with the blindness of poor mortals" (idem, "Foreign News," CSC], 3 October 1829, p. 219). 

61Brantly, "The Completion of 1830," 402. 

62W. T. Brantly, "Millennium," C], 11 February 1832, pp. 93-94. 

63This and the following two "facts" are reasons Brantly himself gave (ibid., 94). 
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"endured" to escape hell, but not "enjoyed" above all earth's best. Instead of praying 

with the ancient sage, "Give me not riches," they pray just the opposite. Therefore, 

Brantly feared that "modem professors of religion will fail in great numbers, to reach the 

same heaven with David and Paul.,,64 Second, Brantly pointed to excessive "heart 

idolatry." He confessed, "Our devotion to the cause of God is not sufficiently 

unreserved.,,65 Despite "unprecedented" numerical growth and outward means, Brantly 

warned against resting in "the external, and instrumental action, to the neglect of inward 

grace and righteousness.,,66 He wrote, "Religion achieves its greatest conquests" when it 

"goes with the man into his retirements, accompanies him in his public walks, deepens 

the awful tones of providential admonitions, whispers good counsels to his heart, and 

carries on the work of gradual conquest.,,67 Finally, Brantly pointed to excessive 

"contention and sectarianjealousy.,,68 As citizens ofthe United States, having "mild 

laws, light taxes, the best government on earth, and ... the invaluable treasures of the 

Gospel," they should have shown gratitude, not "DISCONTENT, and even DISCORD.,,69 

Therefore, despite the "spirit of compromise" exhibited at the Triennial 

Convention of 1832, Brantly had already concluded that a worldly, idolatrous, and 

contentious spirit inhabited many professors of religion. Religion did indeed enjoy 

64W. T. Brantly, "What is the Cause?" CI, 9 April 1831, pp. 234-35. The order of Brantly'S 
reasons have been switched around in the summary above. Brantly had personally witnessed in the lives of 
professors how the love of money had led to the loss of piety without the loss of church attendance (idem, 
"Why are Those Professors of Religion Who Are Advancing towards Wealth, Generally Retrograding in 
Piety?" CSC!, 17 July 1830, p. 45; cf. 1 Tim 6:9-10). 

65Brantly, "Millennium," 94. 

66W. T. Brantly, "Events of the Year," CI, 30 December 1831, p. 416; in contrast, compare the 
closing comments of Brantly, "The Completion of 1830," 403; idem, "Where Religion Achieves Its 
Greatest Conquests," 33. 

67Brantly, "Where Religion Achieves Its Greatest Conquests," 33. As an "illustration of the 
power of the Gospel on the mind," Brantly pointed to one physician's letter, which imparted "the truths and 
consolations of the Gospel" to another "brother physician" (idem, "Where Does Christianity Achieve Its 
Brightest Conquests?" CI, 11 August 1832, p. 90). 

68Brantly, "Millennium," 94. 

69W. T. Brantly, "'Thou Crownest the Year with Thy Goodness," CSC!, 17 July 1830, p. 44. 
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popularity, but it was not "the Christian religion." Ifprofessing Christians would only 

"oppose sin, as much as the Bible does," they would lose their popularity.7o Into this state 

of inward declension and outward sectionalism came the inflammatory question of 

slavery-the question that eventually ended "the high-water mark of Baptist cooperative 

life in America.,m 

The English delegation and silence over slavery. In the spring of 1835, 

Brantly traveled to Richmond, Virginia, to participate in the eighth Triennial Convention. 

The city was somewhat familiar to him. Two years before, Brantly had visited Richmond 

to assist in the ordination at First Baptist Church of Isaac Taylor Hinton, the British 

immigrant brother of Brantly's favored author, John Howard Hinton. At the time, 

Brantly was impressed by stately mansions and repulsed by tobacco spitting in church.72 

In 1835, the question of slavery and Baptist unity may have occupied his mind. 

Scheduled to attend was an official delegation from the British Baptist Union, James 

Hoby of Biqningham and Francis A. Cox of London, president of the Union. Ostensibly, 

the two men came to gather information and to fraternize, as their official letter stated, 

but both carried antislavery convictions. To complicate matters, 1835 was the first year 

that a Southern city hosted the Triennial Convention. 73 

70W. T. Brantly, "What is the Cause?" CI, 9 April 1831, p. 234. Brantly almost certainly put 
together John 7:7 and 15:18-19 to argue in this manner. As to the popularity of religion, Brantly 
commonly remarked, "The men of this world will pay a decent respect to Christianity, provided it keeps at 
a respectful distance from them" (idem, "It Must Not Come Too Near," CI, 6 August 1831, p. 91). 

71Brackney, "General Missionary Convention," 13. 

72W. T. Brantly, "Observations Made during a Late Visit to Richmond, Va.," CI, 22 June 1833, 
p.398. Also participating in the ordination were John Kerr, the retiring pastor at First Church, J. B. Taylor, 
pastor of Second Church, and William F. Broaddus. On the Hinton brothers, see Kenneth R. M. Short, 
"The Road to Richmond: English Baptists and American Slavery, 1834 to 1837," Foundations 7 (April 
1964): 129n.21. 

73For information on the British delegation, see Short, "Road to Richmond," 111-29, which is 
the basis for the following summary. For more information on Cox, see John H. Y. Briggs, '''Active, Busy, 
Zealous': The Reverend Dr. Cox of Hackney," in Pilgrim Pathways: Essays in Baptist History in Honour 
ofB. R. White, ed. William H. Brackney, Paul S. Fiddes, and John H. Y. Briggs (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1999),223-41. For Cox and Hoby's own account of their American visit, see F. A. Cox 
and J. Hoby, The Baptists in America; A Narrative of the Deputation from the Baptist Union in England, to 
the United States and Canada (New York: Leavitt, Lord & Co., 1836). 
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The British delegation threatened the policy of silence that the Board of 

Foreign Missions had adopted for the Triennial Convention in the face oftwo public 

disturbances among American Baptists over slavery. The first occurred in the Spring of 

1834, when the American Baptist Magazine reviewed a speech given on 24 February 

1834 before the Anti-Slavery Society of Salem, Massachusetts. The speaker, Cyrus Pitt 

Grosvenor, an avid abolitionist, had ironically been ordained in a service on 19 June 1823 

at First Baptist Church of Charleston, South Carolina, where Richard Furman gave the 

charge from 1 Timothy 4:16 and Brantly himself, after preaching from Deuteronomy 

32:31, ''presented the Bible, and gave ... the right hand offellowship.,,74 The reviewer, 

J. Newton Brown, congratulated Grosvenor for his piety and "generous spirit ofliberty," 

adding at the close, "May God speed the right!" This positive review aroused suspicions 

that the Boston Board of Foreign Missions might also favor abolitionism, especially in 

light ofthe fact that Lucius Bolles, the magazine's editor and the Board's secretary, also 

served as president ofthe Salem society. To quell fears, the magazine immediately 

announced a ban on all further discussion of slavery in its pages.75 

The second disturbance occurred when news leaked that an antislavery letter 

from English Baptists had been kept secret from the denomination for about one year. In 

December 1833, the Board of Baptist Ministers In and Near London had sent a letter to 

the Boston Board, urging all American Baptist pastors to imitate the English Baptists, 

who had just successfully petitioned the British government to end West Indian slavery. 

The Americans suppressed the letter, which Howard Malcom dubbed "a firebrand for our 

churches," and referred it to a special committee, which resolved that the Boston Board 

740rdination Notice, ABM 4 (September 1823): 192. Brantly's sermon may be the second one 
in William T. Brantly, Two Sermons, Delivered in the Baptist Church, Augusta, Ga. 1st . ... "On Parental 
Duties." 2d. ... "The Judgment of Enemies in Favour of Religion" (Augusta, GA: William 1. Bunce, 
1824). 

75Both quotes from the ABM are reprinted in A. T. Foss and E. Mathews, Facts for Baptist 
Churches (Utica, NY: American Baptist Free Mission Society, 1850),24, and are summarized in Short, 
"Road to Richmond," 113. Much of Short's material comes from Foss and Mathews, Facts, which Short 
warns "must be read with caution" as "the official history of the Baptist abolitionist bloc" (Short, "Road to 
Richmond," 128 n.l). 
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could not "interfere with a subject that is not among the objects for which the Convention 

and the Board were formed." Citing this report, Bolles sent the English a very discerning 

letter, dated 1 September 1834, which gave two further reasons why the Boston Board 

would not speak on slavery. First, the circumstances in England differed dramatically 

from those in America, where both the Constitution prohibited interference in 

slaveholding states, and the proximity and poverty of over two million slaves urged 

preparation for freedom. Would not the English themselves "think somewhat 

differently," he asked, ifthis "moral volcano" imperiled their heads? Second, and more 

importantly, Baptists were experiencing "a pleasing degree of union ... throughout the 

land." This union included many generous Southerners, who were generally 

slaveholders, but "not," the letter claimed, "because they all think slavery right, but 

because it was firmly rooted long before they were born, and because they believe slavery 

cannot be instantly abolished." The Boston Board regarded these "slaveholding brethren" 

as true Christians, and could not, therefore, use language or measures that might rend the 

union and "array brother against brother ... in a contest about slavery.,,76 

This private letter pleased neither the London ministers nor the American 

abolitionists, who finally heard of the interchange in February 1835 via American reprints 

from the London Baptist Magazine. In November 1834, the London group again sought 

to influence the Americans. This time, they pledged finances toward a delegation to 

America proposed by the Baptist Union on 18 June 1834, hoping thereby to convince 

some American brothers to "adopt every means consistent with Christian principles" for 

the immediate abolition of slavery. This delegation, originally designed as a fraternal and 

fact-finding visit to the next Triennial Convention, had just recently begun to solicit funds 

on the promise that, among other things, the delegates would "promote most zealously, 

and to the utmost of their ability, in the spirit oflove, of discretion and fidelity, but still 

76Foss and Mathews, Facts, 20-23, which transcribes the entire letter from the London Baptist 
Magazine of January 1835. 
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most zealously, ... the sacred cause of Negro emancipation." Officially, the delegation's 

public letter of introduction "carefully avoided" the subject of slavery, and Cox himself 

threatened to withdraw ifhe were not given freedom to speak as circumstances 

demanded. Thus, with both private and public agendas, the delegation departed on 12 

March 1835 for New York.77 

Before reaching Richmond, Cox and Hoby spent several days in Philadelphia, 

learning about the state of the Baptist churches. Two churches especially were 

prospering in large houses of worship: the congregation at New Market Street, under the 

pastorate of Joseph H. Kennard; and First Baptist Church, where, they reported, "more 

than one revival has occurred." Indeed, First Baptist had recently rebounded from their 

"languishing state" in May 1834 to a state of great blessing by May 1835, having 

welcomed in that span one hundred and two additions to the church.78 At Brantly's 

house, where the delegation spent the afternoon of 16 April 1835, they also met Richard 

Fuller, "a baptist minister of celebrity from Carolina." These two Southern natives 

apparently expressed some "apprehensions" regarding the purpose of the delegation, 

regarding which Cox and Hoby reported, "We were enabled to present the subject in a 

view which we had every reason to conclude inspired confidence, while it involved no 

compromise of sentiment." After preaching at several churches-perhaps even at First 

Baptist Church-and visiting some sites, the delegation left for Richmond. 79 

77Short, "Road to Richmond," 111-14. For a copy of the letter, see F. A. Cox and 1. Hoby, 
Baptists in America, 69-73. For the delegation's own stated agenda for visiting the Triennial Convention, 
see Cox and Hoby, Baptists in America, 47. Not all English Baptists agreed on this agenda. 1. P. Mersell 
of Leicester decried the absurd inconsistency of the mission-to fraternize, but also to declare loudly 
against slavery! (Short, "Road to Richmond," 116). 

78Minutes of the Second Annual Session of the Central Union Association of Independent 
Baptist Churches, Held in the Meeting House of the Baptist Church at Lower Dublin, Philadelphia County. 
May 27,28,29, 1834 (Philadelphia: T. W. Ustick, 1834), 14; Minutes of the Third Annual Session of the 
Central Union Association of Independent Baptist Churches, Held in the Meeting House of the Vincent 
Baptist Church, Chester County, Pa., May 26,27,28,1835 (n.p., n.d.), 6. 

79COX and Hoby, Baptists in America, 21. Since Cox and Hoby also spent time that day at a 
certain "Mr. Walter's" house, where they "enjoyed interviews with many other friends," there is some 
doubt regarding the source of the "apprehensions" and the target of the delegation's reassurance (ibid.). 
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On Wednesday, 29 April 1835, the first day of the Convention, the delegates 

again had to dispel fears. Before reading the public letter from the Baptist Union and 

other communications, the two Englishmen made a sharp distinction between the Baptist 

Union they represented, and the London Board of Ministers. By thus separating 

themselves from the earlier communication over slavery, the delegation seemed to disarm 

suspicions, and were thus warmly welcomed into Christian fellowship.80 That afternoon, 

Spencer H. Cone preached on Acts 9:6, and William T. Brantly joined James Hoby in 

leading the assembly in "devotional exercises." Brantly also chaired the committee 

appointed to consider the communications from Great Britain. The following afternoon, 

the committee's report expressed wonder that the Baptists of England and America had 

not exchanged "charities" much sooner, considering how they were "in a strict and 

endearing sense, BRETHREN-holding the unity of the faith, of the ordinances, and of 

the hope of our calling in Christ Jesus." Therefore, the committee offered resolutions, 

which the Convention subsequently accepted, to regard the visit "a most gratifying 

event," to send American delegates early in 1836, to reply officially through the Boston 

Board, and to establish annual correspondence. By Saturday evening, 2 May 1835, the 

Convention adjourned, officially thanking God for "the harmony and union which have 

so delightfully marked our present triennial session, and [ for] the manifest presence of the 

Spirit of our God, in directing our discussions and decisions.,,81 According to Virginian 

Jeremiah B. Jeter, the year 1835 marked the last harmonious Triennial Convention. 82 

Many in England suspected that Cox and Hoby had been led not by "the Spirit 

of our God," but by a spirit of cowardliness. 83 In defense, the two men cited the silence 

8°Ibid., 51. 

81Proceedings of the Eighth Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General Conventionfor 
Missionary Purposes. Held in Richmond, April, 1835 (Boston: John Putnam, 1835),5,6,55-56, 12. 

82Quoted in G. Thomas Halbrooks, "Francis Wayland: Influential Mediator in the Baptist 
Controversy over Slavery," BHH l3 (October 1978): 25. 

83For English reaction to the delegation's behavior, see Short, "Road to Richmond," 122-28; 
e.g., A Country Pastor [Richard Whately], A Letter to the Rev. Drs. Cox and Hoby, the Deputation from the 
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of the Union's public letter as well as the circumstances in Richmond, where not only 

was any public discussion over slavery illegal, but the American Baptists themselves 

would have voluntarily dissolved the Convention, which had been instituted for 

missionary purposes only. What else could "uninvited" visitors do?84 As it turned out, 

Cox and Hoby found it very difficult to remain silent on slavery. In New York, they were 

coerced by insinuations from a fellow English abolitionist, George Thompson, to profess 

abolitionism before the American Anti-Slavery Society. In Massachusetts, although they 

avoided a meeting under Grosvenor and Elon Galusha of fifty ministers, which later 

became the basis for the American Baptist Anti-Slavery Society, Cox and Hoby did 

approve the meeting's resulting document at the home of Baron Stow. Later, in New 

Hampshire, Cox openly spoke against slavery at the annual meeting of the Freewill 

Baptists in order to clear up any misunderstanding over the New York affair. 85 Even in 

Richmond, the two had met privately with Baptists interested in abolition. Thus the two 

men did contribute to the growing "agitation," which they themselves reported, "was 

beginning to spread over the surface of American society in consequence of the rise of 

anti-slavery discussions.,,86 

The British Baptist Union made one final attempt to persuade the American 

Baptists to oppose slavery openly. Having in June 1835 received the Boston Board's 

official reply to the delegation's communications, which made no mention of slavery, the 

Union passed resolutions censuring the Americans, and then in the cover letter took issue 

with the American resolution on silence by asserting, "Our language is-fellow Christian, 

and, if, a fellow Christian, man of benevolent spirit, of universal love, Will you hold a 

Baptist General Union to the American Baptist Triennial Convention: Containing Strictures on Their 
Conduct, Relative to the Question of Slavery in America (London: Ball, 1836). 

84COX and Hoby, Baptists in America, 73-74. 

85Short, "Road to Richmond," 118-22. 

86COX and Hoby, Baptists in America, 47. For the Richmond meetings, see Cox and Hoby, 
Baptists in America, 79-80. 
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slave?" The Boston Board remained unmoved. Bolles told the British, "Our constitution 

limits us to one subject. The Board will not even publish your communications upon this 

subject.,,87 Even though, at this point, the Baptist Union turned much of its attention 

away from America to the West Indies, where earlier hopes of success over slavery lay 

partially fulfilled, it is fair to conclude that English meddling contributed to the eventual 

division of American Baptists. Many English associations threatened disfellowship with 

the Americans if they tolerated slavery. What pressure this meddling exerted on key 

leaders in the North, remains for future research to reveal, should God permit.88 

Brantly and Abolitionism 

Brantly on Slavery 

Amidst these threats from overseas, Brantly had also been facing the problems 

of growing abolitionism at home. In 1834, the Board of the Baptist General Tract Society 

learned of Southern suspicion that the "Society has interfered with the agitating question 

of slavery." On 6 September 1834, the Board resolutely denounced these suspicions as 

"utterly groundless," and declared that the question of slavery "ought never, and so far as 

those, who at present control the operations ofthe Society are concerned, shall never in 

any way be intermeddled with the Baptist General Tract Society." The following year, 

two Georgia brothers received by mail "an incendiary abolition paper, called 'Human 

Rights,' ... circulated by the American Anti-Slavery Society of [New York]." The two 

subsequently complained to the Baptist General Tract Society, seeing that they alone 

received the material in their neighborhood, and that they alone were on the Society'S 

mailing list. They professed that their names were not "on any other subscription list at 

87Short, "Road to Richmond," 125-27. 

88Ibid., 123-25. One Northern leader feeling pressure was Spencer H. Cone. In defending the 
British delegation, Cone wrote to the Baptist Missionary Society on 30 September 1835, "Did Englishmen 
know that the question as now presented, is equivalent to the question-'shall the Union be dissolved?' 
they would see that foreigners could not safely enter upon its discussion" (as quoted in Short, "Road to 
Richmond," 123). 
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the north, or in any other way known to the northern fanatics, who would involve the 

South in scenes of blood and carnage to gratify a morbid philanthropy." In response, 1. 

M. Allen, the Society's general agent, confessed, "One of our travelling agents on his 

return from the South in the early part of 1833, so far yielded to the solicitations of some 

abolitionists in the city of New-Y ork, as to give them the address of several individuals in 

the South, and yours probably among them." Then, trying to restore confidence, Allen 

affirmed that neither the Board nor the Depository had ever sent antislavery publications 

to the South. Moreover, Allen professed that "no member of the Board, to my 

knowledge, is friendly to the abolitionists." Though he himself in principle opposed 

slavery, he declared, "I have not, and never had any fellowship with the measures ofthe 

abolitionists, believing that they are interfering in an unjustifiable manner with the rights 

ofthe South." On 27 October 1834, the Society'S Board resolved that all future agents 

would "abstain from all interference with the agitating question of slavery," and that all 

current agents must furnish "a pledge that they will in no way intermeddle with that 

question while in the commission ofthis Society.,,89 

Brantly, the Society's president, was certainly not "friendly to the 

abolitionists," nor was he, in contrast to the general agent, opposed to slavery in 

principle. As for the abolitionists, Brantly suspected them of hypocritically condemning 

the South, while ignoring Northern ostracism. When strife erupted in New Haven, 

Connecticut, over a proposed college "for the education of negroes," Brantly seized the 

moment to express again, "The blacks as a cast [sic] and separate order of society, are 

considered in the non-slave holding States to be as much degraded, if not more so, than in 

891. M. Allen, "Baptist General Tract Society, and the Slavery Question," The Baptist Tract 
Magazine 8 (November 1835): 164-67. Allen's letter is dated 28 October 1835. The agent in question 
may have been Samuel F. Phoenix, who had spent the winter of 1832-33 in the South, writing from 
Augusta on 28 April 1833 (see the "Tenth Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the Baptist General 
Tract Society, Presented at its Tenth Annual Meeting, Jan. 8th, 1834," The Baptist Tract Magazine 7 
[January 1834]: 11). The Society continued the policy of silence at least to 1840 (see Baptist Record 5 
(1840): 3, as quoted in Othniel Alsop Pendleton, Jr., "The Influence of the Evangelical Churches upon 
Humanitarian Reform: A Case-Study Giving Particular Attention to Philadelphia, 1790-1840" [Ph.D. diss., 
University of Pennsylvania, 1945], 178-79, hereafter cited as "Influence [Ph.D. diss.]" to distinguish it 
from an article by the same name). 
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those States where slavery exists." In reality, Brantly presumed that "all good men in 

every State," in both the North and the South, desired the best for "the colored people," 

without admitting them to "equal marriage and equal privileges of citizenship." True, he 

admitted, "God is no respecter ojpersons," but equality in acceptable devotion did not 

justify confounding "the existing distinctions betwixt [the blacks] and the whites" in 

society.90 In contrast to Northern prejudice, Brantly once pointed to the Sunbury 

Association in Georgia, whose largest churches were "composed wholly of colored 

people, the great proportion of whom are slaves." He boasted: 

The master and servant meet upon that sort of good fellowship and equality which 
all in Christ must recognize. And what is worthy of notice, is the fact, that colored 
brethren, and even slaves who sustain a pious character, are received and treated, 
with a cordiality and kindness which can rarely be found betwixt white and colored 
professors of religion in the states where there are no slaves. 

From these facts, he concluded, "True religion makes good masters and good servants.,,91 

In Brantly's mind, the solution to slavery problems lay not in abolition, but in 

obedience to God within one's allotted station. Under abolitionism, the removal of 

slavery would only cast upon former slaves "the chains and galling yoke of a degradation 

from which they could never recover.,,92 More extreme measures, such as urging 

insurrection, would bring even worse repercussions, as states acting in self-defense would 

"bind yet closer the coercive cord.,,93 In contrast, Brantly asked, "Were the Gospel 

universally obeyed what a happy world should we have?" Specifically, Brantly 

90W. T. Brantly, "The New Haven Excitement," Cl, 1 October 1831, p. 220. 

91W. T. Brantly, "Review of Associations," CSCl, 20 February 1830, p. 115. 

92Brantly, "The New Haven Excitement," 220. 

93W. T. Brantly, "The Virginia Insurrection," Cl, 10 September 1831, p. 174. Brantly made 
these remarks with reference to Nat Turner's rebellion in tidewater Virginia, which he correctly 
apprehended to be unparalleled in American history. His informant wrongly supposed that insurrectionists 
schemed the rebellion, but Brantly later ruled this out, describing the event as "a desperate and atrocious 
robbing and murder, by run-away slaves" (idem, "Horrible Massacre," Cl,2 September 1831, p. 154). To 
reduce the threat of rebellions and "fanaticism," Brantly stressed not abolition, but "the unspeakable 
importance of giving the black population of our Southern country, sound religious instruction" (idem, 
"Massacre Prevented," Cl, 21 January 1832, p. 45). For more on this and other slave rebellions, and the 
lack of evidence linking these to Northern abolitionists, see Samuel Eliot Morison, Oxford History of the 
American People (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965),508-10. 
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delineated the duties of masters and servants, men of business and workmen-in some 

respects, the working classes of South and North. 94 Beyond this clear teaching of 

Scripture, "prudence" seems to have cautioned Brantly not to discuss the slavery question 

much in public or in the pages of the Index. 95 

Abolitionism and Temperance 

For a man who habitually stressed consistency in moral actions, Brantly's 

justification of slavery seems inconsistent with his participation in the temperance 

movement. As scholars have noted, the temperance movement led to and, in some 

respects, prepared the way for later abolitionists. One scholar in particular classified both 

total abstinence and immediate emancipation as forms of "teetotalism.,,96 In Philadelphia, 

Cox and Hoby found that "slavery and Temperance Societies formed prominent topics of 

conversation.,,97 By 1838, the general populace of Philadelphia linked temperance men 

with abolitionists.98 Both movements targeted one vice and sought the eradication of it. 

94W. T. Brantly, "Exhortations to Various Classes," CI, 1 October 1831, p. 221; cf. Brantly's 
answer to A Professor, "On the Treatment of Religious Servants," CI, 23 February 1833, p. 127. 

95This seems to be a legitimate conclusion from the scarcity of articles on slavery in the Index, 
and from Brantly's dislike of discussions over slavery in the Virginian legislature following the Nat Turner 
Rebellion (W. T. Brantly, "Negro Slavery in Va.," CI, 28 January 1832, p. 63). Exceptions to this silence 
include Brantly'S opinion about polygamy among slaves who had been separated from their former spouse 
through sale (W. T. Brantly, "A Hard Case," CSCI, 5 December 1829, p. 364; see also Brantly's response 
to A Professor, "On the Treatment of Religious Servants," 127). His answer, that polygamy was absolutely 
forbidden and merited expulsion, provoked a censure from Benjamin Lundy, editor of the Genius of 
Universal Emancipation, published in Baltimore (Pendleton, "Influence [Ph.D. diss.]," 131 n.54). 
Pendleton reports that Brantly supported the Colonization Society of the State of Pennsylvania in sending 
two hundred and twelve emigrants to Liberia (see Pendleton, "Influence [Ph.D. diss.]," 134-35, based on 
the Society'S paper, African Repository). 

96Charles 1. Foster, An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical United Front 1790-1837 (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1960), 173. Foster's discussion requires caution, for he uses 
psychology to explain religious conversion. In a passing comment, Anne C. Loveland noted the 
consistency of logic between temperance and abolitionism (Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order, 
1800-1860 [Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1980], 153). 

97COX and Hoby, Baptists in America, 21. 

980thniel Alsop Pendleton, Jr., "The Influence of the Evangelical Churches upon Humanitarian 
Reform: A Case-Study Giving Particular Attention to Philadelphia, 1790-1840," Journal of the 
Presbyterian Historical Society 16 (March 1947): 39. For a fairly complete chronological overview of the 
history of colonizationism and abolitionism in Philadelphia among evangelicals, see idem, "Influence 
[Ph.D. diss.]," 109-88. 
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The similarity led Thomas Meredith, the tenacious editor of North Carolina's Biblical 

Recorder, to remark in light of Paul's commendation of Philemon, a Christian 

slaveholder: 

The truth is, the abolitionists have made precisely the same mistake, that was 
made a little time ago, by some of the friends of temperance.-The latter undertook 
to denounce the use of wine as immoral. They therefore immediately convicted both 
Christ and his apostles of immorality! ... The former denounce the slave holder as 
living in sin, for owning a slave. They therefore straightway convict Christ and his 
apostles of conniving at sin; for it cannot be denied, that they allowed the existence 
of slavery in the primitive churches, and even commended slave holders, as men of 
rare piety and benevolence! !99 

Both movements also exhibited a similar judgmental tone. Just as Baptists in the South 

suffered at the hand of the antislavery societies, so one Pennsylvania Baptist in 1831 

complained of the treatment he received from the temperance societies: 

In my own happy country [i.e., America], there are various Societies instituted for 
the encouragement of piety and virtue, and for the suppression of vice and 
immorality. But I never knew or heard of a society, since civil and religious liberty 
have been properly understood, assuming to itself the prerogative of sitting in 
judgment on the consciences of their christian brethren and of making that a test of 
Christianity or of Christian character, which is not authorized by the Word of God. 
Your self-styled "Temperance Societies" go much further in this respect, than the 
Scriptures authorize them to do; and, as it appears to me, take a savage pleasure in 
ridiculing and defaming the characters and motives of those who cannot see either 
reason or propriety in conforming to their rules. 100 

The logic of extreme duty pressed both movements forward. 

Given the similarities, why did Brantly not follow the logic from temperance to 

abolitionism? He knew that his views on drinking resembled abolitionism. In 1833, 

Brantly had publicly accused of having a "compromising spirit" those who resorted to 

wine as a substitute to ardent spirits. Deep down "a hankering" for the old stuff 

remained. The same spirit regulated moderate users. No middle position remained 

between use and disuse. Therefore, in Brantly's mind, temperance societies were 

99T. Meredith, "Abolitionism," BRSW, 15 February 1840, n.p. 

100 A Constant Reader, Letter to the Editor from Wilkesbarre, Pennsylvania, in W. T. Brantly, 
"Mischief of Temperance Societies," CI, 20 August 1831, p. 125. 
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misnamed, for they were "not designed to regulate the use of intoxicating liquors, and 

promote temperance in the enjoyment ofthese things, but entirely to do them away-they 

are abolition societies." Moreover, should Christians derive their living from the sale of 

such liquors, Brantly apologized for the appearance of "unfeeling intrusion" and censure, 

but he condemned their avocation and hinted that church discipline should eventually 

follow. 101 In light of such "abolition," how could Brantly hold to the "total abstinence 

from all intoxicating liquors," but not the total emancipation of slaves? 

Light on this question comes from the proceedings of the United States' 

Temperance Convention of 1833. Three hundred seventy-three members assembled at 

Independence Hall in Philadelphia on 24 May 1833 to discuss how better to promote 

temperance across the country. Many delegates were acutely aware that the existing 

national body, the American Temperance Society, had failed to secure nationwide 

acceptance, especially in the South. Too many Yankees gave the Society the smell of 

aristocracy, according to one self-confessed "American Yankee," a certain Mr. Graham of 

New York. The pressing problem seemed to be rumors in the South, spread by enemies 

of temperance, that the Society and even the Temperance Convention itself secretly 

planned to stir the slavery question. Such rumors endangered the union, according to Mr. 

Graham, for unlike other controversial matters, such as masonry, slavery was a sectional 

issue. To lift suspicion, most in the assembly seemed to have desired a public disclaimer, 

but could not decide between a general disclaimer (having met only to promote 

temperance) or a specific one (having no "intention to interfere in the slavery question"). 

In discussing the matter, Brantly spoke up and revealed his thoughts on potential 

sectional strife in 1833.102 

lOlW. T. Brantly, Total Abstinencefrom All Intoxicating Liquors the Only Safe-Guard 
(Philadelphia: P. J. Gray, 1833),8-9,12-14. 

102"Temperance Convention," CI, 1 June 1833, pp. 337-39. The delegate who moved for a 
specific disclaimer was a certain "Mr. Rice, of Washington City," who could be Luther Rice (ibid., 339). 
For the Temperance Convention's official call, see W. T. Brantly, "Temperance Movements," CI,23 
February 1833, p. 127. 



342 

Brantly opposed issuing any specific disclaimer for two reasons. In principle, 

Brantly believed that "minds conscious of right, feel no disposition to make disclaimers 

of such imputations." In this, Brantly resembled Mr. Hunt, the temperance agent for 

North Carolina, who considered answering empty charges "beneath the dignity of a 

gentleman, the purity of a patriot, and simplicity of a christian." In addition, Brantly did 

not regard the situation with any alarm in 1833. While several saw the situation as 

critical, possibly leading to separate temperance societies in the North and South, Brantly 

questioned the facts. On the basis of his "extensive correspondence with intelligent and 

influential men in the South," Brantly claimed that he had "heard nothing from them of 

any suspicion of political designs entertained by the temperance society." True, he had 

recently heard of some Georgians privately complaining that some Northern temperance 

papers had admitted some antislavery articles; but this, he judged, could not be classed 

"an excitement." He simply hoped the Temperance Society would embrace all sections 

and all sects, and "would not regard the snappings and barkings of the malignant." 

In giving his reply, Brantly revealed two aspects of his thought, which may 

have contributed to his separation of temperance from abolition. First, Brantly agreed 

with many of the delegates in regarding temperance as a moral issue and slavery as a 

political one. The Temperance Convention was primarily a moral meeting. Brantly 

himself gave the opening prayer. While the assembly resolutely encouraged all 

legislatures to form temperance societies and applauded the military's discouragement of 

using ardent spirits, the great body sought no legislation against drinking, with many 

citing the separation of church and state.103 In this regard, antebellum evangelicals 

differed significantly from their later heirs, whose agendas have often incorporated 

political aims. Second, Brantly still identified himself with the South, even after seven 

years of ministry in the North. He appeared at the Convention, not as a Philadelphian, 

103Regarding slavery, a gentleman from Washington, DC, strongly urged against "connecting 
the cause of temperance with that of emancipation, or with any political object whatever" ("Temperance 
Convention," 337). 
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but as one having "the honor to represent in part, two Southern states." In dealing with 

temperance, a cause common to all Americans, Brantly hoped for unity among all 

sections and all sects; but with regard to slavery, Brantly held his Southern views. 

Conclusion 

By the start of 1836, neither sectionalism, nor the return to the society method, 

nor even controversy over Indian removal and slavery had destroyed the visible unity of 

the Triennial Convention. The policy of silence appeared to work. In public debates, the 

"spirit of compromise" prevailed, bringing continued cooperation, just as Brantly had 

hoped. Thus Baptist unity was saved-temporarily. 



CHAPTER 12 

THE BEGINNING OF THE BIBLE CONTROVERSY 

The 1830s marks the end of the Second Great Awakening and of one of its 

most notable traits-evangelical unity. Early in the decade, American cities appeared to 

experience remarkable revivals, especially through the success of new measures such as 

protracted meetings and the anxious seat. Hopes ran high that the millennial Kingdom of 

God was about to come through the united efforts of His servants. Soon, however, cracks 

appeared. Aggressive abolitionists began agitating the slavery question. Doctrinal 

conservatives began stressing denominational hallmarks. Together, slavery and 

doctrine-sectional and sectarian peculiarities-overcame evangelical unity. Bonds of 

union began to weaken both within denominations and between denominations. In 1837, 

organizational rifts appeared that persisted through the Civil War.! 

Perhaps the most well-known separation of the decade concerned the 

Presbyterians. As described in chapter 10, Presbyterians were deliberating yearly in 

lMany scholars have noted the importance of the year 1837, which witnessed the end of 
Jackson's presidency, a large economic collapse, and the end of the nation's fIrst "evangelical united 
front," to borrow Charles I. Foster's terminology (An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical United Front 
1790-1837 [Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1960], viii). Though Foster calls the end 
of visible evangelical unity a "collapse" (ibid., 249), other scholars have chosen less drastic terms. 
Looking before 1837, Fred J. Hood has summarized, "The period from 1826 to 1837 was as eventful in 
religious developments as it was in political, social, and economic areas .... In national terms, ... the most 
signifIcant development was an evolution in the religious mode of social control from indoctrination to 
salvation," i.e., from benevolent societies to revivalism (Reformed America: The Middle and Southern 
States, 1783-1837 [University: The University of Alabama Press, 1980], 169,201-02). Looking beyond 
1837, John W. Kuykendall acknowledged "a period of crisis" for the national benevolent societies, but 
warns against any "shortsighted" view that forgets their modifIed comeback in the 1850s (Southern 
Enterprize: The Work of National Evangelical Societies in the Antebellum South, Contributions to the 
Study of Religion [Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982],98, 116 n.2, where he cites Clifford S. GriffIn, 
Their Brothers' Keepers: Moral Stewardship in the United States 1800-1865 [New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1960],89-95). Arguably, the "evangelical united front" has returned periodically in 
American history, fIrst around the Civil War, then in the progressive era, and fInally in post-World War II 
''New Evangelicalism" (e.g., regarding the Civil War, see George M. Marsden, The Evangelical Mind and 
the New School Experience: A Case Study of Thought and Theology in Nineteenth-Century America [New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1970], 181-83). 
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Philadelphia whether the theology of some New School advocates of new measures fell 

within or without the denomination's creed. At first, many Old School leaders, such as 

Princeton's Samuel Miller, advocated peace, believing that brothers could not remain 

separate for long "in this day of noble catholic enterprise.,,2 Later, they changed their 

mind, but did not command the majority in the General Assembly until May 1837, when 

Southern fears over New School antislavery elicited sufficient numbers to excise four 

western synods, composed mainly of New School ministers.3 Thus slavery and doctrine 

together led to open disunity in "The City of Brotherly Love." Perhaps more importantly, 

this denominational disunity coincided with the end of evangelical unity. The 

Presbyterian split effectively abolished the evangelical Plan of Union, under which 

Presbyterians and Congregationalists had been planting churches together since 1801.4 

The Old School Presbyterians abandoned "the whole revival and moral reform program 

of the 'Evangelical United Front'" in favor of denominational purity and independence.5 

Similarly, though less known, evangelical unity essentially ceased among 

missionary Baptists in 1837, when a great Bible Convention of Baptists meeting in 

Philadelphia decided to fund their own translations of Scripture through a Bible society of 

their own, instead of relying further on the American Bible Society, one of the most 

popular institutions of the evangelical Benevolent Empire. As with the Presbyterians, the 

2Samuel Miller, "Dr. Miller on Difference of Opinion," CI, 2 February 1833, p. 68. In the end, 
Baptists followed wisdom that Miller also expressed: "A quiet separation would certainly be better than a 
mere nominal union with protracted strife" (ibid.). 

3Sydney E. Ahlstrom noted, "In one blow 553 churches, 509 ministers and between sixty and a 
hundred thousand members were lopped from the rolls" (A Religious History of the American People [New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1972],468). On southern fears and turnout, see Ernest Trice 
Thompson, Presbyterians in the South (Richmond: John Knox, 1963), 1:392. On the shifts in Miller and 
other moderate Old School leaders, see David B. Calhoun, Princeton Seminary, vol. 1, Faith and Learning 
1812-1868 (Edinburgh and Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 1994),244-52. 

4Even though the Plan of Union between New School Presbyterians and Congregationalists 
lasted until 1852, the Old School separation should be seen as the first rejection of the Plan, since many of 
the rejected churches, often snubbed as "Presbygational," had been planted under the Plan. As a result of 
1837, the Old School returned not only to a narrower creed, but also to "a more exclusive reliance upon 
strictly denominational organization for carrying on its benevolent program" (Thompson, Presbyterians in 
the South, 1:412). For an overview of the Plan of Union, see Ahlstrom, Religious History, 456-69. 

5Marsden, The Evangelical Mind and the New School Experience, 58, 71, 123. 
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end of evangelical unity also coincided with denominational disunity. Although a formal 

breach between the North and South did not occur until 1845, when the Southern Baptist 

Convention began, the Bible Convention of 1837 displayed the first open signs of 

sectional disunity. Even though the Bible Convention was the largest convention of 

Baptists until that point in American history, the convention attracted few Westerners and 

even fewer Southerners.6 Most notably, South Carolina chose to stay away en bloc, as a 

silent protest to New York city, whom they considered had acted presumptuously in 

starting the new Bible society. Suspicions soon surfaced of a hidden slavery agenda as 

well. By 1838, Brantly himself-the self-declared "Unionist"-had moved to South 

Carolina, where he declared that the Triennial Convention existed in name only.7 Richard 

Furman's dream of Baptists "uniting in one common effort" was coming to an end.8 

What did Brantly witness within the Triennial Convention that led him to such 

a drastic conclusion seven years before that Convention formally dissolved? Many 

scholars attribute the Convention's dissolution to sectional differences over slavery and 

church order.9 Without minimizing either factor, it should be noted that neither caused 

open disruption until sectarian concerns entered the mixture. Before 1836, a policy of 

60ne source reported 269 representatives from New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania in 
contrast to 120 from all other locations (T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 5 July 1837, n.p.). 
Brantly reported, "The number [of delegates] was upwards of 400, of which more than a third was from the 
city and State of New-York. A large portion came from New-Jersey as delegates from Churches: some 
small churches in that State, sending from eight to twelve delegates. South of this were but few, and from 
New-England not many" ("The Great Bible Convention," SWGI, 26 May 1837, n.p.). 

7William T. Brantly, "A. and F. Bible Society," BR, 27 January 1838, n.p. 

8Richard Furman, "Address," in Proceedings of the Baptist Convention for Missionary 
Purposes; Held in Philadelphia, in May, 1814 (Philadelphia: Ann Coles, 1814),42. 

9F or example, one leading historian of Southern religion, following Walter B. Shurden, wrote, 
"Under strain for some time, the old Triennial Convention of Baptists ... came apart. Sectionalism-related 
causes were the largest part of the story. Whether it was permissible for ministers, or secondarily lay 
people, to own slaves arose as a sharply contested point. A second factor contributed to the breakup as 
well: the trend that had been developing in the South toward forming a more centralized denominational 
structure" (Samuel S. Hill, One Name but Several Faces: Variety in Popular Christian Denominations in 
Southern History [Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1996], 18). For a survey of the changing 
historiography about the causes behind the founding of the Southern Baptist Convention, see Walter B. 
Shurden and Lori Redwine Varnadoe, "The Origins of the Southern Baptist Convention: A 
Historiographical Study," BHH37 (Winter 2002): 71-96. 
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silence kept sectional differences under control. After 1836, New Yorkers, waving a 

Baptist flag, led American Baptists to abandon evangelical cooperation in the name of the 

Bible and liberty of conscience. Resisting this retreat stood several conservative Baptists, 

including William T. Brantly, host pastor for the Bible Convention. For three days, 

Brantly brought many of his longtime convictions to the table, in an effort to save 

evangelical unity. He lost. In less than a year, he returned to the South-never to 

participate actively in national leadership again. In doing so, he seems to have abandoned 

hope of ever receiving his ideal of a national unity that would "embrace people from all 

parts of the country, and of all denominations. ,,10 Both sectionalism and sectarianism led 

to the breakup of the Triennial Convention. 

The Baptist Bible controversy ofthe 1830s and beyond has been largely 

forgotten. II For this reason, an overview is necessary. The current chapter will describe 

the external and internal tensions that Baptists experienced following the actions of the 

American Bible Society. The next chapter will examine the resulting disunity. Each 

chapter will end with an overview of Brantly's conservative reactions, which proved in 

the end to be a mixture of evangelical unity and Southern identity. 

External Tension with the American Bible Society 

On 6 August 1835, at the American Bible Society's House in New York City, 

the Society'S Board of Managers received a request from two English Baptist 

IOBrantly revealed this concept when he was addressed the United States' Temperance 
Convention on potential sectional strife over temperance ("Temperance Convention," CI, 1 June 1833, p. 
339). 

llIn one rare article on the subject, Northern Baptist historian Edward C. Starr admits how 
"time has almost obscured" the American Bible Union, the [mal organization formed by Spencer H. Cone 
to produce a new English version. In contrast to this obscurity, Starr speculates that this organization "in 
its day caused more stir among the Baptists than we of the present may believe possible" ("A Sectarian 
Bible," The Chronicle 17 [January 1954]: 33). Starr himself mentions the Bible Convention of 1837 in less 
than one sentence (ibid., 35). 

For a satisfactory overview of the whole version controversy among nineteenth-century 
American Baptists, see Thomas Armitage, A History of the Baptists: Traced by Their Vital Principles and 
Practices from the Time of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to the Year 1886 (New Yark: Bryan, Taylor, 
and Co., 1887),893-918. 
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missionaries, William H. Pearce and a coworker named Yates, to aid in printing their new 

version of the Bengali Bible. The two were writing the American board, because they 

had already been turned down by both the Calcutta Bible Society and the British and 

Foreign Bible Society, for translating the Greek word baptizo as "immerse," instead of 

simply transliterating (then called "transferring") it as "baptize." Since the American 

society had already funded Judson's Burmese version, which followed the same rule, the 

two Englishmen were emboldened to ask. News of the character of the Burmese version 

startled most of the Board, who later claimed that, had it not been for this news, they 

might have dismissed the Englishmen's request as out oftheir jurisdiction. Knowledge 

of funding a sectarian Bible called for a reexamination of the Society's principles 

regarding foreign translations. 12 

The Board of the American Bible Society took careful, conscientious steps in 

reconsidering its principles over the next six months. Based upon the recommendation of 

the Committee on Distribution, the Board on 3 September 1835 chose a special 

committee of seven men, one from each denomination represented in the Society, to 

"settle a principle in relation to the translation of the Greek word Baptizo.,,13 On 1 

October 1835, the majority report of the special committee acknowledged the facts about 

the Bengali and Burmese translations, and denied any prior awareness that "such 

translations were made and approved by any denomination of Christians in India, or other 

heathen countries." In later justifying this ignorance, the Board explained, that they had 

been "taking it for granted that none would ask them to aid denominational versions." In 

12For these facts, see W. H. Wyckoff, The American Bible Society and the Baptists; or, The 
Question Discussed, Shall the Whole Word 0/ God Be Given to the Heathen? (New York: John Barker, 
1841), 1, 18-19. This book, which gives the Baptist side of the story, nonetheless contains transcripts of 
important minutes and letters, including the American Bible Society'S official defense of 1841, followed by 
a detailed rejoinder from the Baptists. William H. Wyckoff, William Colgate, and Spencer H. Cone 
formed a tight threesome in favor of a new English translation that would not transliterate baptizo (see John 
Thornbury, A Pastor in New York: The Life and Times o/Spencer Houghton Cone [Webster, NY: 
Evangelical Press USA, 2004], 134-35). 

13Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 2. The committee consisted of "a Presbyterian, an 
Epicopalian, a Baptist, a Methodist, a Moravian, one of the Reformed Dutch Church, and one from the 
Society of Friends [Quakers]" (ibid., 20). 
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their eyes, joining the union implied a tacit agreement to nonsectarian Bibles-versions 

that all denominations involved could unite in using. The committee itself asserted, "It is 

not competent for the American Bible Society to assume any sectarian attitude by 

favouring the denominational views of any particular church either at home or abroad." 

They reasoned that not translating baptizo imposed no difficulty on any denomination, 

whereas translating it would "necessarily embarrass, if not wholly exclude" non-Baptist 

missions in areas using that version. Therefore, the committee resolved not to fund the 

Bengali version or any like it, which did not "comport with ... the obvious intention of 

the authorized English version. ,,14 

One member of the special committee strongly disagreed-Spencer Houghton 

Cone (1785-1855), pastor of Oliver Street Baptist Church in New York City, and current 

president of the Triennial Convention. Converted at age twenty-eight after success in 

acting and political journalism, Cone quickly achieved prominence as a preacher, first 

dazzling audiences in Alexandria, Virginia, before moving to New York in 1823. Here, 

Cone commanded a strong influence in many benevolent and missionary societies, often 

holding the office of corresponding secretary. His late-life controversies over Bible 

translations seemed to run contrary to his general character and course. "In many areas of 

theology, politics, and practical Christian endeavour," notes a recent biographer, "[Cone] 

was for the most part moderate, flexible and given to peace. But on the question of the 

purity of the Bible, for him there could be no compromise. This was a hill he was willing 

to die on, and arguably that hill provided him his fatal wound.,,15 He mounted this hill in 

1836, when he wrote the counter report of the select committee and presented it to the 

American Bible Society's Board. 

14Ibid., 3, 23, 22, 23-24, 3-4. 

15Thombury, Pastor in New York, 134. For a concise and helpful overview of Cone's life, see 
William B. Sprague, Annals of the American Baptist Pulpit; or Commerorative Notices of Distinguished 
Clergymen of the Baptist Denomination in the United States, from the Early Settlement of the Country to 
the Close of the Year Eighteen Hundred and Fifty-Five, with an Historical Introduction, vol. 6 of Annals of 
the American Pulpit (New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 1865),642-56. 
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In his counter report, Cone accused the Society of injustice, tyranny, and 

illiberality. First, based upon both the Society's resolution of May 1834 "to distribute the 

Bible among all the accessible population of the globe, within the shortest practicable 

period," and upon the subsequent circular, which encouraged missionaries to expect that 

every portion of the Bible "correctly translated" would receive aid, Cone claimed that it 

was "unjust to refuse their request ... until it is first proved that the translations are 

unfaithful and inaccurate." Second, Cone claimed the Society had no right "to control 

the consciences of well qualified evangelical missionaries" in their translation work, as if, 

instead of pleasing God, they must also "consult primarily the views and wishes of 

earthly patrons." Similarly, Cone found it strange that the Society had placed as its 

standard the "sense of the authorized English version" instead of the "sense of the Spirit 

of inspiration." Third, the Society was unfairly stigmatizing Baptists, who had been 

received initially as Baptists and had given generously for more than eighteen years. 

Several old European versions had translated baptizo as "immerse" and been reprinted 

without stigmatization, but when Baptists did so, they Society branded it "sectarian.,,16 

Thus, in seeking to avoid sectarianism in the eyes of the paedobaptists, the Board 

received this opprobrium from the Baptists themselves. 

Letters from several Baptists, including an influential one from Francis 

Wayland, president of Brown University, sent the matter back to the same special 

committee, who offered two reports on 19 November 1835. The majority withdrew their 

earlier report, and presented instead the following "general principle": 

By the constitution of the American Bible Society, its Managers are, in the 
circulating of the Holy Scriptures, restricted to such copies as are without note or 
comment, and in the English language, to the version in common use. The design of 
these restrictions clearly seems to have been to simplify and mark out the duties of 
the Society; so that all the religious denominations, of which it is composed, might 
harmoniously unite in performing those duties. 

As the Managers are now called to aid extensively in circulating the Sacred 
Scriptures in languages other than the English, they deem it their duty, in conformity 

16For the complete counter report, see Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 4-9. 
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with the obvious spirit of their compact, to adopt the following resolution as the rule 
of their conduct in making appropriations for the circulation of the Scriptures in all 
foreign tongues. 

1. Resolved, That in appropriating money for the translating, printing, or 
distributing, of the Sacred Scriptures in foreign languages, the Managers feel at 
liberty to encourage only such versions as conform in the principle of their 
translation to the common English version; at least so far as that all the religious 
denominations represented in this Society, can consistently use and circulate said 
versions in their several schools and communities. 

In the counter report, Cone claimed that if the Baptists had originally known this rule, 

they would never have asked for money; but now, since Baptists had given both 

donations and legacies, they should be funded. 17 A defensive tone appears here. While 

the Board adamantly claimed that Cone "had repeatedly solicited funds for the Burmese 

version" long before he first informed them of its peculiar character in the aftermath of 

the Englishmen's request, Cone himself (in the words of Rufus Babcock, Jr.) "responded 

that he had laid on their table, along with applications for continued aid to the Burman 

Mission of Dr. Judson, the Resolutions ofthe Baptist Board of Foreign Mission, fully 

instructing all their missionaries, in their translations, to transfer no words susceptible of 

a literal translation.,,18 At any rate, several of the Bible Society'S Board members tried to 

table the decision or call for another committee, but on 17 February 1836, the majority 

resolution passed by a vote of thirty to fourteen. 19 Only final approval at the Society's 

annual meeting remained. 

In the meantime, several Baptists on the Bible Society'S Board selected a 

committee to draft a formal protest, which eleven subsequently signed; with one more 

endorsing it partially. The protesters charged the majority with violating the Society's 

constitution, both in unfairly excluding Baptists in favor of paedobaptist sensibilities, and 

in making the English version a general standard, which the original constitution nowhere 

17Ibid., 10-13. 

18Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 19; Sprague, Annals, 6:649. 

19Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 12-13. 
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did, but implicitly denied. Amid the protesters' fourteen reasons, some of which Cone 

had already argued, the final stood tall: 

Because a measure which withholds from the heathen, the Word of Life, and 
suffers them to hasten to the retributions of eternity without the knowledge of God 
and the way of salvation, simply because the volume it is proposed to give contains 
the translation of a single term, to which only Pedobaptists object, but which, by the 
admission of all, cannot lead to any fundamental error, nor to a single invalid 
administration of a Christian ordinance, is obviously inconsistent with the 
benevolent character of the American Bible Society, and with the spirit of 
Christianity. 

Here the protesters laid aside the technical charges and appealed to what one of them 

called "Christian courtesy ... and the claims of the heathen." Here was an evangelical 

appeal, based on the fundamentals of the faith and concerted benevolent action. At the 

very least, the protesters argued that no "constitutional obstacle" prohibited funds for the 

Baptists' translations, especially if they were the only translations. Injustice, Baptists 

deserved a refund of capital. The protesters presented their document on 7 April 1836 

and again at a subsequent meeting. The Board allegedly refused to let it be read, leaving 

these Baptists with "very painful" emotions as "outcasts from our brethren.,,2o 

Having faced the pain, five of the protesters-Spencer H. Cone, Alexander 

Maclay, Jonathan Going, Charles G. Sommers, and William Colgate, who were all New 

Yorkers at the time-joined other Baptist leaders at Hartford, Connecticut on 27 April 

1836 for the annual meeting of the Baptist Board of Foreign Missions, anticipating some 

action regarding the American Bible Society.21 Also assembled were several members of 

the Bible Society's Board, who had not protested, but had even voted for the measure, 

including Wayland and his brother-in-law, Heman Lincoln, both from New England. In 

2°Constitution of the American and Foreign Bible Society, Formed by the Bible Convention 
which Met in Philadelphia, April 26-29, 1837; a List of Their Officers and Managers; a Report of Their 
Operations during the Year of Their Provisional Organization, Together with an Appendix, Containing 
Extracts of Correspondence, and the Names of Auxiliary Societies, Life Directors, and Life Members (New 
York: John Gray, 1837),29-33. Full subscribers were Spencer H. Cone, Archibald Maclay, Jonathan 
Going, Charles G. Sommers, William Judd, William Colgate, Charles C. P. Crosby, William Winterton, 
Octavius Winslow, Luke Barker, M.D., and Samuel Bernard. Partially subscribing was Timothy R. Green. 

21Ibid., 34. 



official action, the Baptist Board considered a letter from John C. Brigham, 

corresponding secretary of the American Bible Society. After hearing the letter, the 

managers referred it to a committee of seven and Brantly closed in prayer. The 
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committee consisted of the following: two Southern friends-Brantly and Manly; three 

New Englanders-Wayland, James D. Knowles of Newton Institute, and Levi Farwell, 

the Board's assistant treasurer; and two New Yorkers-Colgate and Cone, the chairman. 

In their report of the following morning, the committee declined the $5000 extended by 

the American Bible Society towards any translation without "immerse." Justifying their 

decision, the committee referred back to the Board's dual resolution of April 1833, which 

on the one hand, pledged themselves to "give to the heathen the pure Word of God in 

their own languages," that is, a translation having "as exact a representation ofthe mind 

ofthe Holy Spirit, as may be possible," and on the other hand, obliged their missionaries 

to exact meaning and languages, especially "to transfer no words which are capable of 

being literally translated." In accepting this decision and in thus striking out alone, the 

Board faced what Brantly called "increased demands on the treasury." Accordingly, he 

moved, Cone seconded, and the Board approved that these demands "be promptly and 

cheerfully met by increased liberality." The evening ended with "able and impressive 

addresses" from Brantly and Cone, as well as from Wayland and Manly, who had earlier 

moved for prayer on behalf of the mission stations.22 

Unofficially, and with no record given in the official minutes, the Board met 

separately on both days to consider specifically the Bible Society crisis. In these 

meetings, known later as the "Hartford Conference," William T. Brantly presided as 

chairman. After much discussion, the following resolutions passed-the first 

unanimously, and the second with only five nays: 

Resolved, That, should the American Bible Society, at its approaching 
anniversary, ratify the resolutions of their Board of Managers, passed February 17, 

22"American Baptist Board of Foreign Missions, Twenty-second Annual Meeting," The Baptist 
Missionary Magazine 16 (June 1836): 121-23, 125. 
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1836, it will be the duty ofthe Baptist denomination in the United States, to form a 
distinct organization for Bible translation and distribution in foreign tongues. 

Resolved, That it is expedient to call a Convention of delegates from churches, 
and associations, and other religious bodies, to meet in Philadelphia, in the month of 
April, 1837, to adopt such measures, as circumstances, in the Providence of God, 
may reqUIre. 

The negative votes toward the second resolution most probably came from the New York 

protesters, who, as later explained by one of them, disagreed not with calling a 

convention, but only with delaying one year. Whether Brantly, as chairman, favored the 

proposed convention is not known.23 Perhaps Brantly anticipated no division among the 

Baptists. At any rate, the Conference appointed Brantly, Cone, Babcock, Going, and 

Dagg to a committee for making arrangements in Philadelphia for the following year.24 

As so often happens in the affairs of men, several from the Hartford 

Conference later changed their mind and joined with those who desired immediate action. 

As explained later, these members had in Hartford wanted "to avoid collision" with 

moderate Baptists, but now they "became fully convinced that this would be an 

unnecessary delay, injurious alike to the cause of truth, and to the souls of the perishing 

heathen." Cone, specifically, felt no binding obligation from the ad hoc conference.25 

23When antimasonry raged in the late l820s, Brantly had criticized the Otsego Association of 
New York for hold special meetings on a single topic: "It was injudicious, however, to recommend a 
meeting for the discussion of the subject. Good seldom comes from those discussions which are prompted 
by hot strife, and party spirit. Whilst the Masonic controversy is going on, the cause of Christ is neglected, 
the interest of precious souls disregarded, and the pacific attitude of the church turned into a hostility truly 
militant" (W. T. Brantly, "Review of Associations," CSC!, 26 December 1829, p. 404). In contrast, 
Brantly commended the prudence of the New London Association of Connecticut in letting the churches 
decide for themselves (idem, "Review of Associations," The CSC!, 12 December 1829, p. 370). 

24No minutes of the Hartford Conference were consulted. There may be none. Information 
comes from Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837,35-36; cf. the preamble to the call 
(ibid., 40). 

25In a letter to John L. Dagg, Cone compared the Hartford Conference to the Oliver Street 
Meeting. Since the latter had more numbers and church representation, it carried more weight. Besides, 
the Baptist Board, which was the "only organized Baptist body, of a general character, in the United 
States," passed by the Bible question in silence. Cone also confided, "The eight or ten brethren who were 
in Oliver street as well as at Hartford, never dreamt of being so pledged, by the resolutions of one 
conference, as to prevent their acceding to those of the other. We have committed no sin against our 
brethren, but acted according to the light given to us" (Edward W. Cone and Spencer W. Cone, Some 
Account of the Life of Spencer Houghton Cone: A Baptist Preacher in America [New York: Livermore and 
Rudd, 1856], 330-31). 



Accordingly, a new convention was called.26 Immediately after the American Bible 

Society ratified the odious resolutions at the annual meeting on 12 May 1836, one 

hundred and twenty Baptists, mainly New Yorkers, assembled in Oliver Street Baptist 

Church to form a new organization. The pastor, Spencer Cone, presented letters from 
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associations, churches, and individuals, that all urged "the adoption of immediate 

measures for the formation of a Bible Society in the Baptist Denomination." Appealing 

to the proceedings at Hartford, the convention declared that forming a new organization 

was a "duty." They then summoned a committee to draft a constitution, which was read 

and adopted the following morning. After choosing officers, the new society-the 

American and Foreign Bible Society-resolved to hold its first annual meeting in 

Philadelphia, in conjunction with the Bible Convention, in order to submit the actions of 

the new Society to the assembled Baptists "for the purpose of securing the combined and 

concentrated action of the denomination in the Bible Cause." Accordingly, on 27 May 

1836, Brantly's committee on arrangements included in the call for the Bible Convention 

a notice not only ofthe American Bible Society's fateful decision, but also ofthe new 

American and Foreign Bible Society as "an important measure," that ostensibly planned 

on "conforming its organization to the wishes of the Delegates who shall be there 

assembled." Donations for foreign Bibles could now be sent to either the New York 

society, or to the Board of Foreign Missions in Boston.27 

Before leaving the topic ofthe American Bible Society, consideration should 

be given to the first article of the Baptist Society'S constitution, since it holds the 

predominant justification for the new organization: 

26Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837,36. 

27Constitution o/the American & Foreign Bible Society, Formed by a Convention o/Baptist 
Elders and Brethren, Held in the Meeting House o/the Oliver-St. Baptist Church, in the City o/New-York, 
May 12, & 13, 1836: Together, with Their Address to the Friends o/the Bible Throughout the United 
States; a Notice o/Their Proceedings; and a List o/Their Officers and Board o/Managers (New York: 
American and Foreign Bible Society, 1836),3-6,9, 16. 
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The designation of this Society shall be the AMERICAN AND FOREIGN 
BIBLE SOCIETY, the single object of which shall be to promote a wider circulation 
ofthe Holy Scriptures, in the most faithful versions that can be procured.28 

The two words "most faithful" probably came from the opening address ofthe American 

Bible Society, written by John M. Mason and published in 1816. Because this address 

accompanied the original constitution, Baptists used the address as the official 

interpretation of the constitution.29 In giving the dimensions ofthe new American Bible 

Society, Mason had explained: 

Local feelings, party prejudices, sectarian jealousies are excluded by its very nature. 
Its members are leagued in that, and that alone, which calls up every hallowed, and 
puts down every unhallowed principle-the dissemination of the Scriptures in the 
received versions, where they exist, and in the most faithful where they may be 
required. In such a work, whatever is dignified, kind, venerable, true, has ample 
scope, while sectarian littleness and virulence can find no avenues of admission.3D 

In this intriguing twist of fidelity and charity, the Baptists had seized on the phrase "most 

faithful" and had then charged the Society with not living up to its stated purpose.3
! In 

response, the Society'S managers later asked, "Now, what versions, in view of such a 

body, composed of six or eight denominations, can be viewed as 'most faithful?'" 

Surely, it must be a version that all participants could judge as faithful-a version as 

"equally faithful" as the authorized English version. In their opinion, they could not 

understand why Baptist translators could not follow this precedence, seeing how 

transferred words cannot teach error, but only require explanation, just as many words in 

28Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1836,7. 

29E.g., the Baptists protesters within the American Bible Society had used Mason's address as 
an interpretive key (Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 31). 

30Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 15. 

31E.g., in defending the American and Foreign Bible Society, Rufus Babcock, Jr. plainly 
asserted, "With almost unprecedented unanimity the voice of the denomination called for the formation of 
this institution, when the American Bible Society made itself sectarian by changing its original policy" (as 
stated in the preface to Wyckoff, American Bible Society, vi). An allegation of this kind also seems to lie 
behind the American and Foreign Bible Society's italicized assertion that Baptist missionaries' "versions 
are 'mostfaithful'" (Constitution, American & Foreign Bible Society, 1836, 12). 



Scripture do. Instead, the Society faced "an amount of opposition not very common 

among the professed sons of peace.,,32 
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In retrospect, it is hard to assess the decisions of the American Bible Society. 

On the one hand, Baptists continued to question the Society's plea of ignorance and to 

point out the pernicious effects of obscuring the truth in foreign translation simply for the 

interests ofpeace.33 One Baptist strongly doubted that the Society could continue its 

neutral policy: "It will be forced either to relinquish foreign distribution, or to allow each 

denomination to make such versions as it may choose.,,34 On the other hand, the Society 

seemed to act according to the accepted rules of previous evangelical benevolence. In 

self-defense, the Society's managers asked, "Is it the practice in ANY Society, where 

different denominations unite, to allow one part of the union to make sectarian books? 

How is it with the Sunday School or the Tract Society? Are any of their common funds 

used to make such books, at home or abroad, as only one sect can use?,,35 Brantly 

certainly understood this principle, as seen earlier in his defense of both the American 

Tract Society for "general readers" and the Baptist General Tract Society for Baptist 

readers. In maintaining this balance, Brantly had kept his denominational interests from 

32Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 17-18, 24, 22. 

33For an attempted refutation of the plea of ignorance, see Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 
35-36. For examples of the pernicious effects, see "Principles of Translation," CR 2 (December 1837): 
600-03. 

34"Princip1es of Translation," 601. 

35Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 15-16 note. The managers recognized the theoretical 
possibility of funding any translation, but asserted that such a policy would require a constitutional 
amendment (Wyckoff, American Bible Society, 24). Francis Wayland, a Baptist Life Member of the 
Society who had allegedly "suggested" the fmal resolution, later reflected, "I cannot perceive how, 
consistently with the principles of its constitution, the Bible Society could have adopted any other rule. It 
is equally required by the dictates of justice and common sense, and it breathes the spirit of fraternal 
equality in a Christian country" (Starr, "Sectarian Bible," 35). 

One exception to the Society's claim may have occurred when the London Tract Society 
complied with the request of the Baptist General Tract Society to help in printing Burmese tracts. In 
notifying the Americans that twenty-four reams of paper had been granted, the London committee 
expressed the feeling, "Weare engaged in one cause, ... though laboring in different parts of the vineyard, 
we have but one great object before us, the advancement of our blessed Saviour's kingdom" (W. T. 
Brantly, "Good Feelings among Christians," CSC!, 27 November 1830, p. 347; cf. Daniel Gurden Stevens, 
The First Hundred Years of The American Baptist Publication Society [Philadelphia: The American Baptist 
Publication Society, 1925], 16, which mentions $245 raised for Burmese tracts on some occasion). 
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destroying his love for evangelical unity. Almost assuredly, Brantly's experience and 

personal mission helped to guide him as he opposed the New York push for the American 

and Foreign Bible Society. 

Internal Tension among Baptists 

The New York convention caused two points of controversy among American 

Baptists. First, the quick action of the New Yorkers seemed to preempt the purposes of 

the Bible Convention. Were Baptists called upon merely to stamp their approval on the 

American and Foreign Bible Society, or was sincere deliberation still to occur? Second, 

the stated purpose of promoting "a wider circulation of the Holy Scriptures, in the most 

faithful versions that can be procured," left some doubt whether a new English version 

was also in view. Many Baptists wanted to replace the King James Version of the Bible 

with a new one that translated baptizo as "immerse." Brantly gave a vocal opinion on the 

latter concern, but held his thoughts about the former until after the Bible Convention. 

New York Haste 

The hasty formation ofthe American and Foreign Bible Society gave many 

Baptists the impression that the New Yorkers had acted presumptuously. The problem 

did not primarily concern one section ofthe country taking initiative, for, as in the case of 

the formation of the American Baptist Home Missionary Society in 1832, such an 

initiative may still meet the universal approval ofthe denomination.36 The problem really 

concerned insubordination. In the words of one Southern minister, the new society was 

"an unauthorized and unnecessary organization, ... formed, in direct opposition to the 

expressed opinion of our denomination in the Convention at Hartford." Worse yet, by 

still endorsing the Bible Convention, the new society ran the risk of prejudging the 

36The 1832 Triennial Convention approved of the formation of the American Baptist Home 
Missionary Society (Proceedings of the Seventh Triennial Meeting of the Baptist General Convention, for 
Missionary Purposes, Held in New York, April, 1832 [Boston: Putnam & Damrell, 1832], 13; cf. W. T. 
Brantly, "American Baptist Home Mission," CI, 5 May 1832, pp. 273-74). 
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outcome and coercing free Baptists. This thought in particular moved one "highly 

distinguished and influential" minister in New England to confess, "I have never been so 

thoroughly disgusted and displeased with any thing that has ever been done. It is 

arrogant and overbearing beyond any thing that I have ever known." Against such 

"Popery," he refused to submit.37 

In its official circular, the New York society justified itself as a necessary 

expediency. The infant society pointed to perishing souls and to the wisdom of 

capitalizing on "pious zeal." In addition to these reasons, the circular claimed that 

"immediate and concentrated action" had the support of not only "a large portion of the 

denomination," but also ofthe committee on arrangements for the Bible Convention.38 In 

its own zeal, the new society aimed first at forming auxiliary societies. To do so, the 

Board employed at least three agents-Edward Kingsford, Archibald Maclay, and Daniel 

Hascall, who sought not to solicit funds as much as to inform Baptists of the causes 

behind the new society. Brantly later expressed his fear that these agents had employed 

"specious and plausible representations (not, I fear without some misrepresentation) of 

the February resolutions ofthe American Bible Society, in persuading our brethren at a 

distance to believe, that we as a denomination had been ill-treated and oppressed.,,39 

Whether Brantly's allegations were true or not, the early efforts of the new 

society quickly garnered both supporters and dollars. In New England, only the Boston 

and Warren Associations remained opposed to the New York society.40 Boston's paper, 

37These letters were originally written to Basil Manly, who included excerpts of them in his 
editorial, "The American and Foreign Bible Society," SWGI, 31 March 1837, n.p. 

38Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1836, 11. Regarding perishing souls, the 
circular asked, "Shall we wait another year, and permit one thirtieth part of our race to die, while we are 
discussing a question of expediency?" Regarding pious zeal, the circular assured, "'Concentrated action is 
powerful action,' and what we might fail to achieve by isolated zeal, God will enable us to accomplish by 
co-operation" (ibid., 14). Similarly, before the annual meeting of the American Bible Society, Cone had 
asserted the need for Baptists to continue on the providential "tide" that if "taken at the flood leads on to 
fortune" (Cone and Cone, Some Account, 323). 

39Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 

4°Manly, "The American and Foreign Bible Society," n.p. 
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the Christian Watchman, lamented how the zealous agents of the new society had visited 

nearly half the Union and had collected from New York state alone about double what 

that state had ever given to the Boston Board for Foreign Missions-and all at a time 

when New York's own theological institute verged towards bankruptcy. Such zeal 

appeared to come from the natural desire for se1f-vindication.41 In general, dissenting 

voices were few. 42 By February 1837, $2500 had been given to the Bengali translation, 

with an additional $2500 given to the London Baptist Missionary Society and $10,000 to 

the American Baptist Board for Foreign Missions.43 According to one Southern 

participant at Hartford, many Baptists already considered the American and Foreign Bible 

Society a "denominational thing, and approve it without question accordingly.,044 

One dissenting voice was Basil Manly, temporary editor of the Southern 

Watchman in Charleston, South Carolina.45 Having participated in the Hartford 

Conference, Manly still agreed with the original intent of the proposed Bible Convention, 

which, he asserted, was to decide whether the Baptists needed a new organization, and if 

so, what it would be. He claimed that all present had "tacitly agreed" that such a 

convention would issue "the law of the whole." But now the New Yorkers had 

"prejudged the whole subject of organization," for they intended to present their society 

as a whole, leaving the remaining Baptists no room to do more than merely approve or 

censure. He anticipated that free and independent discussion would now suffer 

embarrassment, for too many personal considerations enter in. Therefore, Manly 

41Quoted in B. Manly, "Bible Convention in Philadelphia," SWGI, 17 March 1837, n.p. 

42Dagg recollected only a "few exceptions" to the society'S general support, once the initial 
"question as to the time of organization ... was amicably settled" (quoted in Cone and Cone, Some 
Account, 332). 

43Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 17. 

44B. Manly, "Bible Convention in Philadelphia," SWGI, lO February 1837, n.p. 

45Manly changed the name of the weekly newspaper from the Southern Baptist, which had 
been edited and partially funded for two years by William Brisbane, the later abolitionist. The new name 
accorded with the wishes of the state convention. See B. Manly, "To Subscribers," SWGI, 7 January 1837, 
n.p. 
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concluded, Baptists should "stay at home," and spare themselves the toil and expense. 

Going would only present "either the unpleasant alternative of contention and censure, or 

the, degrading one of humbly conforming to the arrangements established,"-and in either 

case, the delegate would then go home having incurred "a kind of implied obligation, by 

being ofthe meeting, to abide by the decisions of a fixed and certain majority." Such 

opinions, Manly claimed, were the views of the South Carolina Baptist Convention, who 

in the interests of independence, prudence, and peace "refused, by a deliberate and nearly 

unanimous vote, to send delegates to the proposed Convention.,,46 

Manly's comments sparked a reaction. The editor of the American Baptist 

Magazine strongly denied that the issue had been prejudged, stating his expectation that 

the American and Foreign Bible Society would be not simply approved, but also 

amended, making it acceptable to the denomination at large.47 The editor of North 

Carolina's Biblical Recorder, Thomas Meredith, did not differ in Manly's assessment, 

but only in his conclusions. Meredith accused his Carolina counterpart of prejudging the 

future course both of the New York society and of the Bible Convention. Should all who 

disapprove stay away, then "partial counsels will rule the body, and general disunion and 

defection will follow." Meredith himself planned to go, desiring to see "the 

denomination ... fairly and fully represented.,,48 By this point, Meredith had already 

been appointed to a vice-presidency in the New York society, and had already proposed a 

plan to form a state auxiliary society in North Carolina.49 

In defending his prejudice, Manly pointed to the actions of the new society. If 

they had no national pretensions, why did the new society rej ect "New York" as a 

replacement for "American" in its name? Or why do they not issue a resolution denying 

1837, n.p. 

46B. Manly, "Bible Convention in Philadelphia," SWGI, 10 February 1837, n.p. 

47"Philadelphia Convention," BR, 22 March 1837, n.p. 

48T. Meredith, "Remarks" on B. Manly, "Bible Convention in Philadelphia," BR, 8 March 

49See T. Meredith, "The Bible Society," BR, 22 June 1836, n.p. 
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such pretensions, and "set their distant brethren at ease?" Instead of doing so, they 

continue to collect funds and to form auxiliaries, whose representatives will surely pose a 

sizable voting block within the Bible Convention. Besides, the Bible Convention 

possessed "no prescribed ratio of representation." If the new society desired to dominate 

the Bible Convention, Manly claimed, "the city of New-Y ork alone could supply the 

necessary recruits in a few hours." The South Carolinian still resolved to stay home, in 

silent protest against the "Spiritual domination" that now violated the rights of Baptists, 

who once had been characterized by "the ancient spirit ofliberty."so 

In hearing of such reservations, Brantly, Cone, and the rest of the committee on 

arrangements issued another invitation, denying that the original purpose of the Bible 

Convention had been "forestalled," and asserting instead, "The whole subject of a Bible 

organization for the Baptist denomination, is entirely open for the deliberation and action 

ofthe proposed Convention." Manly did not flinch. He knew that the majority on this 

arrangement committee had opposed the formation of the American and Foreign Bible 

Society. Though he greatly respected these men, he charged them with abandoning their 

duty, for they should have called the Convention without any regard to alien initiatives. 

Instead, the committee called representatives to Philadelphia in order to "stand God-

Fathers to a fat and hearty baby, prematurely, illegitimately born, and well enough 

provided for by its natural parents, without them." Not believing in "christening" 

himself, Manly felt quite "excused from attending ... the proposed ceremonial." If this 

spiritual domination were not checked, there would be no more need for Baptists to ever 

convene again after the next Triennial Convention. Just let New York handle matters.S1 

SOB. Manly, "Bible Convention in Philadelphia," SWGI, 17 March 1837, n.p. Later, Manly 
claimed that the charter members of the New York society had at its formation been warned of its 
unauthorized character, urged to adopt a title oflocal representation, and told of jealousies the general title 
would create-all to no avail (idem, "The American and Foreign Bible Society," n.p.). 

SIB. Manly, "Philadelphia Bible Convention," SWGI, 24 March 1837, n.p. Manly later 
admitted that the tyranny of the New York society had "roused certain feelings, which have caused us to 
speak with more freedom and excitement ... than we are accustomed to speak" (idem, "The American and 
Foreign Bible Society," n.p.). 
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Manly's reference to private views poses an historical dilemma. The American 

and Foreign Bible Society later claimed that the Hartford Conference had unanimously 

regarded the formation of a new society as a duty.52 Manly now declared that several 

members of the Conference had opposed the formation of the New York society in 

particular. He himself, also present at Hartford, saw "no need as yet for a separate 

organization, beyond that which exists in the Board of Missions.,,53 Had some men 

changed their minds, just as the New Yorkers who formed the new society? One 

anonymous contributor to the Christian Watchman, who opposed any new Bible society 

as both ''unnecessary and impolitic," blamed much ofthe present confusion on the rash 

and emotional character of the Hartford Conference itself. He claimed, "There was a 

determination in the minds of several brethren, who believed that the denomination had 

been hardly dealt by, to form an American Baptist Bible Society." Apparently, this idea 

had not yet occurred to other Board members. From a regard to ''the feelings of brethren, 

who were known and loved as the liberal friends of missions," and from a desire to act in 

concert, several acquiesced in calling for a new organization, who later, in their "sober 

judgment," reconsidered and thought the existing Board for Foreign Missions would 

suffice. So claimed the anonymous contributor. 54 

In the end, Manly's fears materialized. Members of the American and Foreign 

Bible Society met just one hour before the Bible Convention began-in the same room as 

the Convention itself. Thus members of the one became constituents of the other. 55 In 

addition, Brantly reported how the agents of the new society had "prepared the minds of a 

great majority in the Convention to endorse the Anti-Conventional proceedings at New-

52 Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837,35. 

53Manly, "The American and Foreign Bible Society," n.p. 

54Eumenes, "American and Foreign Bible Society," SWGI, 31 March 1837, n.p. 

55This was Manly's fear upon hearing of the short meeting called by the American and Foreign 
Bible Society (see Manly, "The American and Foreign Bible Society," n.p.). 
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York of the prior year. ,,56 What Manly perhaps did not foresee was the influence of 

another issue on attendance. One delegate from New Hampshire overcame hesitations 

like Manly's when he heard the possibility of discussing a new English version. 57 

A Baptist Bible 

Early American Baptists were often sticklers for exact terminology-a scruple 

that later reappeared in the debate over a Baptist New Testament. For example, many 

thought the customary title of "Reverend" made Baptist ministers "too sacred and holy.,,58 

By 1830, opinions appeared in most Baptist papers against the term, conceiving its 

application "an abuse which requires immediate correction.,,59 Oddly enough, some 

corrected this abuse by addressing all ministers as "Bishop." Brantly considered this 

novelty"ridiculous." Since the term "bishop" was not a "translation" ofthe Greek word 

episkopos, but rather a "corruption" of it, and meant in English someone far more 

pretentious than the original meaning of "overseer," Brantly wrote it off as an 

Episcopalian term, which appeared in the King James Bible because that version "was 

made by Episcopalians . .. and ... has an Episcopal dress." Brantly suspected that 

Alexander Campbell ultimately lay behind this temptation "to plume one's selfwith 

borrowed feathers." Personally, he recommended "the abolition of all titles" in favor of 

simply using names.60 

One center for agitation about correct terminology seemed to have been New 

York city. In late 1831, Brantly reported how it had become "fashionable" there and "in 

56Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 

57A Delegate from N. H., "The Meeting at Philadelphia," BR, 22 March 1837, n.p. 

58W. T. Brantly, "The Term Bishop," CSCI, 9 January 1830, p. 26. 

59W. T. Brantly, "On Using the Term Reverend," CSCI, 13 February 1830, p. 102. Instead of 
entering the fray, Brantly published both sides of the argument from London's Baptist Magazine. 

6°Brantly, "The Term Bishop," 26. Apart from titles, Brantly normally called preachers as a 
class, "ministers." He once corrected a correspondent: "The word Clergyman belongs rather to English 
than to American church history. We call them ministers of the Gospel" (editorial footnote to A. C. E., 
"Clergymen Monopolising the Rights of Others," CI, 14 January 1832, p. 27). 
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some other places eastward" to drop the "u" in "Saviour." Brantly objected to this 

innovation for two reasons-not only on the basis of its grammatical propriety, but more 

importantly, on the basis of its sacred character, representing "a name which should, if 

possible, be as invariable, as it is dear.,,61 Less than two years later, Brantly noticed that 

some New York Baptists were contemplating a Baptist edition of Matthew Henry's 

commentary on the Bible-an edition that would replace all paedobaptist passages with 

Baptist material. In seeing the names Spencer H. Cone, Archibald Maclay, and Charles 

G. Sommers attached to the proposal, Brantly at first hesitated to write anything. But 

after further thought, he wondered whether the names had been given "incautiously" or 

perhaps without full knowledge ofthe "character ofthe undertaking." He, therefore, 

resolved to warn his brothers about the dangers of a Baptist Henry. Two reasons moved 

him. First, how could Baptists maintain consistency in now approving of a Baptist 

Henry, after having already complained about Adam Clarke's mutilation of Butterworth's 

Concordance, or of a recent Congregationalist's undressing of Bunyan's Works? 

Conversely, how would Baptists feel about "a Paedobaptist edition of Dr. Gill's 

Commentary?" Second, Brantly urged Baptists to use the existing Henry in the Baptist 

cause, for "his arguments, though they prove nothing more, do prove the want of better 

ones.,,62 After making these remarks, Brantly must have been pleased that neither the 

Vermont Telegraph, the Religious Herald in Virginia, nor the Christian Watchman in 

Massachusetts, which reprinted his article, approved of the New York plan.63 

61W. T. Brantly, "The Omission of U in the Word Saviour," CI, 12 November 1831, p. 305. 

62W. T. Brantly, "A Baptist Edition of Henry's Commentary Contemplated," CI, 2 February 
1833, p. 76. At some point, Brantly learned that alterations were to be made by Maclay, an ex­
Presbyterian. He also learned from the New York Baptist Repository, that Francis Wayland and a certain 
Caswell approved the plan; even so, Brantly's own views remained "unaltered" (ibid., 76-77). For the 
details concerning Clarke's revised edition of Butterworth's Concordance, see A., "Butterworth's 
Concordance," CI, 26 January 1833, p. 49. 

63W. T. Brantly, "The Baptist Henry," CI, 23 February 1833, p. 126. Two other proposals for 
a Baptist commentary appeared about the same time, each seeking subscriptions. The fIrst, proposed by 
Alexander Towar of Philadelphia, would consist of a "royal octavo" publication of Henry's Commentary 
with a supplement, containing a Baptist commentary on pertinent passages under dispute. See Brantly, 
"Baptist Edition of Henry's Commentary," CI, 9 March 1833, p. 158; Alexander Towar, "Baptist 
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Whether originating in New York or somewhere else, Brantly began noticing a 

rise of agitation among American Baptists about the English word "baptize.,,64 In 1833, 

for instance, Brantly received a letter from J. H. T. Kilpatrick, a longtime friend and 

brother from the Hephzibah Association in Georgia, regretting Brantly's use the phrase 

"baptism by immersion." Kilpatrick thought the phrase improper for Baptists to use, not 

only because it was tautological, but primarily because it implied the existence of other 

baptisms than immersion, thereby tacitly conceding the question of mode to the 

paedobaptists. "Mode," as he defined it, was not essential, for the real question was not 

how you enter the water-"backwards, or how else"-but that a real baptism (that is, 

immersion) occurred.65 In his reply, Brantly defended the strict propriety of the phrase, 

comparing it to "Ordination . .. performed by imposition of hands." He strongly doubted 

any paedobaptist would interpret use ofthe phrase as a concession. Nor did he consider 

the supposed error all that important. In reality, though the phrase was not strictly 

necessary, it was nonetheless proper, because many counterfeit baptisms did exist in 

other denominations.66 This reply offended Kilpatrick, who sent the Index a rejoinder, 

part of which Brantly kindly suppressed. The Georgian claimed, among several things, 

"Baptists all agree that baptism is immmersion [sic], and that immersion is baptism." 

Commentary," CI, 16 March 1833, p. 176. The second, proposed at Boston, would consist of excerpts 
from several commentaries and be called The Comprehensive Commentary (see the editorial reply from the 
Baptist Repository in Brantly, "A Baptist Edition of Henry's Commentary Contemplated," 76-77). To raise 
subscriptions for The Comprehensive Commentary, agents were carrying around "a sample of the intended 
work, consisting of a chapter or part of a chapter in Genesis." Brantly hoped Baptists would not fall for 
this "specious bait." He likened the action of the agents to "carrying a sample-brick, or stone, or board, of 
a house offered for sale, that the purchaser being satisfied with the sample may buy the house" (Brantly, 
"Comprehensive Commentary," CI, 25 May 1833, p. 334). Thus, America's three major cities-New 
York, Philadelphia, and Boston-each proposed a Baptist commentary in early 1833. 

64[William T. Brantly], "Baptist Version of the New Testament," CR 2 (March 1837): 21. 

65J. H. T. Kilpatrick, Letter to the Editor, CI, 2 February 1833, p. 77. In a subsequent letter, 
apparently before reading any of Brantly's remarks, Kilpatrick lamented a "bitter" taste in reading the 
fourth article of the Georgia Association's confession of faith, which confessed of baptism, "Dipping is the 
mode." He heartily desired that "so grand an error" be removed from "so respectable a body" at their next 
meeting (idem, "Look Here Again," CI, 16 February 1833, pp. 108-09). 

66W. T. Brantly, "Remarks" to 1. H. T. Kilpatrick, Letter to the Editor, CI, 2 February 1833, p. 
77. The idea of counterfeits comes from Brantly, "A Matter in Dispute," CI, 23 March 1833, p. 178. This 
article also summarizes Kilpatrick's points well (see Brantly, "Matter in Dispute," 179). 
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Parenthetically, he also noted that the Greek word baptizo and its cognate baptismos were 

"improperly" translated in "our English version." On the latter point, Brantly agreed, 

conceding, "The word baptise [sic] should have been translated immerse in all cases." 

On the former, Brantly strongly demurred, "Baptism is a more comprehensive term than 

immersion. Every baptism contains an immersion; but it cannot be said that every 

immersion contains a baptism." To buttress his case, Brantly included quotes from John 

Gill, Andrew Fuller, and Richard Pengilly, who all used the phrase "baptism by 

immersion." While giving these quotes, the editor wryly quipped, "It is time then to have 

a Baptist edition of Gill's Commentary.,,67 

In each of these encounters, Brantly displayed a thoughtful conservatism that 

valued the concept of a thing more than its term. This conservatism also affected his 

defense of the King James Version ofthe Bible. In his day, Brantly found that charges 

made against the standard version often aggravated the fears of young converts, who were 

afraid of not understanding the mind of God due to the imperfections of translators or of 

language itself. To confirm their faith, and in accordance with his own views of 

inspiration, Brantly stressed the importance of doctrine over wording: 

The mind a/Christ, which constitutes the chief matter of the Bible, stands out bold 
and conspicuous on the very face of the most imperfect translation ever made. The 
dull forms of the most beclouded dialect any where found among the nations of the 
earth, cannot hinder from shining out, the intense light of excellent glory. We 
should, therefore, by no means submit to discouragement, because we have inspired 
Truth-the incomparable Word, in a form which impairs its native lustre. 

In addition, perhaps referring to the charges mentioned earlier, Brantly stressed, "We 

need not dispute and cavil about the obscurities of translation, when there stands forth 

67Brantly, "A Matter in Dispute," 178. About translating baptizo from the Greek into English, 
Brantly offhandedly commented in 1829, "The word immerse or immersion, cannot be found there [in the 
Authorized Version of the Bible]; though both should have occurred, scores oftimes" (idem, "Means of 
Grace," CI, 21 January 1832, p. 46). In his tract against infant baptism, Brantly again asserted, "It must be 
a mind addicted to quibbling, and exceedingly unhinged by the oscillations of doubt, which can find 
uncertainty in the meaning of the word baptism .... The word in English most nearly equivalent to it, is 
immersion, and though every immersion is not baptism, yet every baptism is immersion" (W. T. Brantly, 
"The Covenant of Circumcision, No Just Plea for Infant Baptism," in The Baptist Library: A Republication 
of Standard Baptist Works, ed. Charles G. Sommers, William R. Williams, and Levi I. Hill [Prattsville, 
NY: RobertH. Hill, 1843],3:404-05). 
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amidst all the manglings of bad versions, the fair and lovely form of that Wisdom which 

is from above"-citing thus a favorite text, James 3: 17. Consequently, in any version, a 

believer will find "enough to admire, enough to imitate and enough for life and 

godliness. ,,68 

By denying the necessity of an exact translation, Brantly did not devalue the 

task of translation, when properly understood. In his opinion, translation aimed at 

imparting understanding, and if possible, to do so without added comment. In a 

fascinating article on some New Testament genres, Brantly differentiated between the 

work of a commentator and the work of a translator. The Gospel of Luke required 

"historical and chronological comment" along with some explanations on harmonization, 

the parables, and customs of the East. The Gospel of Matthew required comments about 

Old Testament citations, the "axiomatic and paradoxical style of Oriental teaching," the 

parables, the figurative nature of prophecy, and brief historical allusions. But neither 

Gospel required annotation on everything, for: 

The matchless simplicity of the narrative can scarcely require the aid of comment to 
render it intelligible to the humblest understanding .... The critical or philological 
difficulties are few and inconsiderable. 

Consequently, Brantly concluded, "The Authorized Version, or indeed, almost the rudest 

version, is adequate to convey the sense of the Evangelists with sufficient clearness and 

precision." In contrast to the Synoptics, John's Gospel "seems to repel the impertinence 

of frigid verbal criticism." Not even Calvin satisfied Brantly here. The greatest need for 

translation concerned the "dialectical treatises" of Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews. 

Instead of commentaries, which seemed so out of place, for "nothing can be more 

awkward and unsuitable than a treatise upon a treatise," a "more efficient translation" 

should come forth, for it is "the proper business of a translator to make intelligible and 

68W. T. Brantly, "For the Confirmation of Believers," CI, 28 January 1832, p. 50. 
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perspicuous by equivalent, rather than literal renderings." Without such a translation, 

especially for Romans, Brantly could only foresee "endless logomachy.,,69 

With firm views on both terminology and translation, Brantly faced his last 

Northern controversy-his opposition to a Baptist Bible. In early 1837, Brantly wrote an 

anonymous article for the Christian Review, an American Baptist literary journal, in 

which he declared his "sincere, and unchanged attachment to the good old English 

version made by the order of king James 1." He wrote not simply in vindication of the 

common version, which he praised for its purity of style and accuracy, but in opposition 

to the "loud and strong" complaint that not translating baptizo did "much injustice" to the 

Baptists. The plaintiffs contended that a Baptist Bible would secure "a more faithful and 

consistent sense," while simultaneously vindicating the Baptist cause. To this proposal, 

Brantly objected "with all the earnestness of deprecation." As a consequence, he and 

other conservative opponents of the new version were "regarded as very lukewarm 

advocates of the denominational faith, and as the authors of a policy at once temporizing 

and spiritless." Thus, an open breach appeared among Baptists one month before the 

Bible Convention, with its Philadelphian host having a leading voice. 70 

Brantly gave three main reasons in opposition to a proposed new version. 

First, the word "baptism" is an English word, having "a fixed and determinate sense." In 

his mind, Baptists labored under a gross misconception, as if transferred words were 

somehow unintelligible. Did Latin words such as sanctification and redemption require 

emendation? Should "the blessed name of CHRIST" be expelled too? After centuries of 

use, these terms had become "naturalized" on their foreign soil. To replace them now, 

69W. T. Brantly, "General Views," CI, 2 July 1831, pp. 7-8. Brandy especially disliked the 
translation of Romans in the Authorized Version. Brantly whimsically imagined, "Were S1. Paul to rise 
from the dead, and to translate his own epistle into English, we have no doubt that his version would 
produce not a little surprise, if it even escaped condemnation from Biblical critics and commentators" 
(ibid., 8). Presumably Brandy is the author. 

7°[Brantly], "Baptist Version of the New Testament," 21-23. It later became widely known, 
both by his own admittance and by later reference in the Christian Review, that Brantly was the author of 
this article (cf. William T. Brantly, "On a Proposed New Version of the Bible," BR, 3 May 1837, n.p.). 
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would resemble parting with old friends, leaving the reader of the Bible wondering where 

the "rightful tenants ofthe habitation" had gone. In facing the objection why a word 

capable of proper translation should be retained, Brantly seemingly departed from the 

concession he had given Kilpatrick four years earlier: 

We are, consequently, of opinion, that the idea contained in the word baptism, as 
used in the New Testament, cannot be adequately expressed by any other single 
word in our language. It means more than immersion. It contains the idea of 
immersion, and, at the same time, gives a character to that idea, stamps a sacredness 
upon it, confers a religiousness upon its import. 

In other words, the connotation of the word "baptism" is larger than the strict denotation 

of "immersion." As proof, Brantly cited many medieval and early English writers, often 

from William Wall's History of Infant Baptism, to show that "all the versions in 

languages using the Roman character or alphabet, were made with the express 

understanding, that ~a1t'tlsro was transferred and not translated, because there did not 

appear to be, in those languages, words of an import fully equivalent." Significantly, this 

transfer occurred despite the fact that up until the Westminster Assembly, the English 

church regularly immersed their infants at baptism. Thus no predilection in favor of 

sprinkling led the translators of the King James Version to transfer baptizo as ''baptize.'' 

In an interesting twist, what Brantly had earlier called the "Episcopal dress" of the 

common version now stood in his favorl True, he acknowledged, other denominations 

abused the word and claimed it had secondary meanings. But no word stood above such 

abuse; consequently, new vocabulary provided no safety. Even if all parties were to use 

the word "immerse," Brantly claimed, "The inventive talents of our affusion brethren 

would discover something in immerse less than immersion, as they have found out that 

something is baptism, which is less than baptism.,,71 

Second, translating baptizo as "immerse" would give Baptists no material 

advantage in their polemics. In using a Baptist Bible, how could a Baptist deflect the 

71[Brantly], "Baptist Version of the New Testament," 23-35. 
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accusation of begging the question? In addition, would not an argument over how to 

baptize simply tum into an argument over how to translate baptizo-which is really the 

same question-thus making the Baptist resemble a "canine quadruped, coursing a circle 

in quest of his own tail?" What "utter imbecility"! Conversely, using a Baptist Bible 

would deprive Baptists of a choice argument in their favor-the very fact that the 

common version came from paedobaptists. Brantly remained confident that the whole 

question of mode could be settled by any unprejudiced reader of the common English 

version. He imagined them concluding, "Those Pedobaptists, ... have made a Baptist 

book; and what is it, but ... an acknowledgement of undeniable facts?"n 

Finally, and most importantly, Brantly felt Baptists were in danger of "laying 

too much stress upon an external rite." By no means did Brantly mean to "undervalue 

baptism," and surely his conduct in defense of Baptist views and close communion 

proved he did not, but he boldly asserted of baptism: 

It is not regeneration,-it is not faith,-neither is it holiness. It is neither brotherly­
kindness, nor charity. It is not the vital principle of Christianity. It must not, 
therefore, be insisted on, to the exclusion of any of these. 

Should Baptists persist, Brantly warned that heresy might lie ahead. Surely the patristic 

heresy of baptismal regeneration warned against abusing baptism. Even in Brantly's own 

day, the followers of Alexander Campbell had succumbed to the same abuse, and, Brantly 

reminded, "Those who abet and defend it, have a new version." This fact in particular 

bothered Brantly. For more than two centuries, Baptists had "agreed with all Protestants 

using the English language, that the translation ... made in the fifth year of James I., 

shall be a standard of scripture truth for us in common with them." To recede now, he 

declared, "would carry with it the implication of at least a qualified defection from the 

protestant ranks." Worse, Baptists would resemble Unitarians and Universalists, who 

72Ibid., 35-39; see also Brandy, "The Sufficiency of the Bible," CSCI, 15 May 1830, p. 312, 
which excerpts from the Christian Observer for support. 
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have made new versions in agreement with their principles, "thus making their notions of 

divine truth the standard of translation." Such company was unacceptable. 73 

At the very least, the article reveals that Brantly viewed the Bible controversy 

through his earlier perceptions of evangelical unity. In the past, Brantly had prided his 

denomination on its frank appeal to "the simple Bible, without note or comment," which 

was exactly the kind of English Bible demanded by the constitution of the American 

Bible Society.74 Moreover, the Baptist appeal to "Thus saith the Lord" made their 

denomination the most likely candidate, in Brantly's mind, to support Bible societies.7s 

Now, however, Baptists began to resemble the heretics! Instead oftaking the lead in 

union with other denominations, as Brantly had hoped in his Index, Baptists were now 

defecting from Protestant ranks. And for what cause? Not simply for baptism, but for the 

mode of baptism! In contrast to the importance of the subject of baptism, which by itself 

justified close communion, the mode of baptism ranked far lower in Brantly's estimation. 

At the close of his article, he reminded his Baptist brethren, "Our greatest difficulty with 

them is, that they are Pedobaptists. And this difficulty would be in no wise lessened, by 

their universal adoption of immersion as the only mode ofbaptism.,,76 In short, Brantly 

was warning his brethren of sectarian bigotry, a fault which occurred, according to one 

Baptist tract, whenever one's "right, too rigid, hardens into wrong.,,77 

73 [Brantly] , "Baptist Version of the New Testament," 39-40, 36-37, 38. Brantly once 
identified a disrespect for "the Old Version of the Scriptures" as Campbellism's first trait (idem, "Hints to 
Baptists," CSC!, 27 February 1830, p. 130). 

74W. T. Brantly, "Baptists of the United States," C!, 20 August 1831, p. 120. 

75W. T. Brantly, "Hints to Baptists," CSC!, 6 March 1830, p. 145. Brantly also noted how the 
British and Foreign Bible Society began from a suggestion by a Baptist minister, Joseph Hughes. This 
made sense to Brantly, who had "always maintained ... that our views and sentiments could never suffer 
detriment when the Bible was permitted to speak." W. B. Johnson agreed, saying, "Baptists profess an 
implicit submission to the commands of this Leader. A 'Thus saith the Lord,' is the warrant under which 
they go forth to victory and the Victor's crown" (W., "Hints to Baptists," CSC!, 8 May 1830, p. 289). 

76[Brantly], "Baptist Version of the New Testament," 40. 

77This quote comes from Tract no. 89, on bigotry, as excerpted in the "Seventh Annual Report 
of the Baptist General Tract Society," The Baptist Tract Magazine 4 (January 1831): 3. Similarly, Daniel 
Sharp defined, "Bigotry is a blind zeal; an unreasonable attachment to certain opinions or practices" (W. T. 
Brantly, "Unjust Imputations Refuted," CSC!, 26 December 1829, p. 401). 
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Conclusion 

By the spring of 1837, Baptists faced potential disunity on two fronts. 

Externally, Baptists faced the question of how far to exert their independence of the 

American Bible Society, a premiere symbol of evangelical unity. Internally, Baptists 

faced the difficulties created by the New Yorkers' haste to form a new Bible Society. 

The great Bible Convention of 1837 dealt with both of these matters, as did its host, 

William T. Brantly, who stood resolute against Baptist commentaries and Baptist Bibles. 



CHAPTER 13 

EVANGELICAL AND BAPTIST DISUNITY 

External and internal disunity among Baptists in 1837 proceeded along two 

axes. First, the Bible Convention provisionally ratified Baptist independence from the 

American Bible Society, thereby effectively ending Baptist endorsement of evangelical 

unity. Second, sectarian concerns intensified sectional differences, making the Bible 

Convention the first visible break of unity among missionary Baptists and a portent of 

events to come. Amid the controversy, William T. Brantly occupied a central position, 

reviewing the ruling of the American Bible Society, chairing the Hartford Conference, 

and hosting the Bible Convention itself. More importantly, Brantly provided a minority 

dissenting position through several articles and through objections at the Bible 

Convention itself. In short, Brantly's strong stand for evangelical unity along with his 

subsequent defeat and southward retreat shows that sectarianism joined with sectionalism 

in breaking up the Triennial Convention. 

The Bible Convention and Evangelical Disunity 

In late April 1837, over four hundred Baptist delegates descended upon 

Philadelphia for a variety of annual meetings, but most notably for the great Bible 

Convention. Brantly estimated, "Philadelphia never before witnessed so large an 

assemblage of Baptists, and probably no other place was ever favored with an equal 

number in one deliberative body at the same time."! Delegates were told to repair to the 

Baptist General Tract Depository at 21 South Fourth Street, whence they would be 

IWilliam T. Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," SWGI, 26 May 1837, n.p. 
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"conducted to lodgings" previously arranged.2 The Convention would begin at four 

o'clock, Wednesday afternoon, 26 April 1836, in the meeting house of First Baptist 

Church. 3 The host pastor, of course, was fifty-year-old William T. Brantly. 
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It is evident from the roster that the distribution of delegates failed to fulfill the 

intended goal of "full representation." Brantly estimated that one-third came from New 

York state, with another large group from New Jersey. Very few came from the South 

and from New England. As expected, South Carolina stayed home, except for a certain 

Thomas Mason. From Georgia, only Brantly's former coworker Adiel Sherwood 

attended. Sherwood and Baron Stow were chosen secretaries. For president, the 

Convention elected Rufus Babcock, Jr., a delegate sponsored by First Church's old rival 

congregation on Spruce Street. Beyond geography, it became quickly apparent that the 

great body consisted oftwo groups: the minority, who, like Brantly, allegedly came to 

deliberate; and the majority, who, according to Brantly, "had come for a specific object," 

and so were not disposed to long arguments and discussion.4 Even the very minutes of 

the meeting reflected these two groups, for the American and Foreign Bible Society 

published no record of discussions, just resolutions; whereas the version published by the 

Baptist General Tract Society, which is followed closely here, gave detailed synopses 

based on the transcript ofW. E. Drake, a reporter in the United States Senate.s 

2William T. Brantly and I. M. Allen, "Baptist Meetings in Philadelphia-for the Last Week in 
April, 1837," BR, 29 March 1837, n.p. 

3See the Circular Letter from the Committee on Arrangements in B. Manly, "Philadelphia 
Bible Convention," SWGI, 24 March 1837, n.p. 

4Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 

5For the New York version, see Constitution of the American and Foreign Bible Society, 
Formed by the Bible Convention which Met in Philadelphia, April 26-29, 1837; a List of Their Officers and 
Managers; a Report of Their Operations during the Year of Their Provisional Organization, Together with 
an Appendix, Containing Extracts of Correspondence, and the Names of Auxiliary Societies, Life Directors, 
and Life Members (New York: John Gray, 1837), 1-16. For the Philadelphia version, see Proceedings of 
the Bible Convention, Held in the City of Philadelphia, April 26-29, 1837, with the Constitution of the 
American and Foreign Bible Society, Organized by the Convention (Philadelphia: Baptist General Tract 
Society, 1837). 
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After registering on Wednesday, the Bible Convention sat for three full days, 

often sensing that something more than methodology was at stake. The established 

patterns of evangelical unity were questioned, with many Baptists urging their brethren to 

strike out boldly on their own. In opposing this rashness, Brantly gave full vent to his 

conservative views as a unionist. Even in the minority, Brantly remained an unashamed 

Baptist evangelical. 

Thursday, 27 April 1837 

The Bible Convention opened with a motion from James D. Knowles, to the 

effect that Baptists had the duty to form a new organization for Bible distribution in 

foreign languages. In echoing the Hartford Conference, Knowles assumed all agreed. He 

was wrong. After Spencer Cone substituted a similar motion to the one from Knowles, 

who then acceded, Brantly rose to oppose any new organization. Cone objected, but 

several delegates signaled for Brantly to continue. He cited three reasons against a new 

organization and in favor ofthe Baptist Board of Foreign Missions: 

1. A new organization would unnecessarily complicate Baptist benevolence, like 
having too many domestic servants in the house. 

2. Bible distribution in foreign tongues is properly a missionary work, and so should 
be left in their hands. 

3. By supporting a new organization, the old one will probably suffer support. If so, 
how can a new organization be the course of duty? 

In closing, Brantly pledged to acquiesce to any measure relating to the foreign field, but 

he deemed any work at home as "utterly inadmissible.,,6 

6Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,5-8. Brantly's opposition may have surprised many, 
for the initial circular of the American and Foreign Bible Society had claimed that the new society had 
received "the sanction" of the committee calling for the Bible Convention (see Constitution of the 
American & Foreign Bible Society, Formed by a Convention of Baptist Elders and Brethren, Held in the 
Meeting House afthe Oliver-St. Baptist Church, in the City of New-York, May 12, & 13, 1836: Together, 
with Their Address to the Friends afthe Bible Throughout the United States; a Notice of Their 
Proceedings; and a List of Their Officers and Board of Managers [New York: American and Foreign Bible 
Society, 1836], 11). Since Brantly had presided at the Hartford Conference, it is possible that his 
opposition to a new organization may not have had a chance for formal expression. 
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Cone strongly disagreed with Brantly. Citing a line from Jesus that Francis 

Wayland had once used so eloquently in his famous address "The Moral Dignity of the 

Missionary Enterprise" (1823), Cone asserted, "The field was the world."? By this 

slogan, Cone and his organization referred to Bible distribution at home and abroad.8 In 

giving his reasons for a new organization, Cone argued, "Baptists were under as much 

obligation to give the pure version in print as to preach it." Compliance with the 

American Bible Society was not an option. In contrast to this closed door, divine 

providence had opened a new door, which must be entered, for, as his colleague Charles 

G. Sommers later wrote, "Capacity and opportunity to do good, not only give a right to 

do it, but make the doing it a duty.,,9 This duty, Cone continued, especially applied to 

American Baptists, who "ought to act unshackled and fearlessly" because America was 

"the land of the Baptists"-the land where "Roger Williams [had] contended successfully 

... for the voluntary principle, that a man cannot be born into a system of faith-that he 

must make the Bible his only guide." Then, in specific challenge to Brantly's pessimism, 

Cone asserted that "five times as much could be done by a distinct organization than by 

leaving the matter to Missionary Societies," for Bible societies were the most popular 

benevolent organization. In this assertion, he felt justified, for his own experimental 

society in New York had raised $21,000 in one year for the Bible cause. In all, the only 

real objection Cone gave Brantly involved an allusion to the overloaded staff at the Board 

of Foreign Missions. Perhaps unconsciously, Cone assumed that overall giving would 

increase enough to cover both the Bible and missionary organizations. 10 

7Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,8. The connection to Wayland became explicit later, 
when Elon Galusha spoke out in favor of home distribution (ibid., 38). For Jesus' words, see Matt 13:38. 

8For proof, see Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837, 19, and Constitution, American and 
Foreign Bible Society, 1837,44-45. 

9 Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837, 8-10; Constitution, American and Foreign Bible 
Society, 1837, 5l. 

IOProceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,8-10. 
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At this point, Cone came under personal attack. Heman Lincoln of Boston 

accused Cone of calling the Hartford Conference. In defense, Cone said that he had not 

called for it, but had merely asked that the entire Baptist Board attend. Unshaken, 

Lincoln proceeded to remind Cone of their continued obligation to help the American 

Bible Society "supply the whole world with the sacred Scriptures in the shortest time 

practicable," which summarized a resolution Cone himself had introduced. Lincoln then 

asserted that Baptists nationwide did not call for a new organization. At this, several 

members from various states testified to a general call for a new organization. Charles 

Sommers, the corresponding secretary of the American and Foreign Bible Society, who 

several years before had assisted Brantly in a protracted meeting in the very same church 

building, also chimed in, dismissing the opinion from Pennsylvania (i.e., Brantly's) as 

just one man's, and calling for another opinion, which Brantly declared to be "not 

speaking to order." Amid the affirmations, Cone read letters from both W. B. Johnson 

and J. L. Dagg that appeared to argue for the necessity of a new society. Therefore, the 

question came and the motion passed. These Baptists wanted a new organization. 11' 

The Convention next considered whether the new organization would conduct 

only foreign distribution. In light of conflicting opinions about the American Bible 

Society, Wayland commended the limitation as a means to a united convention. After 

some brief remarks by Cone, Knowles declared that the Convention had "arrived at the 

Rubicon." Unanimity was impossible; therefore, he moved that the resolution be referred 

to a select committee, who would report the next day. Cone strongly opposed this 

motion, saying, "The Committee might be a month before they reported." He also 

declared his opposition to limiting the society to foreign translations. After adjourning 

1 1 Ibid. , 10-13. Brantly did not follow Lincoln's tactics in questioning the general call for a 
new organization, but merely asserted that most delegates present had already made up their mind for one. 

For the letters from Dagg and Johnson, see Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 
1837, 70-71, 72-73. Brantly later confessed "regret" over the course his "old friend and brother W. B. 
Johnson" had taken in endorsing ahead of time whatever might transpire, but Brantly hoped Johnson would 
yet see clearly the "actual conspiracy" that occurred in Philadelphia (Brantly, "The Great Bible 
Convention," n.p.). 
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and reconvening in the evening, having also tabled Knowles's motion, the Convention 

then heard John S. Maginnis of Portland, Maine-another member of the minority­

explain the implications of the Rubicon. He declared that they had convened because of a 

grievance over foreign distribution, and thus had no authority to proceed one step further. 

If they did, they would "pass censure" on the American Bible Society beyond what the 

circumstances warranted. Were they prepared to do this? Maginnis then reminded the 

Convention of the blessings of evangelical unity: "The Bible Society had been the means 

of joining heart to heart, and breaking down prejudices which formerly existed between 

denominations." If the Baptists rejected this cordiality at home, the world would say, 

"Why, look at those Christians. Where can they unite, ifthey cannot unite in circulating 

the Bible?" In other words, were Baptists prepared to end evangelical unity?12 

Before this question received a deeper look, and after J. Dowling of New York 

spoke at length, Cone again defended himself. He avowed his desire for open discussion, 

but he also wished to be cleared of the imputation that he had done wrong. Let brethren 

tell him what he did. Brantly agreed with open discussion, but remarked that "his brother 

CONE need not evince so much sensibility, for he (Mr. B.) did not believe that he had 

been misrepresented." Then as Brantly started asserting how each delegate had his rights 

to deliberate, Cone interrupted, saying that he had been lying for a whole year under the 

imputation that he had misrepresented the Baptist denomination before the American 

Bible Society. Brantly called this speaking offthe subject, but Babcock admitted it, 

leading Brantly to interrupt the president, declaring his mortification that the subject had 

not been directed to committee, as would have been done in any deliberative body. 

Brantly then "entreated his brethren to refrain from making loud proclamations, or 

allowing their feelings to get the better of their judgment." In reply, Ebenezer Thresher, 

12Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837, 13-15. 
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Jr. declared that no question connected with the Baptists had ever "entered so much into 

our feelings as the present.,,13 

Having chosen not to refer the proposed restriction to a committee, the 

Convention again faced the Rubicon. At first, Boston and New York volleyed their 

views. One Bostonian favored verbal censure ofthe American Bible Society if necessary, 

but not disfellowship. Another opposed any new organization, but acceded so long as 

home distribution were excluded, since the American Bible Society had already pledged 

to supply every American family with a Bible. The New Yorkers advocated freedom. 

Leave all Baptists free to decide for themselves whom to support, declared Daniel 

Hascall, one ofthe new society'S agents. Based on his travels in New York state, he 

testified that Baptists there wanted nothing more to do with the American Bible Society. 

Perhaps as an example, Bartholomew T. Welch of Albany spoke up, opposing the 

restriction as unlawful fettering of future generations, and accusing the American Bible 

Society ofleaving the Baptists. Further, if adherence to the truth and allegiance to Jesus 

be sectarianism, then Welch declared, "Let sectarianism be written on my brow in 

indelible characters,-then let bigotry be connected with it in all its odious forms. And, I 

would wear the stigma till death should obliterate it." Should anyone erect an alter to 

peace, he seriously doubted that any Baptist would sacrifice Truth on that alter or 

officiate there as priest. 14 

At the close of the day, Maine again spoke up for evangelical unity. Thomas 

Curtis of Bangor (who later relocated, as Brantly did, to Charleston, South Carolina) had 

no doubts that New York would push a new version ifhome distribution were allowed. 

For this reason and for the sake of authorization, he supported the restriction to foreign 

languages only. Before he sat down, he wanted to say something about the American 

l3lbid., 16-17. 

14Ibid., 17-20. 
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Bible Society'S principles of "conciliation, without compromise between all Christian 

sects." He warned the delegates: 

If we established the new Society proposed, we should dig the grave of these 
principles .... Brethren should remember that if they cut themselves off from Bible 
Society principles, they sever that union between Evangelical Christians which has 
been the high honor of the age. 

With this warning about evangelical unity still in their minds, the Convention adjourned 

for the day. 

In the deliberations of the first day, Brantly seems to have purposely spoken up 

in an effort to keep the American and Foreign Bible Society from presenting their 

organization early in the Convention. Indeed, the Society had convened in the very same 

building just one hour before the Convention began, and had resolved to present an 

abstract of their proceedings right away in the Convention. 15 Though not publishing an 

official roster, their members must have formed a sizable portion of the overall 

Convention. According to Sherwood, the existing society failed to present their society 

as a package because "there were so many talkers." Sherwood also commended Brantly 

for his firmness. 16 In opposing the New Yorkers, Brantly acted in concert with several 

New Englanders, who formed the vocal core of the minority party in favor of evangelical 

unity. Having stated both their case against a new organization and their willingness to 

accede to the majority, provided both the name and the purpose of the new organization 

be restricted to foreign activities, the minority hoped to draw the majority out to "meet 

them in the spirit of compromise," as Brantly explained later in a letter to Manly. The 

next day, Cone did not budge, but resolutely pushed his own organization. 17 

15Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 17. 

16Letter to the Editor, Eatonton, Georgia, 10 May 1837, SWGI, 26 May 1837, n.p. 

17Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 
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Friday, 28 April 1837 

In the morning, the Convention considered an additional amendment that had 

been proposed the night before. Instead of opposing home distribution simply to advert a 

new English version, J. Dowling of New York had proposed adding the restriction "and 

the version in English, now in common use." Octavius Winslow, also aNew Yorker and 

one ofthe original protesters to the American Bible Society, hailed the appearance of this 

amendment "as the dawning of a bright and cloudless day," for now all could agree and 

be rid of "the foul stigma upon them of getting up a Baptist version." As an Englishman 

by birth, he could not understand why these Americans hesitated to use their liberties to 

the fullest. Boston remained unconvinced. Like Brantly, Thresher saw only a limited 

number of donors among Baptists. Why abstract money to extend one society when 

others stood in great need? Along a different line, John S. Jenkins of the Philadelphia 

Association urged caution, lest the denomination be forced to repent later of adding too 

many restrictions. 

At this point, the Convention turned--or rather was turned-in favor of the 

American and Foreign Bible Society. Spencer Cone, whose patience had apparently 

worn thin, stood up to support Dowling's amendment to the amendment, if only it would 

hasten things along. In scope, the proposed amended amendment fit the breadth of the 

American and Foreign Bible Society, whose very name implied distribution at home and 

abroad. If, however, the proposal failed, then he and his friends would be defeated. But 

not only them, Cone asserted, for all Baptists would be robbed of "one ofthe greatest 

enterprises in which the Baptist denomination had ever engaged." In defending his claim, 

Cone again revealed his "strong convictions on spiritual freedom and voluntary religion," 

which one recent biographer sees behind Cone's deep involvement in the Bible society.18 

Indeed, his reasoning displays an intriguing blend of American patriotism with Baptist 

18lohn Thornbury, A Pastor in New York: The Life and Times ojSpencer Houghton Cone 
(Webster, NY: Evangelical Press USA, 2004), 128. 



383 

liberty of conscience. Cone opposed transferring words, not only because of its evil fruit 

in general, but specifically because the result of transferring words had been "to unite 

church and state." As Americans, his reasoning seemed to imply, should we not want a 

new version, instead of holding on to the version of a king who obscured the truth by 

royal edict? And if so, why should "American" not be included in the name ofthe new 

society? Even England soon expected a new version, according to communications from 

Cox and Hoby. Why not America toO?19 

Again, as soon as Cone finished speaking, Brantly spoke up. He first of all 

commended his brother, saying, "He certainly could never feel any thing but pleasure in 

hearing his sentiments." Brantly remained sure that on less divisive issues, they would 

both exhibit "that spirit ofliberality and Christian kindness which became them as 

ministers ofthe gospel.,,20 (Little reason exists for doubting the sincerity ofthese words, 

in light of Brantly's habitual style of polemics and in light of his previous contacts with 

Cone, who, interestingly, had given the opening prayer and a sermon at the first 

anniversary of the Central Union Association in 1833.)21 Having said this, Brantly 

declared he would treat him as any other brother, approving "of what was right in his 

brother, but not of what was wrong." Specifically, Brantly claimed that he had heard lots 

of declamation and poetry, but not one "solitary reason" for the necessity of extending the 

proposed society beyond the foreign field. His main objection to home distribution was: 

19Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,23-25. According to his sons, the "VOLUNTARY 
PRINCIPLE was the key to [Cone's] action in this matter, as in all others relating to human associations." 
A great chain of causation stood poised. Translating the Bible would spread Baptist views, which in turn 
would spread "of necessity, with them the pure principles of human freedom, or the VOLUNTARY 
SYSTEM in civil government." Cone allegedly believed, "Those sentiments were a lever able to lift the 
world, if a fulcrum only could be found. The United States of America was that fulcrum." See Edward W. 
Cone and Spencer W. Cone, Some Account of the Life of Spencer Houghton Cone: A Baptist Preacher in 
America (New York: Livermore & Rudd, 1856),337-38; see also p. 347 of the same account. 

2oProceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,25. 

21Minutes of the Central Union Association of Independent Baptist Churches, Held in the 
Meeting House of the First Baptist Church, Philadelphia, May 28,29,30,31, 1833 (Philadelphia: Samuel 
W. Neall, 1833), 1,6. Cone may have been visiting his good friend, John L. Dagg, who was also present. 
Brantly, in turn, was sent to open up correspondence with the Hudson River Association, in which Cone 
participated (ibid., 5). 
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It drew the line of demarcation betwixt us and others engaged in the same work of 
Christian love. He was a Baptist, but he loved the name of Protestant more than that 
name, because it stood opposed to one of the greatest abominations that the sun ever 
beheld .... He did not want a line to be drawn betwixt us and other churches. He 
was altogether opposed to this. 

Here is the Baptist evangelical-the unionist! Going further, Brantly joined his brothers 

from Maine in predicting the end of an era: 

[Mr. B. said,] "But look at the consequences: here, in this city, we have a 
Philadelphia Bible Society, which is the mother of all the societies in America. It 
was the first that was established in this country. And it has ever since-from its 
commencement-pursued a consistent course." Mr. B. then adverted to the various 
auxiliary societies connected with it, and then went on to show that the inevitable 
consequences ofthe Society's undertaking home operations, must be to introduce 
almost endless confusion among them, as the Society would of course come in 
contact with the auxiliary bodies, and compel them to re-organize'so as to prevent 
collision in the prosecution of their benevolent Christian labors. 

Here again lay Brantly's deep concerns over useful effort. He closed by praising the 

American Bible Society, hoping that the amended amendment would not prevail.22 

Since Brantly had requested facts, Sommers, the corresponding secretary of the 

New York society, rose to communicate "a single fact." (Here Brantly interjected, "For 

reasons, too.") He read a letter from Dr. Roberts of Robertsville, Beaufort District, South 

Carolina-Brantly's old area of pastoral ministry-explaining how the local society there 

had already changed their constitution, separating from the American Bible Society and 

joining with the American and Foreign Bible Society. There, Sommers concluded, stood 

proofthat the New Yorkers were not governed by "excited passions," but by "sober 

motives." Following Sommers were two more New Yorkers. The first, William 

Williams, expressed his fear that separating from the American Bible Society would 

"beget a schism in the denomination." He then maintained that the Hartford Conference 

had not been properly called. When Cone briefly explained its circumstances, Williams 

expressed satisfaction, but testified that many brethren still considered both the Hartford 

Conference and the present Convention illegitimate. Following him, Nathaniel Kendrick, 

22Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,25-26. 
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president of Hamilton Theological Institute, spoke in favor of a new version, but against 

home distribution-the exact opposite pair of fellow New Yorker, J. Dowling. Kendrick 

simply could not believe that so much confusion would have prevailed if baptizo had not 

been translated. With these statements, the New Yorkers paused. Having a motion to 

table the amendment to the amendment, the nays prevailed and the Convention seemed to 

stand still in exhaustion.23 

Fresh light came from an unexpected source-Robert W. Cushman, a young 

ordained minister under Brantly at First Church, who disagreed with his elder colleague. 

He first revealed that he did not know of "three persons in the Baptist community of this 

city and vicinity" who agreed with Brantly. By Cushman's observations, Philadelphian 

Baptists heartily concurred in demanding a new organization and had even become 

reconciled to the New York society: 

Although we felt like complaining of our brethren in New York, when we heard that 
they had presumptuously-as we, in the warmth of the moment, were disposed to 
say-anticipated the deliberations and forestalled the decisions of the Convention; 
yet it has appeared to us that the exigencies of the denomination and the cause of 
truth, demanded such an organization. 

As to ending the stalemate, Cushman recommended discarding both the amendment and 

its amendment. If the fears of other denominations must be allayed, he advised, let a 

resolution be made to that effect, but keep the society unencumbered for the sake of 

posterity and their freedom. 24 

After Cushman came several opinions for or against the American Bible 

Society. Dowling offered simplicity as one "reason" demanded by brother Brantly. J. B. 

Jeter of Virginia opposed all further connections with the American Bible Society, for 

any donation would fund that Society'sforeign translations as well as its domestic 

distributions. In Virginia, revealed William Carey Crane, the state auxiliary to the 

23Ibid., 26-29. 

24Ibid., 29-31. 
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American Bible Society had already refunded one-fourth of their funds to the Baptists 

and their new Bible society. Timothy Green, one of the original New York protesters, 

still favored union with the old society. When the vote was called, the amendment to the 

amendment lost, leaving only "in foreign languages" as a restriction. This decision 

resolved nothing, for Cone immediately moved to strike out the words "in foreign 

languages. ,,25 

The Convention became impatient. Morgan J. Rhees, Brantly's former pupil 

who had been ordained at First Baptist Church in Philadelphia, tried to express his own 

opposition to Cone's motion: 

He wished every member of the Convention to feel that it was the test question-the 
very substance of the controversy between the Baptist denomination and the 
American Bible Society, whether we should confine our operations to foreign lands 
only, or embrace our native country in the field oflabor of the Society, and thus 
conflict with our brethren. 

If the question were now forced upon them, Rhees demanded a vote on whether to allow 

further discussion. Cries of "Question!" resounded in the church. Sherwood defied the 

call and demanded to speak. He too considered the motion "the test question," and could 

not go farther than foreign distribution in keeping with the intentions of his constituents.26 

At this point, Wayland took the floor for a long time, questioning the authority 

of the convention and asserting that only a unanimous decision would carry any weight 

outside. Moreover, each delegate had no more power than his original instructions 

regarding foreign distribution. He deprecated any attempt at hierarchy, and claimed 

Baldwin and Furman for his ancestry of liberty and independence. Regarding the 

American Bible Society, Wayland sought to vindicate their actions, by confessing his 

responsibility for the idea behind their final resolution. Perhaps having "more zeal than 

prudence," he had attempted a reconciliation by pointing to the American Tract Society 

25Ibid., 31-32. 

26Ibid., 32-33. 
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as a model. "There," he summarized, "the well known principle is, that whatever is 

objected to by anyone denomination, shall not be published." But in supplying Bibles to 

America, Wayland confessed that the Baptists were bound to cooperate with the 

American Bible Society, unless some strong and good reasons argued against it.27 

In continuing his statements, Wayland leveled some hard accusations. Here 

perhaps occurred some of the ''unpleasant feelings" that Sherwood later spoke of-how 

"the sores of old wounds had the scabs rubbed off."28 Most notably, Wayland charged the 

president of the Triennial Convention with having said that he represented the Baptists in 

the American Bible Society. Wayland, in contrast, claimed to represent himself in the 

Society and no one else. When he started to explain that Cone had acted ''unconsciously'' 

in this manner, the accused New Yorker broke in, explaining his unique role as liaison 

between the two bodies and his grave sense of responsibility. As president of the 

Triennial Convention, the only power he possessed was that of calling a meeting, which 

he admitted that he had done in addressing "a Circular to the members of the Baptist 

General Convention, asking their opinion and their attendance at the meeting of the Board 

in Hartford.,,29 Taking Cone at his bare word and nothing more, Wayland then proceeded 

to castigate what occurred at Hartford, for the President had called the meeting one way, 

but then another-the "Hartford Conference"-was held. Concerning this Conference, 

Wayland charged, "There were a great many mistakes about it, and some hard feelings." 

Then, after criticizing anonymity in submitting articles, which perhaps included Brantly, 

Wayland commented some more on "this delicate and unpleasant subject" before the 

Bible Convention adjourned for the afternoon.3D 

27Ibid., 33-36. 

28Letter to the Editor, Eatonton, Georgia, n.p. 

29For this circular letter, see Spencer H. Cone, "To the General Convention of the Baptist 
Denomination of the Baptist Denomination in the United States for Foreign Missions," BR, 27 April 1836, 
n.p. 

30Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,36-37. 
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In the evening, Cone and his friends, perhaps smarting from their "old 

wounds," proceeded to act with great tenacity. After singing and prayer, Sommers 

immediately claimed that he possessed "a document, which in his opinion neutralized 

five-eights [sic] of all the brethren had said!" Babcock called him to order, since 

Sommers seemed to start in on a speech; but before he sat down, he managed to let it 

escape that the letter came from Washington, Georgia, the home of Jesse Mercer. Next 

Cone stood up and offered several resolutions, which he posed as "middle ground, on 

which brethren could all consistently meet." Brantly thought otherwise, as he later 

reported to Manly: 

The next resolution introduced was one of a series prepared and offered by Mr. 
Cone ofNew-York.-1t was this: "This Society shall be known as the American and 
Foreign Bible Society!" This developed at once the whole secret ofthe then 
existing American and Foreign Bible Society, so hastily and objectionably 
commenced at New-York, last year. When this title was urged upon those of us, 
who had withdrawn our opposition from the first resolution, and we were informed 
in no very obscure terms, that this must be the name and title of the new Society, we 
perceived that our concessions were not likely to be met, and that we were to be 
placed under a sort of necessity of legalizing the New-York production of the 
preceding year, which had been ushered into the world in despite of a conventional 
understanding! 31 

The minutes record only one argument-an extended declamation from Elon Galusha of 

New York state, the later abolitionist leader and alleged Millerite, who now rose to 

vindicate the "seventy thousand" members ofthe American and Foreign Bible Society, 

whose character had been misrepresented. Wrongly charged with bigotry and 

sectarianism, Galusha exclaimed that these members had been moved by "a God-fearing, 

a Bible-loving, and a Christ-honoring spirit." Stopping them would be as impossible as 

blocking "the thundering cataract of Niagara." The true culprits were both Wayland, who 

sought to govern the Convention "by a single flourish of the wand of his interpretation," 

and the American Bible Society, who had "invaded the empire of Christian conscience, 

and the high prerogative of Heaven." The true "Bible Society principles," to borrow 

31Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 
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Curtis's phrase, were "liberty of conscience-and the amenability of the translators to 

God and not to man or an association of men. ,,32 

Towards the end of the day, the Convention approved a rash of resolutions. 

They struck out the words "in foreign languages," then approved the new society's name 

and indefinite scope, but resolved separately to confine efforts to the foreign field for one 

year, until the will ofthe denomination became known at the new Bible society'S annual 

meeting for 1838.33 According to Brantly, the majority regarded this delay as a 

concession to the minority.34 He, in contrast, regarded their actions as railroading the 

evemng: 

When the question upon the style ofthe new Society, came before the meeting, as it 
did late on Friday night, those of us who regarded the title as improper and 
offensive, were actually silenced by the vociferations of question, question! In this 
manner the very test question of the meeting was hurried through on Friday 
evening.35 

In defeat near the close of the meeting, Brantly still moved, "That the members of this 

Convention cordially concur with their brethren of sister denominations, to secure from 

desecration the Lord's day, and to secure its due observance.,,36 The resolution, of course, 

passed unanimously; but in it, did Brantly insert one last reference to evangelical unity? 

Saturday, 30 April 1837 

On the Convention's final day, the minority requested a reconsideration of the 

society's name-the American and Foreign Bible Society. To the minority, this name 

posed two problems. First, it seemed to assume home distribution, which supposedly 

32Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,37-39. For the allegation that Galusha later became a 
follower of William Miller, see T. Meredith, "Turned Millerite," BR, 20 January 1844, n.p. 

33Ibid., 39. 

34Brantly, "The Late Bible Convention," n.p. The Convention's official circular called the 
delay a "compromise" (Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,49). 

35Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. The minutes do not record this interchange. 

36Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,39-40. 
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awaited decision. Second, in resembling the American Bible Society, the new name 

implied a spirit ofrivalry.37 For this latter reason especially, Brantly strongly opposed the 

name as "an imputation on the good sense of the American Baptists." Wishing to identify 

with them, Brantly urged his brothers to "present themselves in a respectable attitude 

before the world." Ifthis name were adopted, Brantly threatened to publicize how it had 

been introduced so hastily the night before.38 

Instead of "American," Brantly offered the word "Baptist," believing that this 

substitution would reconcile the Convention. This suggestion seems odd at first, for here 

the advocate of evangelical unity seems to have suggested a sectarian term. Brantly did 

so, to be sure, because he loved the term, but also to avoid competition with the 

interdenominationalorganization.39 Conversely, his opponents eschewed the term, 

claiming (as one prominent New Yorker did) that "Baptist" was a Greek term, 

unintelligible to the common people.40 The irony did not escape Brantly, who later jibed, 

"These kind and generous brethren, are so well affected towards the American Bible 

Society, and towards the Protestant ranks, and towards their paedo-Baptist brethren, as to 

be unwilling to work under the sectarian name of baptists!" Behind this inconsistency, 

Brantly suspected an "actual conspiracy" to deprive the denomination of its title. He 

claimed, based on "many intimations both in and out of the Convention," that the 

conspirators were moved not solely by competition, but by the ''ulterior design" of 

publishing a new English version in the near future. 41 Apparently, the logic ran this way: 

If the word "baptize" must leave the Bible, how can it remain as a denominational title? 

37Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 

38Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,40. 

39Ibid., 41. 

4°Brantly, "The Late Bible Convention," n.p.; idem, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. The 
remark may have come from Sommers, whose annual report for the New York society makes such a point 
(Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837,23). 

41Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 
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The reconsideration of the name lost, after what the minutes discreetly 

summarized as "a desultory debate ... that was rather of an embarrassing description." 

The majority had grown impatient, with more than one man commenting on the 

"indulgence" afforded the minority. Several of the minority declined to speak further. 

Brantly, who still deplored the name, chose to withhold his ultimate decision, under the 

assurances of a pending resolution the following year. Then, after Sherwood and others 

spoke, officers were chosen, and thanks rendered to both the secretaries and the president, 

who closed the meeting with a soaring speech about Christian love cementing 

differences, and healing "slight wounds. ,,42 Overall, Brantly agreed, testifying later of 

"no acrimoniousness, and very little ill-feeling.,,43 

In the final analysis, the Rubicon had been crossed. Baptists would go it alone, 

despite the pleas of Brantly and others for evangelical unity. Even though the American 

and Foreign Bible Society agreed to wait one year before finalizing home distribution, its 

very own name essentially answered the "test question" already-the field was the world. 

Despite these signs, Brantly refused at first to give up, but waged a fresh war in print. 

Cone, Brantly, and Baptist Disunity 

Spencer H. Cone and the North 

Upon order of its elected president, Spencer H. Cone, the new American and 

Foreign Bible Society convened on Monday, 1 May 1837, within the large meeting-house 

on Sansom Street in Philadelphia. Whether the choice in location resulted from merely 

its size-reported at a capacity of three thousand---or for more personal reasons, the 

42Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,40-45. 

43Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. Other testimonies to this cordial ending include 
Sherwood (Letter to the Editor, Eatonton, Georgia, n.p.); T. Meredith, "The Philadelphia Convention," BR, 
10 May 1837, n.p.; and James D. Knowles (quoted in Thomas Armitage, A History of the Baptists: Traced 
by Their Vital Principles and Practices from the Time of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to the Year 
1886 [New York: Bryan, Taylor, and Co., 1887],898). 
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minutes do not say.44 After a treasurer's report, a speech by the president, and the annual 

report, the society resolved to merge the "provisional organization" into the new 

"American and Foreign Bible Society, organized by the Bible Convention which met in 

Philadelphia, April 26, 1837." This resolution Rufus Babcock hailed as redeeming "the 

pledge" of the New York society against insinuations that it was not truly provisional. In 

rapturous strains, he blessed the society, which gave the Bible "faithfully translated" to 

the heathen and which rejoiced to have Cone at its president. The Society then adjourned 

with prayer by Thomas Meredith of North Carolina.45 

The speech by Spencer Cone provides some insight into his motivations and 

themes, some of which contrast sharply with Brantly's. Two central doctrines governed 

Cone's policies. First, the doctrine of inspiration demanded the translation of every 

word. In contrast to Brantly, who stressed doctrine over wording, Cone's address stresses 

the importance of "the very words of Jehovah." Dismissing speculations about "different 

degrees and kinds of inspiration" as arrogant falsehood, Cone observed, "The scriptures 

claim for every jot and tittle of themselves, the same plenary and verbal inspiration." 

Consequently, missionaries and translators must study diligently, for under the influence 

of the doctrine of inspiration, Cone asserted, "Not a single word can be neglected, 

obscured, or perverted.,,46 Therefore, both Brantly and Cone believed in the inspiration of 

both wording and doctrines, but because Brantly diminished the importance of wording, 

he could tolerate impure versions, whereas Cone could not.47 

44For an estimate of the building's size, see Francis A. Cox and James Hoby, The Baptists in 
America: A Narrative of the Deputation from the Baptist Union to the U. S. and Canada (London: T. 
Ward, 1836),22. 

45Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 17-18,20,54-55. 

46Ibid., 18. 

47The contrast between Cone the Northerner and Brantly the Southerner is intriguing, for one 
scholar has recently asserted that Northern antebellum Baptists stressed figurative language and worried 
less about translations than Southerners (Edward R. Crowther, "'According to Scripture': Antebellum 
Southern Baptists and the Use of Biblical Text," ABQ 14 [September 1995]: 297). 
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Second, Cone asserted that the voluntary principle of the Baptists opposed all 

compulsory systems, including both the Roman Catholic papacy and the American Bible 

Society. Regarding the first, Cone maintained that in their desire to dominate men, the 

"Papal Hierarchy" obscured the meaning of the Bible by transferring instead of 

translating terms. Against this domination, Baptists of the Piedmonts down to Roger 

Williams of New England had resisted compulsion, scorning (in the words of another 

Baptist) "every attempt to subdue reason by enforcing the dogmas of a party." It was 

attachment to this "great Bible principle, LIBERTY OF CONSCIENCE THE 

INALIENABLE BIRTHRIGHT OF MAN," that now caused a separation from the 

American Bible Society. That society'S managers had "interfered with the consciences of 

Baptist missionaries, ... requiring them to make versions that might be consistently used 

by the several denominations composing the society, as the indispensable condition of 

future patronage." This action "constrained" and "impelled" Baptists to form a new 

society.48 

This doctrine-liberty of conscience-surfaced rarely, if ever, in Brantly's 

writings, notwithstanding all that he had said about the "independence" of the Central 

Union Association. Nowhere, it seems, did Brantly ever voice an opinion, such as the 

following by Sommers in the annual report: "When in the course of human events, the 

rights of a nation or a community are invaded, it becomes a solemn duty, by all peaceable 

and proper means to guard and to support those rights.,,49 Such language sounds like 

another Declaration of Independence-this time, from fellow Christians! 

48 Constitution , American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 18-20. According to a recent 
biographer, the "depth" of Cone's involvement in the Bible controversies can perhaps only be explained in 
light of his "strong convictions on spiritual freedom and voluntary religion" (Thornbury, Pastor in New 
York, 128; cf. the comments of Rufus Babcock, Jr. in William B. Sprague, Annals of the American Baptist 
Pulpit; or Commerorative Notices of Distinguished Clergymen of the Baptist Denomination in the United 
States, from the Early Settlement of the Country to the Close of the Year Eighteen Hundred and Fifty-Five, 
with an Historical Introduction, vol. 6 of Annals of the American Pulpit [New York: Robert Carter & 
Brothers, 1865],649). 

49 Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 21. 
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Two corollaries resulted from Cone's emphasis on liberty of conscience. First, 

his accusation of tyranny virtually ruled out all future cooperation with the American 

Bible Society. In the speech, Cone openly desired home distribution, hoping that "the 

name of our Society will fitly describe the field of its future operations!"so This 

independence befuddled Brantly. He questioned accusations that the American Bible 

Society had violated its constitution, or even if they had, that they had done so 

knowingly. Until that could be proven, how could Baptists distribute Bibles at home and 

not acknowledge the paedobaptist distributors as "fellow-laborers?" Such hubris struck 

him as seeking "separation for separation's sake." He, for one, declared, "I cannot rend 

myself from their society, and remain at the same time true to my principles."sl Second, 

Cone gloried in America as "the land of the Baptists," in contrast to Europe, where 

versions arose by "THE POPISH ARTIFICE OF TRANSFER!" American freedom, in 

tum, encouraged bold action, despite the "disappointments and difficulties" in the way 

(evidently referring to the preceding Convention).s2 Brantly rarely spoke in such patriotic 

encomium, unless he was promoting temperance. In contrast to Cone, who may have had 

several reasons for retaining the term "American" in his society's name, Brantly had 

openly objected the Saturday before to "all nationalities, as improper" for the name ofthe 

new society.s3 

In Brantly and Cone, two different sets of principles were at work, despite 

doctrinal and ministerial similarities. Admittedly, both men were Calvinists, Baptists, 

and adherents to the inspiration of Scripture. Both men worked hard in revivals and the 

benevolent societies. But in the end, their respective emphases became their predominant 

working principles. Cone favored themes ofliberty and purity. Brantly stressed activity 

50Ibid., 20. 

51Brantly, "The Late Bible Convention," n.p. 

52 Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1837, 19,20. 

53Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,41. 
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and unity. Cone told the American Bible Society that he loved his "regiment" of Baptists 

better than the larger evangelical army.54 Brantly told the Bible Convention that he loved 

the name of "Protestant" more than "Baptist.,,55 Cone did not even believe Baptists were 

Protestants!56 No wonder they parted ways at Philadelphia. 

Cone had difficulty recovering from the controversy. He greatly appreciated 

what Cushman and Welch did at the Bible Convention, but he remained vexed that the 

same Convention did not deter Manly or Brantly in particular from opposing the new 

Bible society.57 Over three months after the Bible Convention, Cone confessed his lack 

of "quiet calmness" in a personal letter to John L. Dagg, who now resided in Alabama. 

Amid the "exciting" circumstances, Cone admitted that he had taken "the opposition," 

which bordered on "persecution," too personally, and that he was still trying to cool 

down. He complained that Manly had kept South Carolina from helping. Cone hoped 

that Manly's "Anti-Baptist-Bible doctrine" would never succeed in Alabama as well. 

Regarding the Southerner's behavior, Cone sighed, "I grieve over the course he has taken, 

and wonder how he can think he is doing God service, by abusing his brethren." In 

response, Cone took comfort in the unconquerable sovereignty and presence of God.58 

The following year, Brantly did not attend the annual meeting ofthe American 

and Foreign Bible Society, even though he was reportedly in New York then for the 

54Cone and Cone, Some Account, 323. 

55Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,25. 

56Cone's sons claim that their father was the first to inform them that "Baptists were not 
Protestants, that they came in a direct line from the apostolic churches, and as they never consented to the 
iniquities of Rome, they had not to come out from here and protest" (Cone and Cone, Some Account, 347). 

57Cone and Cone, Some Account, 357, 333. Cone's sons list Brantly among the two "most 
uncompromising opponents" in the Bible Convention, who maintained "extreme opposition views" (ibid., 
349). (The other name listed is William R. Williams, son of the former minister at Oliver Street Baptist 
Church; see Bill J. Leonard, ed., Dictionary of Baptists in America [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
1994], s.v. "William R. Williams (1804-1885)," by H. W. Pipkin.) Cone's sons characterize Brantly as 
having "vainly endeavored to sneer away" the debate "by stigmatizing it as 'poetry'-'rhetoric'­
'declamation,' &c." (Cone and Cone, Some Account, 352). 

58Quoted in Cone and Cone, Some Account, 333. 
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Triennial Convention held at Oliver Street Baptist Church, where Cone served as pastor.59 

The Bible Society voted to retain its name and to include home distribution-but only of 

the common version, until otherwise specified at an annual meeting. 6o This so-called 

"restrictive resolution" eventually split the Bible Society. After some dubious intrigue in 

1849 and an "acrimonious" annual meeting in 1850, the Society resolved permanently to 

distribute in English only the King James Version, forcing Cone and his friends to start a 

new interdenominational organization-the American Bible Union-for the purpose of 

"the most faithful versions of the Sacred Scriptures in alllanguages.,,61 Cone chaired this 

Union until his death in 1855. Perhaps not since Rice's campaign for Columbian College 

had American Baptists witnessed such singular dedication as Cone's zeal for a new 

English version-a campaign that one biographer suggests, may have ended his life. 62 

William T. Brantly and the South 

In the months following the Bible Convention, William T. Brantly showed 

uncharacteristic tenacity in arguing against a new version. As the discussion progressed, 

his position became more extreme and his accusations broadened, leading to comments 

about Brantly's character. Eventually, Brantly carried the discussion to Charleston, 

59The minutes for the 1838 Triennial Convention list Brantly as present, representing the 
Charleston Association along with James L. Reynolds ("Meeting of the Ninth Triennial Convention," The 
Baptist Missionary Magazine 18 [June 1838]: 123). Reynolds himself was one of the few from Alabama, 
Georgia, and North and South Carolina present at the American and Foreign Bible Society anniversary. 
Others included W. B. Johnson, A. Woods, and Thomas Meredith. For the roster, see First Annual Report 
of the American and Foreign Bible Society, Presented April 28th, 1838, with an Appendix, Containing 
Extracts of Correspondence, &c. together with a List of Auxiliary Societies, Life Directors, and Members 
(New York: John Gray, 1838),2-3. 

6°Annual Report, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1838,5-6; cf. Cone and Cone, Some 
Account, 348-49. 

61Edward C. Starr "A Sectarian Bible," The Chronicle 17 (January 1954): 36-39. Eventually, a 
second Bible Convention, held at Saratoga, New York, on 22-23 May 1883, dissolved both Bible societies 
and then assigned the work of foreign translations to the American Baptist Missionary Union and the work 
of an English translation to the American Baptist Publication Society (ibid., 46). 

62Thombury, Pastor in New York, 134. 
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South Carolina, where he announced the end of the Triennial Convention before retiring 

completely from national leadership. 

Thomas Meredith and Brantly's last stand. On 15 March 1837, a review of 

Brantly's Christian Review article appeared in the North Carolina state paper, The 

Biblical Recorder, by its editor, Thomas Meredith (1795-1850).63 Born in Pennsylvania 

and trained by Staughton, Meredith soon moved to North Carolina, where his course 

somewhat paralleled Brantly's in Georgia, helping to found the state convention and 

writing its constitution.64 From correspondence, it is evident the two men held each other 

in friendship and respect.65 On the version debate, Meredith differed sharply, advocating 

a new version. He thus provides an instructive foil against which to judge Brantly's 

behavior in 1837. 

Until the crisis with the American Bible Society, Meredith confessed that he 

had never considered the need for a new version.66 In a series of interactions with the 

Christian Watchman, Meredith gave four reasons for a new version. First, the King 

James Version is "materially and confessedly defective" in its obscurities, vulgarities, and 

poor rendering of baptizo.67 Like many, including Judson and Malcom, Meredith 

63See William T. Brantly, "On a Proposed New Version of the Bible," BR, 3 May 1837, n.p., 
where this review is mentioned. The issue with the review was not on the microfilm consulted. 

64Bill J. Leonard, ed., Dictionary of Baptists in America (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1994), s.v. "Meredith, Thomas (1795-1850)," by H. L. McBeth; cf. James W. Moffitt, "Thomas 
Meredith," The Chronicle 2 (April 1939): 74-80. 

65When Meredith announced his intentions to begin publishing the Baptist Interpreter, his first 
paper, Brantly complimented the new editor as "eminently qualified to conduct it in the best spirit, and 
with the soundest judgment" (W. T. Brantly, "A Baptist Periodical for North Carolina," CI, 19 January 
1833, p. 48; see also Brantly, "Associational Correspondence," CSCI, 21 November 1829, p. 328; idem, 
"Baptist Interpreter," CI, 16 February 1833, p. 106). Of Brantly, Meredith testified, "There is not a brother 
in all the church, in whose christian character we have more confidence .... Nor is there one on whose 
personal friendship we seat a higher value" (T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 12 July 1837, 
n.p.; see also Meredith, "On a Proposed New Version of the Bible," BR, 3 May 1837, n.p.; idem, "Death of 
Dr. W. T. Brantly," BR, 12 April 1845, n.p.). 

66T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 February 1837, n.p. 

67T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 11 January 1837, n.p. 
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attributed the strife over baptism in some measure to this faulty rendering. 68 Second, for 

"the interests of truth" and to remove all appearance of irresolution among Baptists, 

baptizo should be translated.69 Third, veneration for the old version is making it a new 

Vulgate. Since a version is not the Bible, but a translation of the Bible, a version is 

human and should not be esteemed unduly.?O Finally, the "laws of common consistency" 

demand that Baptists practice at home what they dictate to their missionaries regarding 

translation.?l This reasoning had probably induced the New York leaders to call for a 

new version. Meredith later cited an address from Alexander Maclay, in which the New 

Yorker felt the charge of inconsistency from his opponents, but expressed both innocence 

over the current Episcopalian version and the possibility that a Baptist version would 

soon appear.72 With these convictions, the North Carolina editor attended the Bible 

Convention, but found little discussion about a new version because advocates did not 

wish to excite "the few, who still clung to the skirts of the American Bible Society.,m 

When Meredith returned from the Convention, he learned through a letter from 

Brantly, that this "old and particular friend" was the author ofthe Christian Review 

article that Meredith had critiqued using "two or three unfortunate expressions.,,?4 In a 

series of three letters, all written before the Bible Convention, Brantly had tried to clear 

Meredith's apparent misunderstanding, with reasoning that often echoed the Christian 

68T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 19 Apri11837, n.p. 

69T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 February 1837, n.p.; idem, "Rejoinder" to "New 
Version," BR, 26 April 1836, n.p. 

7°T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 February 1837, n.p. According to Meredith, this 
third reason alone justified a new version. 

71T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 March 1837, n.p. 

72T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 19 April 1837, n.p. 

73T. Meredith, "The Philadelphia Convention," BR, 7 June 1837, n.p. 

74T. Meredith, "Remarks" to William T. Brantly, "On a Proposed New Version of the Bible," 
BR,3 May 1837, n.p. 
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Watchman.75 The letters reveal three technical differences between the two friends. First, 

Brantly defined the English word "baptism" by its usage in church history; Meredith 

defined it by contemporary usage, as a general act of water initiation-a usage that 

Brantly regarded as an abuse of the term.76 Second, Brantly claimed that the masses 

generally understood the English word "baptism" as immersion-a claim Meredith flatly 

denied.77 Third, Brantly dismissed the alleged inconsistency between America and India, 

stating the obvious difference that in contrast to India, America already had a fine 

version. Explaining himself, Brantly made the analogy, "It is better to cross a river which 

intercepts the progress of our journey upon a raft, than not to cross it at all. ... But we 

who have an ancient, substantially arched bridge to cross the stream withal may not 

betake ourselves to the raft.'.n 

Beneath the technical differences lay three larger differences in opinion 

regarding modernity, providence, and evangelical unity. First, Brantly exhibited less 

admiration for the new age than he had around 1830. Just as Octavius Winslow, in 

adding reasons to a reprint of Brantly's article, had attributed the desire for a new version 

to the "the religious Radicalism of the age," so also Brantly cited the "the alarming 

indifference to the venerable Standard, which Divine Providence has caused to be erected 

in the Church.,,79 He sensed arrogance, and challenged Meredith to cite one English 

75 As published, these three letters are: W. T. Brantly, "On a Proposed New Version of the 
Bible" ["Letter 1"], BR, 3 May 1837, n.p.; idem, "New Version" ["Letter 2"], BR, 10 May 1837, n.p.; 
idem, "The Translation Question" ["Letter 3"], BR, 7 June 1837, n.p. The letters were dated 6 April 1837, 
8 April 1837, and 20 April 1837, respectively. 

76See Brantly, "Letter 1," followed by Meredith's "Remarks." For Meredith's position, see T. 
Meredith, "Rejoinder," to "The New Version," BR, 19 April 1837, n.p. 

77See Brantly, "Letter 2," followed by Meredith's "Remarks." 

78Brantly, "Letter 2." It is fascinating to see how the two men use the same data to justify 
opposite positions. For example, regarding the literal translation "dip" in Luther's Bible and the 
nonexistence of immersion in Lutheranism, Brantly cited this fact as proof that a mere word cannot secure 
right practice (Brantly, "Letter 2"), whereas Meredith cites it as proof that words lose their meaning and 
should be replaced with a better translation (T. Meredith, "Rejoinder" to "The New Version," BR, 19 April 
1837, n.p.). 

79Brantly, "Letter 3." For Winslow's conservatism, see William T. Brantly and Octavius 
Winslow, Objections to a Baptist Version of the New Testament; with Additional Reasonsfor Preferring 
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version that was superior to the "Standard." Regarding Alexander Campbell's hodge-

podge version taken from Doddridge, MacKnight, and George Campbell, Brantly claimed 

that he "could make [Meredith's] readers laugh an hour, by contrasting the ridiculousness 

of that version with the sober simplicity of our venerable Standard.,,80 In reply, Meredith 

refused to call a human translation "the standard," but rather rejoiced over the agitation 

for a new version.81 He took comfort in what he earlier had called "the spirit of the 

times," in which "human authority, in matters of religion more especially, is prone to be 

set aside."82 Regarding Brantly's raft analogy, Meredith simply could not believe that 

Baptists, using all the literary aids of "the present enlightened age," could not produce a 

better version. 83 Brantly claimed that even if Baptists wanted to attempt a new version, 

the most qualified to do so would "be the last men among us, to engage in it.,,84 

Second, Brantly considered that providence had made the King James Version 

the "venerable Standard." In contract, Meredith had earlier followed the same line of 

reasoning that Brantly had once used against the antimissionary Baptists in Georgia. The 

"indications of Providence" were at work in the rejection by the American Bible Society 

to motivate Baptists "steadily onward" until they provided their own language with an 

"improved version." Meredith denied enthusiasm, reasoning, "If any thing is ever to be 

learned from the dispensations of Providence, a lesson may be derived thence on the 

point now in question.,,85 

the English Bible As It Is (New York: J. P. Callender, 1837), 55-56, 63-66. Winslow, pastor of Second 
Baptist Church in Brooklyn, New York, was one of the original Baptist protesters within the American 
Bible Society. An immigrant from England, Winslow later returned and became a prolific author there as a 
nondenominational pastor. 

8°Brantly, "Letter 3." 

81T. Meredith, "Remarks" to Brantly, "Letter 3." 

82T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 March 1837, n.p. 

83T. Meredith, "Remarks" to Brantly, "Letter 3." 

84Brantly, "Letter 2." 

85T. Meredith, "The New Version," BR, 1 March 1837, n.p. 
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Third, Brantly identified the King James Version with evangelical unity. In his 

final letter, written just days before the Bible Convention, Brantly revealed his pleasure: 

Whilst too, [the Baptists] have witnessed the wide extension of their peculiarities, it 
has been their honor and happiness to unite with other good men in general 
principles and doctrines as derived from the Standard common to them and to 
others. This adopted and retained Standard, may be regarded as the connecting link 
betwixt us and our fellow Christians. It has been often urged as one of the special 
glories ofthe Bible Society, that it united on common ground the whole protestant 
family. 

With these thoughts in mind, Brantly asked, "Shall [Baptists], by seeking a new Standard, 

virtually reject the old, and thus set themselves off from the great confederation of 

protestant denominations?" Perhaps sensing the week ahead, Brantly wished that such a 

"precipitation so reckless and ruinous" would stay a long ways away.86 Meredith saw no 

problem conducting debates with multiple versions, but reminded his older brother, "The 

version contemplated is not intended for the use of controvertists and opponents.,,87 

After the Bible Convention, Brantly tried once more to convince Baptists about 

the meaning of baptizo. In September, Meredith reported that Brantly had been writing a 

series of articles for the Gospel Witness, the New York amalgamation of three prior 

papers. In his review, Meredith noted how Brantly now maintained that baptizo included 

"the acts both of immersion and emersion," whereas last spring he had written that 

"immersion" and "baptism" were equivalent. 88 Brantly demurred, claiming that in 

equating the two words earlier, he had been assuming the opponent's position for the sake 

of argument. He also demanded that Meredith reprint the whole article from the Gospel 

Witness. 89 In this article, Brantly had weakly pointed as proof to Colossians 2:12, which 

86Brantly, "Letter 3." 

87T. Meredith, "Remarks" to Brantly, "Letter 3." 

88T. Meredith, "Translation Question," BR, 6 September 1837, n.p. The Gospel Witness 
combined the American Baptist and Gospel Light with the Christian Secretary of Hartford, Connecticut. 
Nathan N. Whiting edited, but his notes were not "spicy" enough for Meredith (idem, 'The Gospel 
Witness," BR, 2 August 1837, n.p.; cf. "Amalgamation of Papers," SWGI, 4 August 1837, n.p.). 

89William T. Brantly, "The Misapprehension," BR, 4 October 1837, n.p. 
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states that Christians were also raised with Christ in baptism.90 Meredith rightly 

countered that while every baptism implies emersion, the word itself only means 

"immersion," as evidenced by usage and the commonly attached prepositions "in" and 

"into. ,,91 

The larger significance of this article concerns Brantly's estranged reputation. 

In his estimation, the Christian Review had placed him in "a very singular position.,,92 

Having published his earlier article on baptizo, the Review later acknowledged the 

article's mixed reviews, and confessed regret that Brantly had chosen such an innovative 

position, so contrary to Baptist tradition.93 In reading this, Brantly did not take it 

personally or regard it as malicious, but he did confess, "I am there met by some ugly 

objurgations which create rather awkward sensations.,,94 Instead of retreating, Brantly 

added innovation to innovation, in apparent contradiction to all he had said in the Index 

about listening to "good men" of the past. Cone, for one, confessed that his "spectacles 

[did] not magnify sufficiently to discern the modesty of the man who boldly declares that 

baptizo is untranslatable"-especially in the face of the united testimony of Baptist 

missionaries and commentators alike.95 Meredith noted how his friend contended for the 

90William T. Brantly, "On a Baptist Version of the New Testament," BR, 11 October 1837, n.p. 

91T. Meredith, "Baptizo-Immerse," BR, 11 October 1837, n.p.; idem, "Baptizo-Immerse," 
BR, 25 October 1837, n.p. 

92Brantly, "On a Baptist Version of the New Testament," n.p. 

93Though not in favor himself of a new version, the reviewer disagreed with Brantly, 
explaining that "baptize" possessed solemnity not in its original Greek, but because of usage over time. As 
a matter of policy, the reviewer agreed: "The word baptize is now an English word; and it is too late to 
translate it in our version" ("Literary Notices," CR 2 [June 1837]: 301-02). Because the reviewer 
mentioned having read Brantly's manuscript, the reviewer may have been the editor, James D. Knowles. 
For an example of tradition, Abraham Booth once said, "Baptism and immersion are terms equivalent" 
(quoted by Octavius Winslow in Brantly and Winslow, Objections, 59). 

94Brantly, "On a Baptist Version of the New Testament," n.p. Brantly also alluded to some 
thoughts by the same reviewer that appeared in the Baptist General Tract Society's Monthly Magazine. 

95Cone and Cone, Some Account, 334, italics original. In this letter to Dagg, Cone refuted 
Brantly's position by pointing out how Brantly's argument assumed that the Savior had originally spoken 
the Great Commission in Greek. In other words, baptizo itself was probably a translation of "some Hebrew 
word which may mean to dip" (ibid., 333-34). 
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term "baptism" with "the desperation of a martyr." Similar to Brantly's earlier warning 

about metaphysics defining the disease instead of curing it, Meredith now warned against 

contending for the primitive meaning ofthe English word "baptism," saying, "While the 

physician is striving for his theory, and demonstrating the effects which his medicine 

ought to produce, the patient takes it, and dies." No Baptist could control the flow of 

language. Nor should any argue over words (cf. 2 Tim 2: 14). As long as the words are 

correctly rendered, arguments over terms are like choosing to wear "shoes with buckles" 

or modem-day boots.96 

Brantly's extreme position is at once inconsistent and consistent. On the one 

hand, Brantly appears inconsistent, letting his own position get so rigid in the face of his 

earlier counsel against bigotry. On the other hand, Brantly appears totally consistent, for 

the Baptist abolition of evangelical unity struck deep into his personal mission, making 

him act like the "martyr" of a dying cause. 

Basil Manly and Brantly's return south. Throughout 1837, William T. 

Brantly kept close contact with Basil Manly, pastor of First Baptist Church in Charleston, 

South Carolina. Even though the younger man, also a vice-president in the Convention, 

had criticized his mentor in late March of capitulating to the New York pressure, Brantly 

vindicated himself in two open letters, which Manly reprinted as editor of the Southern 

Watchman. 97 In the first letter, Brantly accused the majority of arriving with closed 

minds and of refusing to compromise for the sake of union. Worse, Brantly detected an 

"actual conspiracy ... to deprive us of baptist, as our denominational title." It was his 

"deliberate opinion" that those most tenacious for the new society's name did so partly 

out of rivalry towards the old society, and partly out of an "ulterior design" to introduce a 

96Meredith, "Baptizo-Immerse," n.p. 

97For the criticism, see Manly, "Philadelphia Bible Convention," n.p. 
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new version.98 In the second letter, Brantly repeated some of his charges, but also lauded 

the good effect ofthe American Bible Society on evangelical unity, claiming that the 

Bible cause is "necessarily anti-sectarian work."99 Based on these letters and other 

information, Manly felt "pleased" to associate with the minority, and further accused the 

Bible Convention of disproportionate representation, citing for consideration how a 

"noisy majority" tried to silence Georgia's only representative, Adiel Sherwood, who 

demanded to speak amidst cries for "question."IOO 

Not all Southerners took pleasure in Brantly and Manly's comments. Just to 

the north, Meredith flatly denied witnessing a "conspiracy" or a "noisy majority" 

intentionally shouting poor Sherwood down. lOl He could not understand South 

Carolina's gripe about representation when they themselves had refused to show Up.102 

He himself enjoyed evangelical Bible societies, and had gone to Philadelphia to "resist 

the apprehended encroachments ofthe New York brethren," whose hasty actions he had 

"condernned."103 But he was surprised to find the majority patient and conciliatory, while 

the minority had come with a closed mind, threatening the Bible Convention with 

"secession." He, therefore, had read Brantly's letter with wonder-that a minister, whose 

"christian character," reputation, and "personal friendship" remained so dear to him, 

could make such accusations!104 Similarly, another brother remarked, "Those letters ... 

98Brantly, "The Great Bible Convention," n.p. 

99Brantly, "The Late Bible Convention," n.p. 

I00B. Manly, "The Late Bible Convention," SWGI, 9 June 1837, n.p. Manly apparently shared 
Brantly's approbation of the Bible societies, for Manly and Presbyterian Benjamin Gildersleeve in May 
1837 called a statewide convention to reassess the need of Bibles due to the mobility of the population (see 
"Circular," Charleston Bible Society, May 1837, in "Proposed Bible Convention," SWGI, 23 June 1837, 
n.p.). 

101T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 5 July 1837, n.p.; idem, "Bible 
Convention," BR, 26 July 1837, n.p. 

I02T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 5 July 1837, n.p. 

I03T. Meredith, "Explanation," BR, 12 July 1837, n.p., which mentions the Newbern Bible 
Society; idem, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 12 July 1837, n.p. 

104T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 12 July 1837, n.p. 



do not breathe that spirit of charity which their writer himself, I know, esteems the 

loveliest of Christian graces.,,105 But as Meredith resigned, even "the wisest and best 

men" make mistakes, especially when "their feelings are interested.,,106 
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Regardless of whether Manly and Brantly were mistaken or not, the Southern 

Watchman sensed danger, and kept sounding the alarm. The main accusation concerned 

representation-especially the lack of involvement from state conventions, now a key 

Southern idea.107 Without proper authorization through the Triennial Convention, which 

most nearly possessed representative power for American Baptists, the newcomers 

trespassed on the Boston Board's prerogatives in missions. Manly personally would only 

send money to Boston.108 Without proper representation, Manly could only foresee 

division. He explained, "Hitherto the missionary work of the denomination had been 

conducted with unexampled harmony and oneness of feeling;" but now, Baptists-those 

"sticklers for independence, for liberty, and equal rights"-had grown weary of their 

"burdensome independence," and had "adopted, not constituted a great central Society," 

which puts the whole work of missions in the hands of sixteen men in New York! Since 

the new society can contribute $20,000 to the Board from one treasury, the original 

donors have lost their distributed representation to the power of a few. Manly had 

warned New York to desist early, but in vain. Unless they repent, he declared, "The 

union and harmony of the Denomination, in its Missionary work, are gonef,,109 

To convince his South Carolina readers, Manly speculated what the New York 

men might do in their "giddy height of power." He asked, "Shall we have a new Baptist 

Bible manufactured for us? Shall we have the English Baptists called over to discuss in 

1050., Letter to the Editor, 14 June 1837, SWGI, 30 June 1837, n.p. 

J06T. Meredith, "The Late Bible Convention," BR, 12 July 1837, n.p. 

1070., Letter to the Editor, n.p., which mentions the state conventions. 

J08B. Manly, Editorial Reply to 0., Letter to the Editor, 14 June 1837, SWGI, 30 June 1837, 
n.p.; idem, "The Late Bible Convention," SWGI, 9 June 1837, n.p. 

109B. Manly, "Our Consistency-And the New Bible Society," SWGI, 28 July 1837, n.p. 
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the Convention the question of domestic slaves in the Southern States?" Lest any deny 

this possibility, Manly noted that some of the papers that had blamed the Board for its 

prudent policy of silence over slavery now strongly favored the new Bible society. He 

closed by confessing his indignation that men were unnecessarily "spoiling one of the 

fairest unions in Missionary labor known to modem times." This he felt "in some sort, as 

a personal injury."ll0 In tum, as stated earlier, Cone suffered too, marveling how Manly 

as a Christian could thus abuse other Christians and reckon it service to GOd. 111 

These two themes-slavery and love for the Triennial Convention-kept 

sounding from the Southern Watchman, even as the editorship passed from Manly to 

Brantly. In late 1837, Manly accepted the presidency of the University of Alabama. On 

10 November 1837, Brantly tendered his resignation in Philadelphia on account of his 

health and replaced Manly as pastor in Charleston and as editor.ll2 In his inaugural 

editorial, Brantly sounded quite different than his initial editorial for the Columbian Star. 

Confident and perhaps condescending, Brantly defended the idea of a state paper on par 

with a state convention, citing his past failure at editing an interstate paper and that "a 

Baptist paper for South Carolina, should differ rather more than somewhat, from those 

known already to exist in any of the neighbouring States." In the midst of these 

comments, Brantly revealed his strong Southern orientation: 

The Baptists of the South, though agreeing in fundamental principles with those of 
the North, are now in many important respects a distinct and separate people. On 
some very exciting questions they are becoming every year more and more distant 
from each other. And while I heartily deprecate all uncharitableness, or even 
rivalship among brethren, I cannot fail to perceive that independent action on the 

1101bid. 

lllCone and Cone, Some Account, 333. 

112William Williams Keen, ed., The Bi-Centennial Celebration of the Founding of the First 
Baptist Church of the City of Philadelphia (1698-1898) (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication 
Society, 1899), 98. 



part of those who have their domestic institutions to protect and vindicate in 
conformity with the word of God, is the course of sound wisdom. I 13 

Several facts leap out of this pregnant statement, besides the obvious observation of 
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growing sectionalism. First, Brantly denied that the sectional differences implied heresy, 

for "fundamental principles" found agreement. Second, more than slavery was "exciting" 

separation, for Brantly mentioned "questions." Perhaps he had the Bible debate in mind. 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, Brantly recommended an institutional separation 

because of slavery. While not the first to recommend a Southern Baptist Convention, 

since Meredith, for example, had earlier suggested one after the pattern of the Western 

Baptist Convention, Brantly may have been the first to recommend publicly a full Baptist 

separation from the North over the issue of slavery. 114 

Thomas Meredith was astonished. "Indeed!" he wrote, "The Baptists of the 

South and those of the North a distinct and separate people! And every year becoming 

more distant! This is certainly all new to us." He only knew of one divisive issue-

slavery-and based on "five or six years" of participation in "all the general meetings," 

he had never heard anything on that matter to justify Brantly's claim. Also feeling 

affronted by Brantly's talk about state papers, Meredith now took the role of peacemaker 

as an "advocate of political and religious union," warning his brother against statements 

that would "mar" the feelings enjoyed by adjoining states. 115 

1l3William T. Brantly, "To the Patrons of the Southern Watchman," SWGI, 24 November 
1837, n.p. Regarding republicanism (and perhaps slavery, by extension), Brantly said that it was 
undoubtedly God's will "to perpetuate the institutions under which we live" (idem, "Christian Duty in 
Reference to the Present Crisis of Our Country," CI, 5 January 1833, p. 3). 

114In July 1837, Meredith noted that "several periodicals" were discussing the possibility of a 
Southern Baptist Convention, perhaps somewhat patterned (as he desired) on the Western Baptist 
Convention, which had already convened and had received the approbation of the 1835 Triennial 
Convention (T. Meredith, "Southern Baptist Convention," BR, 5 July 1837, n.p.; Proceedings, Baptist 
General Convention, 1835, 12). Similarly, a "Convention formed out of the Baptist Churches in the 
Middle States" had met at Philadelphia in December 1834 ("Historical Sketch of the Central Union 
Association of Baptist Churches. Prepared for the Fiftieth Anniversary, Meeting with the Frankford 
Church, May 30th and 31 st, 1882," in Fiftieth, or Jubilee Anniversary of the Central Union Association of 
Independent Baptist Churches, Held with the Franliford Baptist Church, Philadelphia, May 30 and 31, 
1882 [Frankford: Thomas B. Foulkrod, 1882],9). 

liST. Meredith, "The Southern Watchman," BR, 6 December 1837, n.p. 
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Then, as if the original assertions were not enough, Brantly wrote an editorial 

against the American and Foreign Bible Society, divulging "his firm conviction from the 

first, that the Society in question was to be made the instrumental in unsettling the views 

of the denomination on two important points"-namely, the standard version and slavery. 

In proof of the first allegation, Brantly alluded to what "he had heard" (without 

specifying private or public conversation) and to the Bible Convention. In proof of the 

second, Brantly noted that the new society's use of the Gospel Witness, which carried 

"some of the most scandalous and revolting falsehoods ofthe Abolitionists," as "the 

organ of communication" for the new society "tacitly sanctioned ... the offensive 

doctrines," which neither the Society nor its managers revoked in any explicit statement. 

But now, since the "acting agent" ofthe Society, Alexander Maclay, in visiting South 

Carolina had "pledged that body" to correct these suspicious actions, Brantly waived 

further comments about the Society. He merely added, in closing, a reference to his pain 

in learning of the near financial destitution of the Triennial Convention. He blamed the 

new Society, which (in his words) "swallows up and annuls the triennial Missionary 

Convention in which he has always felt a deep interest." In his estimation, the Triennial 

Convention was "no longer existing but in name.,,1l6 

In response, Meredith called Brantly to account for these "very serious 

charges." On little evidence, Brantly had come to "the decided belief' that the American 

and Foreign Bible Society was actually not a benevolent society, but in truth a clandestine 

organization cherishing "nefarious" objects! In rebuttal, Meredith noted that the new 

Society had its own periodical, and as far as he knew, the Triennial Convention was 

116W. T. Brantly, "A. and F. Bible Society," BR, 27 January 1838, n.p., which reprinted this 
article from an issue of the SWGI that was not obtained. In light of Brantly's open suspicions about the 
American and Foreign Bible Society, it is interesting to note that the Society's corresponding secretary 
months later claimed, "I have traveled considerably through Georgia and S. Carolina during the present 
fall and winter, and I have not met one baptist minister or private member, who expressed any other than 
the most cordial feelings towards the A. & F. B. S., and a wish that in relation to home distribution, it 
should be left to its own discretion-untrammelled" (Annual Report, American and Foreign Bible Society, 
1838,22-23). 
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"alive and well." Even if the Convention were to fall short financially, it would not be 

strange nor would it be necessary to explain it by referring to the new Society, which at 

any rate, probably gave enough to keep the Convention in the black. In light of these 

accusations, Brantly had little right in the future to complain of antimissionary opponents, 

like Joshua Lawrence. Meredith knew undoubtedly that Brantly was "a friend of the 

cause of active benevolence," but he lamented how that cause had received "an 

unfortunate thrust from the hand of a friend." If only Brantly had recognized how the 

enemies were "ready to take advantage of his statements, to assail afresh the institutions 

of the age, he would have been among the last to have made them." But Brantly "erred," 

committing an "indiscretion.,,1J7 

From the previous altercations, three observations are in order. First, regarding 

the Triennial Convention, Brantly may have been correct in his assessment. In early 

1838, he noticed a circular from Lucius Bolles, stating that the Board's expenditures 

since April 1837 had been "more than double" their income. He commented, "The 

alanning state of things was anticipated as one of the inevitable results of the American 

and Foreign Bible Society-which is accumulating its tens of thousands, while the 

Missionary Treasury is exhausted." He added, "It may not yet be too late to hearken to 

reason.,,118 At the 1838 Triennial Convention in New York, the Board reported a deficit 

of over $44,000 against expenditures of over $107,000 for the past fiscal year. Unless 

these funds were "replenished IMMEDIATELY," the Board warned of reductions in 

missions. It is little wonder the last day of the Convention saw "a discussion of much 

interest ... touching the alanning state of our finances.,,1l9 The replenishment did not 

come-at least, from individuals. As one historian reports, the Triennial Convention 

l17T. Meredith, Remarks on W. T. Brantly, "A. and F. Bible Society," BR, 27 January 1838, 
n.p. 

l18W. T. Brantly, "Verified Predictions," SWGI, 18 January 1837, n.p. The circular letter is 
dated 15 December 1837, and was taken from the Baptist Missionary Magazine. 

119"Meeting of the Ninth Triennial Convention," 126, 134. 
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"continued to operate in arrears through 1841, saved from insolvency largely by a 

subvention from the American and Foreign Bible Society, totaling $50,000 over a three­

year period.,,120 In light of subsequent history, therefore, it is hard to question Brantly and 

Manly's foresight. Brantly may have foreseen this shift in finances immediately, for the 

day after the unofficial Hartford Conference, Brantly "inquired whether it was true, as he 

had heard, that the Board have [sic] more money than men for the missionary work." 

(Did he hear this from Cone or from others the day prior?) The treasurer Heman Lincoln 

responded, "While we have funds sufficient for the exigencies, yet at the present rate of 

expenditure there will soon be a deficiency, unless the rate of income is considerably 

increased.,,121 While the financial panic of 1837 surely contributed to the Board's deficit 

in 1838, such hard straits only accentuate Brantly's reasoning for one mission agency.122 

Moreover, in light ofthe Board's anticipated deficit in 1836, Cone's boast of a successful 

experiment of raising $21,000 for his new organization sounds hollow.123 

Second, Brantly had good reason to fear that the new American and Foreign 

Bible Society would usurp and weaken the Triennial Convention. At its inception, the 

Society had vaunted itself as the premiere means of "united effort" in Baptist missions. 124 

12°William H. Brackney, "The General Missionary Convention of the Baptist Denomination, 
1814-1845: An American Metaphor," BHH 14 (July 1989): 20. 

121"Annual Meeting of the Baptist Board of Foreign Missions," BR, 18 May 1836, n.p. The 
Boston account makes no mention of this interchange (see "American Baptist Board of Foreign Missions. 
Twenty-Second Annual Meeting," The Baptist Missionary Magazine 16 [June 1836]: 121-25). 

l22Cf. Brackney, "General Missionary Convention," 19. Aware of the danger of doubling 
operations, Brantly in January 1837 defended the existence of the Baptist General Tract Society by its 
auxiliary role: "As it is easy when any given space is filled with large materials, to introduce many smaller 
ones without increasing the visible bulk, so the introduction of such means of usefulness as your Society 
employs, will strengthen and brace the more important systems of well-doing without rendering them 
unwieldy and complex" (1. Newton Brown, History of the American Baptist Publication Society, from Its 
Origin in 1824, to Its Thirty-second Anniversary in 1856 [Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication 
Society],82). 

123Proceedings, Bible Convention, 1837,9. 

124In its first circular letter "to the Baptist churches, and friends of the Bible in the United 
States," the new Society claimed to be "a magnificent enterprise; in which, more than in any other measure, 
we may confidently hope to witness the harmonious concurrence of the whole denomination" 
(Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1836, 15). By "unity of effort" in this Society, 
Baptists would "attain to undisputed pre-eminence in the moral conversion of the world" (ibid., 12). 
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The Society had also claimed that the Great Commission could not "be more effectually 

accomplished, than by disseminating throughout the world, the original words of the 

Holy Spirit, faithfully and literally translated into the languages of all nations.,,125 In 

making such claims, the Society seemed to confound disseminating the word through 

preaching with disseminating the copies of the Bible, and also disseminating the Bible 

with disseminating a version. The success of missions, and even the Millennium itself, 

were hung on the coattails of the Bible cause.126 

Third, both Brantly and Manly expressed personal pain over the perceived 

injuries done to the Triennial Convention. As Meredith noted, this pain helps to explain 

the quick judgments ofthe Southern Watchman. While Brantly especially had more 

insider information on the North and its leaders, which perhaps justified some of his 

allegations in contrast to Meredith's optimism, his statements and position were extreme, 

contrary to the general tenor of his previous ministry. 

In the end, Brantly's long-established Southern allegiance goes far in 

explaining his behavior. In contrast to Meredith, who was born in Pennsylvania and 

moved to North Carolina, Brantly was born in North Carolina and moved to 

Pennsylvania, where he carried on a national conversation with his Southern brethren. 

While some Baptists abandoned both the location and mindset of the South-for 

example, William Brisbane, editor ofthe Southern Watchman before Manly-Brantly 

definitely did not. 127 As editor of the Southern Watchman, Brantly repeatedly referred to 

the South as a distinct people, both in hospitality and in idle mischief. 128 In moving to the 

South, Brantly reasserted his Southern identity-surprisingly, over his Baptist identity. 

125Constitution, American and Foreign Bible Society, 1836, 11, italics original. 

126Ibid., 11-12. 

127For infonnation on Brisbane, see Wallace Alcorn, "Rev. William Henry Brisbane, M.D. 
(1806-1878): A South Carolina Baptist Enigma," JSCBHS 25 (November 1999): 10-28. 

128W. T. Brantly, "Generous and Hospitable to a Fault," SWGI, 11 January 1837, n.p.; idem, 
"The North and the South," SWGI, 11 January 1837, n.p. 
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Brantly's days as editor were short-lived. Subscriptions, which had risen by 

four hundred the previous year, now plummeted-for every one added, two dropped. 129 

Brantly quit, sullenly commenting, "We had hoped for a long conversation with many of 

our Southern brethren in relation to Southern interests; but they with-hold their assent, 

and we, of course, cease to press them." He added, "For ourselves nothing remains but to 

retire as humbly and modestly as we can.,,130 Retire he did, but only from national public 

life. Meredith, for example, who subsumed the Watchman and whose friendship with 

Brantly had once been "most intimate and agreeable," now saw his old friend only one 

more time. l3l For the next six years, Brantly served in relative isolation as pastor of First 

Baptist Church of Charleston and President of the College of Charleston, until he suffered 

a stroke on 13 July 1844, while listening to class recitations.132 Carried to Augusta, 

Georgia, William Tomlinson Brantly, Sr. died on 28 March 1845 in the house of his son, 

W. T. Brantly, Jr., pastor of the Augusta church.133 In reporting the event, the son 

testified, "His mind appeared to be perfectly happy in the prospect of dissolution. To the 

question which I asked him a few minutes before he died. Do you know your situation? 

He immediately replied, 0 Yes. Are you resigned? 0 yes, was the emphatic answer.,,134 

129Editorial, SWGI, 13 October 1837, n.p.; William T. Brantly, Editorial, SWGI, 8 February 
1838, n.p. 

13°William T. Brantly, Editorial, SWGI, 8 February 1838, n.p. 

l3lT. Meredith, "Death of Dr. W. T. Brantly," BR, 12 April 1845, n.p. On the amalgamation of 
the Southern Watchman and the Biblical Recorder, see T. Meredith, "Recorder and Watchman," Biblical 
Recorder and Southern Watchman, 3 March 1838, n.p. 

132"Intrepid Faith," CR 10 (December 1845): 604. 

133For biographical information on Brantly's final days, see Sprague, Annals, 6:499. 

134"A Great and Good Man Fallen," CI, 4 April 1845, n.p. Richard Fuller would probably not 
have put much stock in this saying, for he reported of Brantly, "Although he still retained his 
consciousness, his mind was quite shattered, and never rallied so much as to warrant me in attaching much 
importance to conversations in which he sometimes took part by signs and one or two feeble articulations" 
(Richard Fuller, Intrepid Faith. A Sermon on the Death of the Rev. William Tomlinson Brantly, D. D.; with 
A Sketch of His Life and Character; Delivered at the Request of the First Baptist Church of Charleston, S. 
C. [Charleston: First Baptist Church, 1845],27). 
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Conclusion 

Two stories run through this chapter-one of the Baptists and another of a 

Baptist. Of the first, the American Bible Society forced upon the Baptists a momentous 

decision in 1836. The question did not concern whether to fund their own foreign 

translation or not, for their principles had already been decided in 1833, but rather, how 

far to go in their independence. Some wanted only foreign translations; others desired 

home distribution too, but only ofthe common version; and others argued for a complete 

new English version in keeping with the principles of foreign translations for the "most 

faithful" version possible. In their zeal for Baptist independence, the latter group, led by 

several New Yorkers, preempted the proposed Bible Convention by creating their own 

society with a national name. This apparently foolish move unnecessarily introduced 

sectional elements into the discussion. Now, instead of a common mission or at least a 

common foe galvanizing the Baptist ranks, the 1837 Bible Convention visibly displayed 

sectional disunity for the first time among the missionary Baptists. Much of the West and 

especially the deep South stayed home. Moreover, the 1837 Bible Convention displayed 

evangelical disunity, for despite the complaints of a vocal minority, American Baptists 

separated from the most popular evangelical benevolent society of its day-the American 

Bible Society. Therefore, in one meeting, American Baptists experienced both sectarian 

and sectional disunity. 

The chapter also closes the story of a Baptist, William T. Brantly, by 

comparing him to one Baptist in the North and to one Baptist in the South. In contrast to 

Northerner Spencer H. Cone, who emphasized verbal inspiration and American liberty of 

conscience, Brantly emphasized conceptual doctrines and evangelical unity. In short, 

Brantly was a unionist. In contrast to Southerner Thomas Meredith, who took the New 

Yorkers at face value and optimistically believed in American Baptists as a whole, 

Brantly joined Manly in suspecting a sectarian and abolitionist conspiracy. Brantly 

emphasized his Southern identity and called for independent Southern action. Therefore, 
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Brantly was more than a unionist-he was a Southern unionist. At the end of his life, he 

may have been more of a Southerner than a unionist. Ultimately, only the Great Day will 

make us fully known (1 Cor 4:5). 



CHAPTER 14 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has sought to answer the question, what light does the 

ministry of William T. Brantly shed for understanding the breakup of the Triennial 

Convention? To answer this question, both the man and his environment-the ministry 

and the Triennial Convention-have intertwined within this dissertation. To understand 

the larger implications of Brantly's career, let us first review Brantly's ministry and then 

set him against his environment. 

By now, it should be apparent that Brantly really did strive to unite Christians 

in useful effort for a moral revolution-the millennial Kingdom of God. Evidence of this 

personal mission comes especially from two institutions. First, Brantly's bold support of 

the state convention in Georgia shows his wholehearted allegiance to Richard Furman's 

ideal of ''uniting in one common effort for the glory of the Son of God." Second, the 

Central Union Association embodies Brantly's personal mission, for he explicitly formed 

an association as a benevolent society-a "Working Men's Society." The close proximity 

ofthe Philadelphia Association only accentuates the boldest feature of Brantly's 

mission-uniting Christians around effort instead of rallying them around an historic 

creed. This antithesis by no means implies that Brantly simply acted pragmatically, with 

little theological justification. Beneath the surface are two strong theological reasons for 

his course of action. First, the congruity of God's sovereignty with human effort, based 

largely on the Edwardsean distinction between moral and natural ability, gave him 

confidence not only to organize men and institutions, but also to expect success 

eventually. The Kingdom will come! Second, his careful denial of metaphysical systems 

415 
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enabled him to remain open both to new modifications in doctrine, such as resistible 

grace and a general provision in the atonement, and to new measures that would affect 

both revivals and the morals of society. 

The largest objection to his personal mission comes from his strictly Baptist 

activities-ministerial education, missions, publications, and especially close 

communion. Brantly carefully justified each ofthese activities based on a larger view of 

evangelical unity having a base of fundamental doctrine and a goal of active benevolence. 

In some measure, denominations were temporary expediencies that arose because the 

pursuit of truth and righteousness changed leadership from time to time, based on various 

levels of Christian maturity. For now, Brantly considered the Baptists in the lead and 

even receiving God's providential sanction, for the Baptists were completing the 

Reformation, removing the last vestige of popery-infant baptism, the secularizer of the 

Church. Others may lead in the future. The important point remained keeping 

evangelical Protestants together. Proof of Brantly's allegiance comes out clearly in the 

1837 Bible Convention, when he stood like a martyr for maintaining ties with other 

evangelicals through the American Bible Society and the common version of the Bible. 

As a minister, Brantly exhibited both strong traits and some questionable 

inconsistencies. First, Brantly marvelously combined the roles of revival preacher and 

urbane scholar. He resembled both George Pope the revival preacher and Jonathan 

Maxcy the spiritual scholar. In this combination, Brantly strongly resembled Richard 

Furman, though Brantly at times fell short of his respected model in the consistency of 

winsome manners. Second, Brantly would have made a strong abolitionist. The all-or­

nothing logic behind his moral crusade against temperance strongly resembled the 

abolitionist mindset. While he himself reckoned temperance a moral issue and slavery a 

political one, the laws of consistency suggest that his Southern roots may have built the 

compartments that kept these issues separate. But which Christian can claim to be so 

heavenly-minded as to have fully escaped the confines of his upbringing before the return 
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of Jesus? Third, Brantly's resistance to breaking with the American Bible Society seems 

unnecessary based upon his own justification for the Baptist General Tract Society. The 

correlation between the two publication ventures did not escape notice in Brantly's 

generation. If there could be Baptist tracts alongside general evangelical tracts, why 

could there not be a Baptist Bible alongside the common version? Perhaps if this issue 

had come up in 1827 instead of 1837, Brantly would have agreed; but the extreme 

separatism of the New Yorkers seems to have pushed Brantly to a similar extreme on the 

other side of the issue. 

As for the Triennial Convention itself, the year 1826 proved decisive. Once 

the national vision of Rice and Furman disappeared with different sections assuming 

leadership in separate ministries, the door opened for one section to act independently of 

the others, or even to foist their agency upon the others. In 1832, the American Baptist 

Home Missionary Society avoided bad feelings by first holding meetings in various 

sections before forming. In contrast, the American and Foreign Bible Society, also 

located in New York, not only acted quickly and independently in 1836, but did so in the 

face of a proposed meeting to gather the thoughts of the whole denomination. By their 

imprudence, the New York leaders alienated the South especially-and Brantly and 

Manly in particular. Two other factors made matters worse. First, in contrast to the 

Home Missionary Society, the new Bible society posed as a foreign mission endeavor 

and so rivaled the Triennial Convention for mission funds. Second, since 1833, several 

of the New York leaders had started advocating strict denominational publications such 

as a Baptist Henry, Sunday School material, and a Baptist Bible. As a Southerner, a 

Baptist publisher, and an advocate of evangelical unity, Brantly faced New York 

sectarianism on many fronts. The 1837 Bible Convention and subsequent debate over a 

new version began to isolate Brantly, even though he was a key national leader. The tide 

had turned. Together sectionalism and sectarianism were ruining the Triennial 
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Convention, which Brantly loved dearly since the days that Luther Rice had first 

appeared in Beaufort, South Carolina. 

The South provided the only retreat left for the defeated Southern unionist. 

Even though he ostensibly returned to the South for the sake of his health, his early 

editorials in Charleston reveal a strong pull of Southern identification. There he cast an 

early vision for "independent action," which later saw fulfillment in the Southern Baptist 

Convention as a separate denomination. Even though he did not live to see the founding 

of the Southern Baptist Convention, he contributed materially towards it in other ways. 

First, the state conventions, one of which he helped to form, kept Furman's vision alive 

of an associational hierarchy that would handle all benevolences under one centralized 

board. Second, Brantly influenced the Southern Baptist Convention indirectly through 

several of his former students and trainees, most notably Richard Fuller and Basil Manly, 

the author of the Alabama Resolutions of 1844.1 Even in Charleston, Brantly taught 

James P. Boyce, founder and president of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 

1859. Therefore, in light of these indirect influences, it seems fitting that in early May 

1845 the Southern Baptist Convention formed at Augusta, Georgia, amid the 

congregation Brantly had constituted, in the building he had dedicated, under the host 

pastor he had reared-his very own son, W. T. Brantly, Jr.-and with the pulpit draped in 

black in memory of William T. Brantly, Sr.2 

IThese resolutions demanded a clear statement whether the Triennial Convention would 
recognize the equal status of slaveholders as members and eligible candidates for foreign missions (see A 
Baptist Source Book: With Particular Reference to Southern Baptists, ed. Robert A. Baker [Nashville: 
Broadman, 1966], 106-08; cf. A. James Fuller, Chaplain to the Confederacy: Basil Manly and Baptist Life 
in the Old South, Southern Biography Series [Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000], 223-
24). 

2Robert G. Gardner, A Decade of Debate and Division: Georgia Baptists and the Formation of 
the Southern Baptist Convention (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1995), 36. 
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ABSTRACT 

WILLIAM T. BRANTLY (1787-1845): 
A SOUTHERN UNIONIST AND THE BREAKUP 

OF THE TRIENNIAL CONVENTION 

Robert Arthur Snyder, Ph.D. 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2004 
Chairman: Dr. Thomas J. Nettles 

This dissertation seeks to answer the question, what light does the ministry of 

William T. Brantly shed for understanding the breakup ofthe Triennial Convention? The 

dissertation argues that Brantly's longtime mission of uniting Christians in useful effort 

for a moral revolution exemplified the early vision of the Triennial Convention and that 

his inability as a Southerner to maintain this mission nationally among Baptists indicated 

grave disunity within the Convention as early as 1837. 

After chapter 1 introduces Brantly in light of current historiography, the 

dissertation consists of three parts-early history, theology, and later history. 

In the first part, encompassing the chapters 2 through 4, Brantly's personal 

mission is defined in the early South, illustrated in his first two Southern ministries, and 

climaxes in his efforts in Philadelphia. Two mentors and the death of his first wife 

influenced his personal mission. Two pastorates illustrated his twofold goal of 

organizing Baptists for missions and ministerial education. In Philadelphia, Brantly 

attained peace at First Baptist Church and then embodied his ideals in the formation of 

the Central Union Association. 

The formation of this new association in contradistinction to the venerable 

Philadelphia Association raises the question of heresy in doctrine and innovation in 

practice. These concerns lead into the second part-a theological examination of 



Brantly's thought. Chapters 5 and 6 examine his views on Calvinism and the authority of 

Scripture. Chapters 7 and 8 explore his justification of revivalistic new measures and 

benevolent societies. Chapters 9 and 10 demonstrate that Brantly's idea of evangelical 

unity possessed a denominational identity, a doctrinal boundary, and an even greater 

emphasis on active benevolence. 

The third part examines Brantly within the Triennial Convention. Chapter 11 

discusses the Convention's transitional period (1826-1835), when sectionalism risked 

disunity, but compromise and silence nullified political strife and British interference. 

Chapters 12 and 13 examine the sectional and sectarian causes behind the visible disunity 

of the great Bible Convention of 1837. Brantly's stand for evangelical unity and 

subsequent defeat indicated grave disunity eight years before the Convention broke up. 
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