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Abstract 

 

My dissertation explores the history of gendered collectivity in early America through the 

defining role of Canticles (or Song of Songs) and its relative eclipse in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries. Drawing on a range of writing in print and archival sources, I examine 

sermons, poems, scriptural annotations and pamphlets to show that gendered notions of 

collectivity were pivotal in early America, first, for Puritanism and, second, for modes of 

affiliation that take as their starting point distance from religion and religious dispute. Combining 

a historical study of religion and gender with a theoretical approach to belief, this work seeks to 

explain the emergence of bourgeois community in early America by demonstrating why men in 

the eighteenth century began to think of themselves as united in brotherhood distinct from 

religious affiliation and state authority. The dissertation probes the relationship between religion, 

early modern discourses on sexuality and the rise of bourgeois economic relations even as it 

revises accounts that situate Puritanism as the origin of secular liberalism and modern sexuality. 
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Introduction 

Seduced by the Means of a Woman 

In A Short Story of the Rise, reign, and ruine of the Antinomians, Familists & Libertines 

(1644), when Winthrop notes Hutchinson’s “bottomless revelations” and later laments that so 

many “well grounded Christians, should so suddenly be seduced by the means of a woman, to 

sticke so fast to her, even in some things wherein the whole current of Scripture goeth against 

them,” he is pointing to the powerless power of seduction (Hall 274, 276). Winthrop’s point is 

that the mistakes Hutchinson and the others are making are obvious: they are contradicted, he 

suggests, by the “whole current of Scripture.” But precisely because the mistakes are obvious the 

power of seduction appears both weaker and stronger: weaker because their mistakes do not even 

need to be disputed (everyone recognizes them) but stronger because even when some recognize 

them they still commit them (some willfully choose to make them). For that reason there is a 

certain symmetry in Winthrop’s claim that the antinomians tried to “catch […] husbands through 

their wives” (206). Seduction becomes both self-effacing and self-magnifying in this perfect 

inversion of the gendered relationship between Christ and his church. After all, that the seduced 

recognized the power of scripture but ignored it only further evidences their selfish willfulness.  

The seduction is meant to be multiply shocking: first, because Hutchinson has so easily 

deceived members of the congregation even when the “whole current of Scripture” tells them 

otherwise, and second because Hutchinson as a woman scrambles the proper place of husband 

and wife, magistrate and subject. By no means is Winthrop’s representation of the “Machivilian” 

Hutchinson meant to praise her inversion of order (207). Yet it would be a mistake to assume 

that, as puritan reformers, Winthrop and others at the trial were (or would be) strangers to the 

inversion of instituted order. After all, puritans who migrated to Massachusetts were keenly 
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aware that the English church was under the control of Archbishop Laud. Amid political turmoil 

about a decade later, John Cotton in A Brief Exposition with Practical Observations upon the 

whole Book of Canticles (1655) even conceived of the ability of the soul to live through any 

“change of the civil State”: “ye may change your Princes, your husbands, and wives, and the 

object of your love and duty may be changed,” Cotton says, “but not your soul-love to Christ” 

(20). Indeed, Cotton goes so far as to call this love a “revelation.” And with good reason: the 

soul is incapable of loving God on its own and must first be “kissed” by Christ, “because all the 

Word of God is contained in the holy Scriptures, the Lord kisseth us with the kisses of his 

mouth” and these kisses “will inflame our hearts to kisse him again” (2-3). As Cotton’s sermons 

suggest, the true believer could see in Canticles Christ’s absolute love for the elect bride. Gender 

and gender reversal were intrinsic, in other words, to grace. To believe in Christ for puritans was 

always already to be a woman, but to be a woman was not always already to believe in Christ.   

Gendered desire for what Cotton calls an “adequate object” is thus capable of performing 

at least a double function (125). On one hand, this desire can be in contradiction to instituted 

order. On the other, it precisely is desire for God’s order, or, to put it differently, for reform of 

institutional and ecclesiastical relations. In the pages that follow, this dissertation will argue that, 

while tension between these two points is irreducible, for puritans the divine object of desire is 

immediate because loving desire for the elect just is desire for Christ.  Insofar as this desire 

implicitly turns on the question of unity with Christ it also, inevitably, leads to the question of 

unity with others. As Winthrop’s narrative rejection of Hutchinson implies, for puritans unity 

with Christ was intrinsic to seventeenth-century conceptions of affiliation and collectivity, and, 

as Cotton’s later sermons demonstrate, this collective union was often rendered in gendered 
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terms taken from Canticles.
1
  

This study is an attempt to bring together a range of texts—sermons, poetry, historical 

records and Masonic exposés among them—in order to understand and explain gendered 

collectivity in early America (specifically Massachusetts Bay Colony) through the defining role 

of Canticles and its relative eclipse in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The 

central claim of this dissertation is that gendered notions of collectivity were pivotal in early 

America, first, for puritanism and, second, for modes of affiliation that take as their starting point 

distance from religion and religious dispute. The texts chosen here are well known to and in 

some cases almost unexamined by scholars; some were never published, some were meant to be 

read aloud, written for friends or written to expose enemies. But they are all united by their 

commitment to unity. Chapter one looks at the antinomian controversy and Edward Johnson’s 

Wonder-Working Providence (1654). Chapter two investigates John Cotton’s sermons on 

Canticles and Anne Bradstreet’s poetry. Chapter three looks at Cotton Mather’s annotations on 

                                                 
1
 Most obvious as examples are John Cotton’s 1655 sermons on Canticles (Hutchinson would probably have been 

familiar with the earlier version). Certainly, Cotton was not unique. Previous to Cotton’s sermons (printed in 1642 

and 1655, respectively), Thomas Brightman in A commentary on the Canticles or the Song of Salomon wherein the 

text is analised, the native signification of the words declared, the allegories explained, and the order of the times 

whereunto they relate observed (1644) and Richard Sibbes in Bovvels opened, or, A discovery of the neare and 

deare love, union, and communion betwixt Christ and the church, and consequently betwixt him and every beleeving 

soule delivered in divers sermons on the fourth, fifth and sixth chapters of the Canticles (1639) preached influential 

sermons on this historical significance of Canticles. During the English Civil War, the prophetic history that many 

commentators found in Canticles became a point of contention between Presbyterians and Independents. See, for 

example, (the Independent) Joshua Sprigg’s Solace for Saints in the Saddest Times. From the Consideration of the 

happy temperature and Lovely composure of all Times and Providences, as to Gods glory and their good (1648), or 

(the Presbyterian) Edmund Hall’s Manus testium movens: or, A Presbyteriall glosse upon many of those obscure 

prophetick texts in Canticles, Isay, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Habakkuk, Zachary, Matthew, Romans, and the 

Revelations: which point at the great day of the vvitnesses rising; Antichrists ruine, and the Jews conversion, neare 

about this time. VVherein Dr. Homes, with the rest of the independent antichristian time-servers are clearly 

confuted, and out of their own writings condemned: and against them proved, that the present usurpers in England 

are that antichristian party who have slain the witnesses, and shall reign but three yeers and an half, which time is 

almost at an end. To this book must be joyned Lingua testium, being its proper preface. / Written by Testis-mundus 

Catholicus Scotanglo-Britanicus (1651). Historians such as Edmund Morgan and Richard Godbeer have argued that 

puritan ideas about divine marriage were connected to a complex of associations; references to unity with Christ 

permeated every facet of religious life and informed questions of the visible church, friendship, social order and 

millennialism. See Edmund Morgan’s The Puritan Family: Religion and Domestic Relations in 17th Century New 

England.( New York: Harper and Row, 1966). Richard Godbeer’s Sexual Revolution in Early America. (Baltimore: 

The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
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Canticles in “Biblia Americana.” Chapter four examines Edward Taylor’s poems on Canticles in 

the context of debates on paper currency, and chapter five takes as its focus Freemasonry’s 

revolutionary claims to universal fraternity. The order of these five chapters is basically 

chronological, and indeed the purpose of the arrangement is to denote and mark historical 

change. This historical trajectory can be variously described, from monarchy to liberalism, from 

brotherhood founded upon religious fellowship to brotherhood founded upon secret ritual, from 

marriage being celebrated as the emblem of union and covenant with God to marriage being 

celebrated as the emblem of individual privacy and consent. Shifts in the deployment of the 

figure of Solomon offer a succinct summary of these changes. In the earlier texts examined here 

Solomon appears as a type of Christ, as King and Bridegroom, and the Song of Solomon is read 

variously as the loving relations between Christ and the church (and soul). In later texts and 

representations, Solomon’s kingdom locates the origin of the secret, and fraternal, community of 

Freemasons who saw themselves as carrying out the ancient rituals of builders of Solomon’s 

Holy Temple. This later mode of affiliation involved a central redefinition of the terms by which 

gendered notions of collectivity were conceived and understood. By tracing how collective union 

founded upon desire was replaced by collective union prior to desire, this dissertation will look 

at how gendered collectivity in puritan writing and Freemasonry marks not only the self-

conscious engagement with the question of belief but also the collision between visible and 

invisible authority. 

Critics from a range of critical camps have charted the role of gender in puritanism and 

the emergence of liberal gender relations in early America. Recent studies by Richard Godbeer, 

Jim Egan and Elizabeth Maddock Dillon offer a range of competing claims.
2
 Even though none 

                                                 
2
 See Richard Godbeer Sexual Revolution in Early America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 

Jim Egan Authorizing Experience: Refigurations of the Body Politic in Seventeenth-Century New England Writing. 
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has looked directly at the centrality of gendered desire to puritan notions of collectivity or the 

relationship between the elision of collective desire and the emergence of fraternities in the 

eighteenth century, these studies join a history of scholarship that recognizes the importance of 

Canticles for early American puritanism. Three theses summarize this dissertation’s interest in 

Canticles and the gendered desire that attends it: (1) Puritan gendered desire can be located in 

interpretations and deployments of Song of Songs. This desire depended upon early modern 

notions of gender fluidity or gender reversal, and also, just as crucially, upon conversion. Desire 

for Christ opposed the seductions of sin, since only reformed desire, grounded in God’s grace, 

could provide a foundation for communal and institutional relations. Puritan desire was more, in 

other words, than just agreement or shared affect; different individuals (and different 

congregations) had a shared object of desire (Christ) because they shared identity in Christ’s 

love. Puritans looked to Canticles, then, not because they recognized the desire expressed therein 

as simply an allegory of the desire of any particular individual, nor because they conceived of 

desire as the contested outcome of communal relations, but rather because desire and longing for 

spousal union with the King of Kings already exemplified collective effects of grace. Desire was 

both, in other words, an ontological condition that qualified the elect as elect and the 

dispositional expression of that election.  

(2) Gendered desire operated in conjunction with puritan investments in friendship to 

structure a complex of what might be called vertical and horizontal relations that intersected 

along axes of hierarchy and equality. This intersection informed a range of puritan practices, 

from, most obviously, church government to, less obviously, economic relations and the role of 

                                                                                                                                                             
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), Elizabeth Maddock Dillon The Gender of Freedom: Fictions of 

Liberalism and the Literary Public Sphere (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2004). 
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magistrates as “nursing fathers.”
3
 The vertical might be, for instance, the relationship between 

Christ and the church (which was analogous to but infinitely in excess of the relationship 

between husband and wife), while the horizontal might be the relationship among fellow 

Christians or fellow congregations. The vertical and horizontal axes often operated 

contradictorily. The relationship between Christ and church (or husband and wife) was also 

described as co-equal, and churches were sometimes described as differing in grace and status. 

Thus Christ’s relationship with the soul could be seen as one of equality and love despite (and 

because of) the immeasurable distance between the soul and God even as horizontal relations 

were always understood as being authorized from above (so that Christian fellowship, say, 

becomes possible only because of God’s grace).  

(3) Puritan modes of desire for what Cotton above calls an “adequate object” were 

challenged by new representations of gendered collectivity that located unity as prior to desire 

and, in turn, prior to particular beliefs and the practices informed by belief. Freemasonry’s 

appeal to communal brotherhood in eighteenth-century America emerged only at the point in 

which the ground for affiliation was being shifted toward the stabilization of gender. And for that 

reason, as we shall see, Freemasonry revises the terms by which gendered collectivity could be 

conceived in early America even as it complements new bourgeois economic relations. In place 

of desire for a shared, adequate object, Masonry conceived of brotherhood as independent of 

(and precedent to) desire because it was independent of the commitments and practices of any 

particular religion. At the same time that we locate, then, the emergence of a collectivity that is 

                                                 
3
 The term is widely used. As one instance, see Cotton’s A Brief Exposition with Practical Observations upon the 

whole Book of Canticles (1655 30). For an academic discussion of the term, see Elizabeth Maddock 

Dillon’s“Nursing Fathers and Brides of Christ The Feminized Body of the Puritan Convert.” Centre of Wonders: 

The Body in Early America. Ed. Janet Moore Lindman and Michel Lise Tarter. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2001).  
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defined by its maleness and its distance from desire we also locate the emergence of collective 

unity that is imagined as prior to differences of practice and belief.  

While this study draws from and is meant in part to contribute to accounts of modernity 

and Enlightenment that appeal to the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere, the bedrock 

claim of this dissertation is that belief is inescapable. Belief constitutes the origin and horizon of 

many accounts of the Enlightenment, but this study is meant neither to defend religion against 

modernity nor to accept as an irreducible heritage of modernity the notion that knowledge can 

exist independently of belief. My reasons for returning to a focus on belief have been informed 

by philosophers and literary critics such as Donald Davidson, Jacques Derrida and Walter Benn 

Michaels, but no special claims about belief are made here. Indeed, I follow Steven Knapp and 

Walter Benn Michaels in the assertion that the “only relevant truth about belief is that you can’t 

go outside it” (“Against Theory” 741).
4
 Walter Benn Michaels clarifies one aspect of my focus 

on belief in his article “Saving the Text: Reference and Belief.” There he argues that, for literary 

critics especially, a “return…to the seemingly obsolete topic of belief” is necessary because 

belief is constitutive of interpretation (771); the idea that interpretation can operate without it is 

incoherent. In other words, Michaels counters, on the one hand, the claim that there are facts of 

interpretation regardless of what anyone thinks about them, and, on the other, the claim that true 

interpretation can be set aside because there are no such facts. Rather, Michaels suggests, 

interpretation is possible only against a “backdrop of beliefs” (784).
5
 Similarly (at least for the 

                                                 
4
 See Steven Knapp and Walter Been Michaels. “Against Theory.” Critical Inquiry, (Summer 1982): 723-42. 

5
 To quote Michaels more fully, “…I have tried to suggest that the radical exclusion of belief from the activity of 

interpretation is not only undesirable but impossible. Rather a text has meaning for us only against a backdrop of 

beliefs we hold and assumptions we make about literature and about the world, and when these beliefs and 

assumptions change, the meanings of our texts, the texts themselves change too” (784). Michaels’s point is not to 

argue for a radical relativism but precisely the opposite: “For the judgment that something is unconvincing, or good 

or bad, is not an expression of merely personal taste or preference but an invocation of shared values and public 

beliefs, and the kind of objectivity I want to argue for is an objectivity based not on the attempt to match 

interpretations up to a text but that exists independently of them, but based instead on what readers believe” (787). 
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purposes of this study) Donald Davidson argues that “a belief of any kind, true or false, relies for 

its identification on a background of true beliefs” (195).
6
 This background of beliefs is both 

irreducible and in any particular instance fallible. “Of course an interpreter may make a mistake” 

(196), Davidson says, but his interpretation will be a function of what he already believes.   

One way to illustrate this point and to understand its relevance for the texts under 

investigation is to reexamine Winthrop’s representations of Hutchinson above. Certainly, 

Winthrop is surprised that so many “well grounded” Christians were seduced by Hutchinson, 

especially when her claims were clearly contradicted by scripture. But Winthrop’s surprise 

makes sense only if those who were “seduced” by Hutchinson really did understand their support 

for Hutchinson as contradicting scripture. If, instead, they followed Hutchinson not because she 

contradicted but rather because she confirmed their understanding of the Bible, then Winthrop’s 

appeal to the “whole current of Scripture” cannot by itself settle dispute over Hutchinson’s 

“bottomless revelations” because it merely displaces that dispute by repeating it. Those who 

followed Hutchinson were not so much seduced by Hutchinson, in other words, as seduced by 

the beliefs they already held. To put this more generally, even as the background of beliefs is 

collective and culturally prior to any particular individual, disputes about what should be 

believed cannot be precluded by appeal to collective conventions precisely because they follow 

from those conventions.  

                                                                                                                                                             
This point, Michaels suggests, has consequences for our understanding of the relationship between text and politics: 

“…if, as I have argued, meaning is not independent of belief but bound by it, then our construction of texts becomes 

a matter of practical and even political interest…Nothing is more political than the denial that something is political. 

The text which simply is, meaningful or meaningless, denies ideology without escaping it. Ideology (like common 

sense) is what we believe” (791). See “Saving the Text: Reference and Belief.” MLN (1978): 771-93. 
6
 This point is not unrelated to Charles Taylor’s discussion of the “background” in Modern Social Imaginaries 

(2004). Taylor says, appealing to Dreyfus and Searle, “What I’m calling the social imaginary extends beyond the 

immediate background understanding that makes sense of our particular practice […] This wider grasp has no clear 

limits. That’s the very nature of what contemporary philosophers have described as the ‘background.’ It is in fact 

that largely unstructured and inarticulate understanding of our whole situation, within which particular features of 

our world show up for us in the sense they have. It can never be adequately expressed in the form of explicit 

doctrines because of its unlimited and indefinite nature” (25). See chapter two of Modern Social Imaginaries. 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).  
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It should be no wonder then that the possibility of contention and the possibility of 

mistake are irreducible, this dissertation will argue, because even if we withdraw from or set 

aside a particular dispute because of uncertainty, indifference or ambivalence, those positions are 

themselves founded upon a background of beliefs of which we are quite certain (even if any of 

those beliefs in particular is wrong). These beliefs can neither be doubted nor verified as a whole 

because they constitute precisely the terms by which any particular case of doubt or verification 

is adjudicated. The problem, that is, with relying upon either consensus or skepticism as a 

calculus is that as such it assumes that knowledge or truth can be grounded in foundations that 

constitute the basis for evidence that everyone has already accepted. Or, to put it another way, it 

assumes that the truthfulness of beliefs can be grounded in their correspondence to reality. As 

Davidson has argued, there’s no clear idea as to what correspondence means, since the very 

possibility of testing the correspondence of our beliefs would require us to stand outside their 

propositional nature. And, if that is the case, then what we find in the search for such foundations 

is not indisputable evidence but rather infinite regress. For the foundation to be a foundation, that 

is, for it to truly be something that verifies its correspondence to reality, it would have to allow 

us to stand outside our beliefs in order to recognize reality and thereby to assess whether our 

beliefs correspond to it. The foundation would definitively have to bridge what Davidson calls, 

in his essay “Empirical Content,” the “gap between sensation, where no question of truth can 

arise, and judgment, which is plausibly a source of evidence” (163). That is precisely why the 

question of correspondence should be set aside, because all of our beliefs correspond 

(tautologically so) not to an already verified reality but rather to the totality of our other beliefs.
7
  

                                                 
7
 Davidson’s point here, it should be clear, is not to imply that beliefs are true because they cohere with a totality of 

true beliefs; the coherence theory of truth is no less flawed than the correspondence theory. Rather, Davidson’s point 

is that it is impossible to be committed to a belief in isolation because commitment as such depends upon its 

relationship with other beliefs. Or, as he says, with belief “it seems clear that it is impossible to take an atomistic 
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These brief comments are not offered to convince the skeptical. But they are offered to 

make the case that private (that is, unconventional) and public (that is, conventional) meanings 

are always already with us. The puritan association of desire and longing with true religious 

practice means puritans resisted seduction not on principle but only insofar as it threatened to 

lead them away from Christ. And, to be sure, it is nearly impossible to describe the puritan 

investment in desire for Christ as Bridegroom without recognizing that the intensity of that desire 

derives from a transformation akin to seduction. Later forms of collective union reconceived this 

resistance to seduction not by refocusing the public object of desire but, paradoxically, by 

multiplying objects of desire against a foundation of unity that preceded disagreements because 

it was secret to them. Above all, it might be said that the secrecy that this dissertation is most 

interested in is not (or is not just) secrecy that can be revealed or hidden but secrecy that operates 

beyond secretion. As we shall see, neither a believer nor a doubter can in fact adjudicate the 

truthfulness of any assertion without always already being committed to a background of beliefs 

that lie outside adjudication because they give shape to any particular instantiation of it. Indeed, 

to put a finer point on it, neither believers nor skeptics can suspend their beliefs as whole, and the 

anxiety that they could in the seventeenth century was supplanted in the eighteenth century by 

new ideological fantasies that what made collective unity possible, even amid the emergence of 

new forms of religious worship, new objects of desire in the market, and new claims of public 

competition, was friendship or brotherhood that anchored public forms even as it was not quite 

ever visible to them.  

Canticles and Affiliation: 

The attention to historical change in this dissertation should perhaps be no surprise in a 

                                                                                                                                                             
approach, because it is impossible to make sense of the idea of having only one or two beliefs. One cannot believe 

that he or she is seeing a cat without believing many other things: one must know what a cat is, what seeing is, and 

above all, one must recognize the possibility, however remote, that one may be wrong” (124). 
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field that is awash in historicism. As White and Drexler note in a recent article “The Theory 

Gap,” “early American literary scholarship was from the earliest enmeshed with history as a 

field, its earliest canon reflecting that relationship while also attempting to carve out its own 

sphere” (480). The problem, of course, as Eric Slauter demonstrates in “History, Literature and 

the Atlantic World,” is that the exchange of historical scholarship between the fields has been far 

from symmetrical. Slauter insists that recent literary scholars rarely write the kind of history that 

historians take seriously enough to cite even though literary scholars consistently cite, and 

depend on, the historians. Slauter describes this in economic language as a “trade deficit” whose 

emergence is all the more curious because it coincides with an increase in historicisms in the 

field of early America. To alleviate this deficit, Slauter offers a number of recommendations, one 

of which is the need for literary scholars not to retreat from theorization.
8
 (Slauter’s essay 

appeared in an issue of Early American Literature that included contested responses to these 

recommendations).
9
 One way that this study aims to be sensitive to Slauter’s argument is by 

mapping not just the history of gendered collectivity but also by orienting that history through 

the conditions of belief. Although it (almost) goes without saying that this study is far from 

exhaustive (in no small part, as I will explain below, because this investigation of gender and its 

triangulation with secularization and economy leaves open questions of race and colonialism, 

that is, at the very least, the ensemble of relations to Indians and to Atlantic slave economies), 

                                                 
8
 Slauter has three recommendations: first, literary scholars should not feel as though attention to theory makes their 

work less compelling historically; in fact, the opposite might be true. Second, both literary historians and historians 

should better familiarize themselves with recent works in the other’s field. And, finally, literary historians and 

historians should set aside claims that the former are “texualists” while the latter are “contextualists” (174), thereby 

implying that literary scholars are better at reading texts and historians better at putting things within an adequate 

context.  
9
 In one compelling response, Elizabeth Maddock Dillon takes Slauter to task for implying that literary scholars 

become “(belated, secondhand) historians.” Extending Slauter’s economic trope, Dillon “[confesses] a strong 

predilection for the less conciliatory approach of trade protectionism” (208). For Dillon, the divide between literary 

scholars and historians stands as evidence not so much of a problem to be solved as of “different methodologies and 

aims that generate divergent scholarship in the field of Atlantic studies” (209).  
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the wager of this dissertation is that the historical changes of gender are unthinkable without 

attending to their theoretical implications for belief and the process of economic relations of 

production that distinguish capitalism as such. My focus is thus not meant to return us to an 

earlier set of assumptions about the canonicity of the puritan texts under investigation (a 

canonicity that was in early American literary studies in any case always incomplete and that has 

by now been entirely dismantled by scholarship whose interest is to leave behind the assumption 

that puritan writing determined the American literary landscape). It is meant instead to shed new 

light on a process of historical discontinuity in which conditions of gender and belief in early 

America undergo a transformation that can be called, in a Marxist sense, ideological.
10

 To think 

about gender in early America, in other words, also requires us to think about the emergence of 

bourgeois community and bourgeois relations. What is meant to be compelling about the changes 

this dissertation traces is that they mark not only transformations in how gendered collectivity is 

conceived but also in how it even can be conceived. For that reason, a significant portion of this 

dissertation will consist of an argument that seeks to recover an earlier set of interpretations of 

Canticles that is far stranger than scholarship has characterized.  

 The Song of Songs or Canticles (the title Canticles derives from the Vulgate’s name for 

the book, Canticum canticorum), composed in its final form perhaps as late as 400 BCE, is a 

                                                 
10

 If there is resistance to this point, it may come in no small way as a consequence of the fact that, as White and 

Drexler note, there is “critical indifference to various types of Marxism and a range of poststructuralism within the 

new field” (although they add: “If there is any exception to this trend, it is perhaps in the persistent presence of 

queer theory, which often conjoins contextual readings with methodologies uncommon to the field” [488]). While it 

should be clear that much of the framework of this dissertation is not primarily Marxist, my attention to wage labor 

and the emergence of paper currency in chapters two and four is meant at least to open a space for Marxist critique 

of social class in early America, a category whose truth, as Frederic Jameson says, “lies rather in the operations to 

which it gives rise: class analysis, like materialist demystification, remains valid and indispensable even in the 

absence of even the possibility of a coherent concept of ‘philosophy’ of class itself” (160). See Valences of the 

Dialectic (2009) 159-60. A different way to make my point would be to appeal to Foucault, who in an interview 

suggested that “…the economic system that promotes the accumulation of capital and the system of power that 

ordains the accumulation of men are, from the seventeenth century on, correlated and inseparable phenomena…And 

I believe that the political significance of the problem of sex is due to the fact that sex is located at the point of 

intersection of the discipline of the body and control of the population” (160-1). See The Chomsky-Foucault Debate 

on Human Nature (New York: The New Press, 2006). 
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long poem or set of poems that consists of an erotic dialogue between a man and a woman (the 

“Shulamite”) and also a chorus (the “Daughters of Jerusalem”). A brief history of the Song of 

Songs might justifiably begin by pointing out that perhaps the only consistency in (even 

contemporary) readings and interpretations is their inconsistency or, at least, diversity.
11

 Scholars 

have disagreed about the origin and purpose of the Song of Songs, about whether the book 

should be read as lyric or narrative, and about whether the dialogue of the poem represents a 

conventional epithalamium or what André LaCocque sees as a more radical celebration of 

“noncondoned loves between a man and a woman […] that is, an ‘off-limits’ literary production” 

(51).
12

 Paul Ricoeur observes that “As has often been said, few texts in the history of 

interpretation have had as exuberant or as encumbering a fortune” (265).
13

 Ariel Bloch and 

Chana Bloch echo this point: “no other book of the Bible has called forth such wildly divergent 

interpretations” (29). These multiple readings are not wholly peripheral to this present study 

because puritans themselves were heir to a tradition of multiple interpretations.  

 Even so, as David Carr observes, modern studies and translations generally share a 

common trait: they seek to recover the “original erotic meaning of the Song” thus 

“[participating] in…modern construction of sexualities through reproducing a mini-variant of the 
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 Daphna V. Arbel makes this point in a different way when she says that “Lack of consistency and uniformity are 

one of the most prominent features of the SoS, as many scholars have noticed. It contains diverse love poems, 

different in length, literary form and content. The plots of the poems are unclear. They make references to various 

locates, presented from different perspectives and voices. These features of the SoS have long puzzled scholars. 

They posed various questions regarding the identity of the writers, the nature of this text and its levels of meaning” 

(90). See Arbel, “My Vineyard, my Very Own, Is for Myself” in The Song of Songs: A Feminist Companion to the 

Bible Second Series. Ed. Athlatya Brenner and Carole R. Fontain. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 90-

101. 
12

 For an overview of contemporary interpretations, see R.E Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the 

Book of Canticles or the Song of Songs (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). [3-105]. See also The Song of Songs: A 

Feminist Companion to the Bible Second Series. Ed. Athlatya Brenner and Carole R. Fontain. (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 2000). For a reading that sees the author of the Song as female, see André LaCocque Romance She 

Wrote: A Hermeneutical Essay On Song of Songs (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1998). For a collection of 

recent essays, see Perspectives on the Song of Songs. Ed. Anselm C. Hagedorn. (New York: Walter de Grutyer, 

2005). 
13

 See Paul Ricoeur, “The Nuptial Metaphor” in Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and Hermeneutical Studies. André 

LaCocque and Paul Ricoeur. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
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myth of repression discussed by Foucault” (235).
14

 In contrast, Carr points out that ancient Israel 

operated under a notion of sexuality that depended not upon biological difference but rather upon 

cosmological order or “what might be termed a ‘theological marriage matrix.’ In this matrix the 

believing community is depicted as the female spouse of the male god—called on to love that 

God with the exclusive love of a wife and punished for failure to do so” (239). For Carr, 

interpretations in ancient Israel that saw the Song of Songs as erotic dialogue between the human 

and divine were attempts not to mitigate the explicit sexuality of the songs but rather to apply the 

marriage matrix to a unique and sophisticated poetic work in order to “redescribe the divine-

human relationship in less violent and hierarchical terms” (245). Later Christian exegesis was 

deeply influenced by these interpretations.  

Puritan interpretations of Canticles drew from earlier Christian exegesis that originated 

(for Christians) with Origen’s second century Homilies on the Song of Songs. Origen presented 

the “conviction that the caressing King connotes Jesus, and his bride represents either the 

corporate church or the individual Christian” (Phipps 87). Medieval interpreters continued to 

read Canticles as an allegorical commentary on Christ’s relationship with the church.
15

 But 

Calvin rejected the purely allegorical reading and argued that the Song of Songs was “an 

unsullied nuptial ode similar to Ps. 45 […] Calvin also saw in these historical wedding odes a 

premonition of the quality of love that later would form a covenantal bond between Christ and 

his Church” (Phipps 96). English puritans certainly drew from this context. Although at first 

glance it might seem that the moving representations of erotic desire would make Canticles a less 

than appealing text for puritans, eroticism, in fact, was far from marginal to puritans in England 
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 Carr’s brilliant argument impinges upon my point in chapter three about the trajectory of Canticles in early 

America. See David Carr, “Gender and Shaping of Desire in the Song of Songs and Its Interpretations.” Journal of 

Biblical Literature 119 (2000): 235-40.  
15

 See Ann W. Astell. The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990). 
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and New England.
16

 For what better way to talk about the invisible motions of grace and the 

visible effects of conversion than through desire? How else to describe the pleasures of union 

with God than through erotic bliss? And what more fitting means, finally, to confront questions 

of millenarian hermeneutics and fulfillment than to attend to a sacred text that is also (as it was 

conventionally understood) an epithalamium? Puritans such as Cotton even offered 

interpretations of Canticles as a historical record of the Church, and crucial to the record was the 

repudiation of explicitly Catholic elements in the Church of England. In that way, Canticles 

allowed puritans to locate (quite literally in John Cotton’s case) where their church could be 

found before Luther. Just as importantly, Canticles allowed theologians to locate “desire 

explicitly in the Puritan theology of covenant” (Lane 379). Calvinistic conceptions of 

justification in which a sovereign God imputes grace to a powerless soul “lent itself to gendered 

imagery, as did the resulting affective nature of the indwelling of Christ in the soul of the 

believer” (Winship “Behold” 27). 

To be sure, erotic desire of Canticles was thoroughly embedded within and was seen as 

illustrative of puritan belief. It is not just that Canticles expressed and explained main tenets of 

puritan theology: covenant, conversion, and unity with others through unity with Christ. It is also 

that it did so through a rhetoric that was just as flexible as it was highly erotic. Although 

Canticles was invoked at times of dispute over authority or church order, puritans often focused 

on the Bride’s pleasure from and desire for Christ. As the Geneva Bible says in its introduction 

to Canticles: “here is declared […] the earnest affection of the Church which is inflamed with the 

loue of Christ desiring to be more and more ioyned to him in loue.” In England, Richard Sibbes 

and Thomas Brightman produced innovative readings. Sibbes emphasized an affectionate, heart-

                                                 
16

 See, for instance, Charles Lloyd Cohen’s God’s Caress: The Psychology of Puritan Religious Experience (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1986) and Richard Godbeer’s Sexual Revolution in Early America (Baltimore: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
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based Christianity that simultaneously stressed erotic love and friendship, and Brightman 

constructed the framework of his millennialism in sermons on Daniel and Canticles. For both, 

Canticles provided the foundation for communal onto-theological order, and both influenced 

John Cotton. More broadly, Canticles was deployed throughout the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries by ministers and lay church members to describe the affective relations of 

union with Christ. 

My charting a shared use of Canticles might seem to recreate the problems of what Janice 

Knight has called an “imagined homogeneous Puritan origin” that elides real disagreement at the 

center (not the “sectarian margins”) of Puritanism (5), since Canticles was deployed by puritans 

in multiple and sometimes contradictory ways.
17

  Canticles could be at once a means of 

criticizing the bishops of England, of locating the origin of Congregationalism in scripture, of 

mapping millennial transformation, of celebrating mutual communion or marital relations, of 

praising the pleasures of being with others or of being alone. Even so, though I at all times try to 

be attentive to Knight’s admonition that “Puritan culture…is contested from within” (2), I do 

claim that there is a broadly shared structure that characterizes puritan deployments of Canticles, 

but I by no means suggest that this structure explains the meaning of all particular deployments, 

not least because the point of this study is that the trajectory of puritan readings changes 

historically. Different ministers and lay writers certainly stressed the relations between divine 

bridegroom and elect bride in different ways, some, like Ames, laying emphasis on the need for 
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 Similarly, Michael Winship has suggested that scholars, even in using the term “puritan,” have assumed a cultural 

homogeneity or consensus when the evidence of religious belief suggests something far more diverse than a 

“bounded entity.” As Winship says, “When we use the term “puritan,” that use will inevitably be provisional, 

incomplete, and carry misleading implications. For we use it not because it is a bounded entity—Puritanism with a 

capital “P,” as American scholars prefer to render it—waiting to be described and defined and have its core 

revealed, but because researchers need to label people to get some control over the fluid and complex, 

extraordinarily rich religious landscape of early modern England, with its intricate, overlapping circles of affinity” 

(138). See Michael P. Winship, “Were There Any Puritans in New England?” The New England Quarterly. (Mar 

2001), 118-38. 
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obedience to God, while others, like Sibbes and Cotton, calling attention to the equal relations 

between bride and bridegroom. But all acknowledged that desire for God was itself the 

feminized desire of the church. Canticles, after all, was the source for a major series of sermons 

by Sibbes and Cotton; it was the topic of mediation for many of Edward Taylor’s late poems, and 

it played a central role in Jonathan Edwards’s thought. Inflected by interpretations of Canticles, 

puritan desire and longing, as we shall see, negotiated a tension between self and universal 

interests, between, most straightforwardly, the desires of individuals and the love of God. The 

constellation of commitments that followed from gender fluidity meant that puritan desire for 

Christ was, to be sure, in part a function of puritan commitment to early modern understandings 

of the body, what Thomas Laqueur identifies as a “Galenic mode of comprehending the body in 

relation to the cosmos” (154), a mode of sexual difference and homology that is teleologically 

masculine or, more precisely, that posits the difference between men and women as “a matter of 

distinction along a common gradient” (McKeon 272). This desire was also given shape by 

Calvinist theological commitments in which God’s divine excellence was eminently beautiful 

and, by definition, universally desirable, but which desire was possible only after God had 

already infused the soul with grace. If gender is conceived as a teleology or gradient of power, 

then men are necessarily superior to women, but precisely because this teleology was instantiated 

not through sexual difference but rather through sexual homology men were always already 

potentially woman in relation to Christ. Another way to put this is that, for puritans, the visible 

differences among individuals in power are themselves only a reflection of their subordination to 

and desire for a potentially invisible Christ. 

The contested but pleasurable deployments of Song of Songs indicate paradoxical stress 

on hierarchy and equality, on obedience and resistance to instituted order, on secrecy and 
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publicity. Cotton, for example, expatiates in rich detail the millennial pleasure between Christ as 

bridegroom and soul as bride. That mutual love is both secret and apparent, a point perhaps best 

exemplified by Cotton’s engagement in covert nonconformity in his early career. As Knight 

suggests, “In his early sermons, Cotton establishes these lawful strategies of secret 

nonconformity in a prose/poetry similar to that of Sibbes: the league of friendship between God 

and his saints is one of ‘secret communication,’ or ‘secret counsell’ that ‘others shall never be 

acquainted with’” (47).  For puritans of the seventeenth century and early eighteenth century, 

secrecy was both necessary and potentially dangerous. It was necessary, first, because of Laudian 

persecution of puritan practice and, second, because only after conversion could the redeemed 

recognize Christ’s love that had previously been secreted from them. And it was potentially 

dangerous because, as the antinomian controversy demonstrates, corruption could pass itself off 

almost unnoticed in a community of saints.  

 Puritan discourse on Canticles might be characterized by its apparent contradiction (or at 

least tension), by its emphasis on the secret and the apparent, on looking backward and forward, 

on stressing God’s sovereign authority while celebrating the equal union of Christ and church. In 

many of the texts under investigation, individual conversion blends into millennial 

transformation, interpretation of metaphoric language slips into prophetic declaration, and the 

visible, irresistible beauty of Christ appears at the same time invisible and obscure to the profane. 

What may be most striking about this tension is that it indicates an evacuation of fallen desires 

through a heightening of reformed desire, that is to say, a heightened commitment to “contention 

by spiritual weapons” (Knight 156). As John Wheelwright says, “The way we must take, if so be 

we will not have the Lord Jesus Christ taken from us, is this, we must all prepare for a spirituall 

combate […] (Hall 158). Puritans used these assumptions to ground their own models of 
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collectivity and their difference from other religions and other models of church government, 

their own relying upon what Winthrop calls brotherly love and what Cotton calls brotherly 

affection.
18

 Cotton explicitly identifies this affection with the figure of the lilies in Canticles. In 

The Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven (1644), he says by the “rule of brotherly love and mutual 

watchfulness one church hath power to admonish another” citing Cant. 8:8 as an example (111). 

Cotton and others used gender relations to explain the Congregational system of church 

government. As Jesper Rosenmeier argues, Cotton wanted his audience to be moved not by 

“Christ’s authority” but by his “love” (174).  

Other passages of the Bible, such as Psalms 45, Matt. 9:15 or Rev. 19:7-9 provided a 

framework for this desire, but perhaps none more so than Canticles. In fact, puritans recognized 

the book as the most preeminent of songs, not least because the beauty of Canticles was 

consistently seen as a reflection of the beauty of the love between God and the church. As Cotton 

explains in his early sermons on Canticles, “A Song of Songs: That is, a most excellent Song, the 

chiefest of Songs…of all Songs without exception; for though David was in his time the sweet 

singer of Israel, yet as Solomons throne exceeded his in all other magnificence: so did his name 

exceed his also...” Cotton goes on to say, that one “Reason why this Song is more excellent then 

others, is, because […]  this Song admitteth more varietie of interpretation then any other, and 

also of singular use” (8-10). Cotton’s emphasis on the excellence of the song, itself a reflection 

of the excellence of Christ, certainly is one consistent touchstone, and so too is the “varietie of 

interpretation.” By variety, Cotton means the different ways the book can be interpreted, not 

differences of interpretation that follow from individual preference or nature. Indeed, Cotton’s 
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 Ivy Schweitzer, in Perfecting Friendship (2006), locates the model for puritan brotherhood in Winthrop’s “A 

Modell of Christian Charity” (1630), but, I would note, even Winthrop names this brotherly love as following from 

female desire. After all, in “A Modell of Christian Charity,” it is Eve’s desire for Adam that is identified as the 

model for which Christians should love their brothers. 
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point is precisely the opposite: desire expressed in Canticles is both mysterious and directed at an 

immediate object that everyone should desire. As Sibbes insists,  

In other things we loose our love, & the things loved; but heer we loose not our 

love, but this is a perfecting love, which drawes us to love that which is better, 

then our selves. We are, as we affect, our affections are, as their Objects be, if 

they be set upon better things, then our selves, they are bettered by it, they are 

never rightly bestowed, but when they are set upon Christ; and upon other things 

as they answer, and stand with the love of Christ. For, the prime love, when it is 

rightly bestowed, it orders, and regulates all other loves whatsoever. No man 

knowes how to use earthly things, but a Christian, that hath first pitched his love 

on Christ, then seeing all things in him, and in all them a beame of that love of 

his, intending happinesse to him, so he knowes how to use every thing in order. 

Therefore let us keepe our Communion with Christ, and esteeme nothing more, 

then his love, because he esteemes nothing more then ours.  

Sibbes goes on to ask, “But how shall we know, whether we be espoused to Christ, or not?” and 

he answers that “Our hearts can tell us, whether we yeeld consent to him, or not. In particular, 

whether wee have received him, as he will be received, as a right Husband, that is, Whether we 

receive him to be ruled by him, to make him our Head” (51-2). Thus desire of the soul is engaged 

in universal Protestant reform. And as such the individual soul is swept up in the congregation, 

just as the congregation is swept in the international church and so on.   

One way of understanding this desire better is to contrast it with other models that would 

become available in the seventeenth century. Puritan understandings of desire that this study 

investigates predate and contradict Hobbes’s claim in Leviathan (1651) that “it is impossible 
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that…all men [can] consent, in the Desire of almost any one and the same Object”: 

But whatsoever is the object of any mans Appetite or Desire; that is it, which he 

for his part calleth Good: And the object of his Hate, and Aversion, Evill; And of 

his Contempt, Vile and Inconsiderable. For these words of Good, Evill, and 

Contemptible, are ever used with relation to the person that useth them: there 

being nothing simply and absolutely so; nor any common Rule of Good and Evill, 

to be taken from the nature of the objects themselves; but from the Person of the 

man (where there is no Common-wealth;) or, (in a Common-wealth,) from the 

Person that representeth it; or from an Arbitrator or Judge, whom men disagreeing 

shall by consent set up, and make his sentence the Rule thereof. (120-1) 

It is tempting to say that in the above passage Hobbes recognizes an arbitrator as the only 

solution to the disagreement of desire. But it may be more accurate to say that Hobbes does not 

recognize desire as capable of disagreement. Apparently, there is no reason except natural 

inclination that anyone desires an object; that is why the creation of a commonwealth is 

necessary. Desiring an object because 1) it appeals only to one’s person or because one is bound 

in contract with others is obviously different from desiring it because 2) it is a reflection of 

divine excellence. The first bears no necessary relationship at all to universality, not least 

because, for Hobbes, no rule can be “absolutely” so. An object is desired because it agrees with 

the nature of a person; or a disagreement of desire is settled by an arbitrator of a commonwealth 

to which the disputing parties are committed. The second, however, depends upon its 

relationship to universality because it depends upon God, and, in this specific sense, puritans 

were disputing through their deployment of Canticles not merely how desire should be directed 

but what that desire was.   
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 A more recognizably modern relationship to desire and its object can be attributed to 

Locke. For Hobbes, desire can be ruled only by power; for Locke, desire can be ruled by self-

government. John Locke, In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), positions 

desire as an element of reflection because the mind has the power to suspend desire after 

considering its object (Chapter XXI, “Of Power” 219-61). As Jonathan Brody Kramnick argues 

in a recent essay, Locke’s understanding of the role of desire was imbricated in the market, civil 

society and the aesthetic; it “criss-crossed the subjective and the social, the personal and the 

disciplinary, at their most sensitive points of contact and so became inseparable, as we shall see, 

from a certain ‘uneasiness’” (190). Just as importantly, as Kramnick explains, Locke crucially 

revised his account of desire in the second edition of An Essay (1694). In the first edition, Locke 

followed Cambridge Platonists in arguing for desire as driven by a higher good. But, by the 

second edition, thanks to his conversations with William Molyneux, for Locke it is not desire 

itself but the suspension of desire that is most important.
19

 Locke’s distinction between particular 
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 As Kramnick explains, “In the first edition of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), Locke 

describes an inner drive toward the good, a direction of the will by the moral sense. The second edition (1694) has a 
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wider strains of Locke's thinking. From the beginning chapters on innate ideas to the final pages on reason, the 

Essay remains suspicious of our ability to divine the "real essence" of objects. We have little access to the inner 
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objects of desire and general happiness explains why he emphasizes the suspension of desire. 

For, the mind having in most cases, as is evident in experience, a power to 

suspend the execution and satisfaction of any of its desires; and so all, one after 

another, is at liberty to consider the objects of them, examine them on all sides, 

and weigh them with others. In this lies the liberty man has; and from the not 

using of it right comes all that variety of mistakes, errors and faults which we run 

into in the conduct of our lives, and our endeavours after happiness; whilst we 

precipitate the determination of our wills, and engage too soon, before due 

examination. To prevent this, we have a power to suspend the prosecution of this 

or that desire; as every one daily may experiment in himself. (49) 

The Lockean suspension of desire returns us to, indeed centers upon, the subject and the 

subject’s capacity for self-reflection. Locke’s passage demonstrates that this dissertation could 

have been organized in other ways that stress more consistently the relationship between the 

individual and desire before and after the new charter in New England in 1691.
20

 And, certainly, 

scholarship has consistently located the emergence of the modern in the construction of the 

subject, and, moreover, in the transformation of gender relations.
21

 But even if modernity means 

a new relationship to the self-governance of desire, how do we explain not only the continuity 

but also multiplication of collective union in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries? By the 

                                                                                                                                                             
structure of things whose "nominal essence" we construct by reflecting on experience” (202). See “Locke's Desire.” 
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into contact with metropolitan English culture and second by altering both the requirements for voting and the 

conventions of land ownership. See chapters nine and ten of John Frederick Martin’s Profits in the Wilderness 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1991) for an explanation of the profound changes that the new 

charter produced in New England communities through, for example, the emergence of public institutions. 
21

 See, for instance, Nancy Armstrong’s highly influential study Desire and Domestic Fiction (New York: Oxford 
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nineteenth century, as De Tocqueville famously observed, “The political associations which exist 

in the United States are only a single feature in the midst of the immense assemblage of 

associations in that country. Americans of all ages, all conditions, all dispositions, constantly 

form associations…The English often perform great things singly; whereas the Americans form 

associations for the smallest undertakings” (452). How, in other words, do changes in desire 

explain the emergence of new forms of what Benedict Anderson has called imagined 

communities?
22

  

If desire in Massachusetts Bay Colony in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 

was both gendered and religious, then we also must account for the shift to new models of 

collectivity, most notably, this study will suggest, Freemasonry, which defined itself not by the 

expression of shared desire but by the simultaneous evacuation and multiplication of desire even 

as it, surprisingly, also turned to Solomon to establish the foundation of brotherly love and 

collective union. The point here is not merely that later models simply proliferated other forms of 

collectivity. Rather, the point is that the very ground of what collectivity means was restructured 

through redefining the terms in which collective union could be conceived, or, to put it another 

way, through imagining unity that precedes any visible particular difference whatsoever, except, 

that is, most obviously, for the now stable axis of gender. Although it is often recognized that 

eighteenth-century Masonic ideals valorized equality only by placing limits on it (through, say, 

gender, race and class) I will suggest that Freemasonry’s repudiation of earlier models of social 

authority operated, at its most sophisticated, through a repudiation of what could be neither 

absorbed nor repudiated, that is, the background of beliefs that made religious commitment and 

thereby religious contestation possible. These particular Masonic goals were manifestly 
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unachievable, but they were not without consequences. Through such aims Freemasonry tried to 

overcome sectarian differences that, as Franklin would say in his Autobiography (1818), “serv’ed 

principally to divide us and make us unfriendly to one another” (100), a claim echoed in an 

Oration Delivered in the Meeting House (1796) by William Symmes: Religion “commonly so 

called…divides the minds of men; how can it unite them?—It makes them or mortal enemies; 

can it make them cordial friends?” (7). But “Masonry conceives the sublime idea of reuniting the 

human race by the remembrance of a friendship which existed before the separation, the ties of 

fraternity, and the sacrifice of all discordant opinions” (8). The priority of friendship, 

brotherhood and brotherly love, then, unite and produce particular difference because they 

precede them, and that is why brotherly love in the late eighteenth century can be seen as an 

expression of love without desire.  

For that reason, gendered unity and brotherly love had a different meaning in the 

eighteenth century than they had in the seventeenth century. Freemasons, no less than puritans, 

professed belief in a God who was an absolute center and authority. But their understanding of 

this authority would be very different. While Masonic organizations in the eighteenth century 

likewise appealed to brotherhood and to Solomon, they emphasized not marriage but above all 

gendered friendship. The concept of fraternal friendship in the eighteenth century would allow 

for new modes of affiliation through clubs, many of which were not religious at all. As Stephen 

C. Bullock notes, Addison had “referred to clubs ‘as a kind of Fraternity.’ And Jonathan Swift, 

Henry St. John Bonlinboroek, and later Mason Dr. John Arbuthnot had formed a ‘Brother’s 

Club’ in 1711 among leaders of the Tory Party” (31). Benjamin Franklin describes fraternal 

organizations and clubs or juntos in his Autobiography (1818). But Freemasonry would more 

explicitly ground its organization on biblical precedent. Thomas Smith Webb’s The Freemason’s 
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Monitor (1797) and John K Read’s New Ahiman Rezan (1791), for instance, claimed both an 

ancient origin and modern virtue. Rather than allowing the claims to and representations of this 

authority to be open to the possibility of contestation (so that, for example, two groups could 

differ on the models of church government or on, say, the administration of the sacrament) 

Freemasonry would restrict and preclude the possibility of this debate by quite literally obscuring 

the content of its rituals. Freemasonry shared with early modes of affiliation a foundation in 

biblical precedent, but one hid and secreted from publicity.  

Ivy Schweitzer, in her recent study of friendship of America, has expanded our 

understanding of how transatlantic writers “began reconceiving bonds of passion and coercive 

authority […] as mutually sustaining, affection, and consensual [...] modeled on the voluntary 

egalitarianism of friendship” (Perfecting Friendship 23). Schweitzer examines and critiques the 

way that friendship and affiliation in early America has been structured along gendered lines. 

Schweitzer’s investigation into the classical origins of early American friendship sheds new light 

on affiliation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Even so, what has been left out of 

accounts of friendship in early America is the way that an increasingly secularized society has 

relied on and transformed affiliation through fraternal organizations. Often historians of early 

America focus on figures such as Franklin, for instance, as exemplary of the Enlightenment 

without considering his Freemasonry. The focus of this scholarship has been, in turn, to follow 

the literature itself in moving away from the question of religious belief. Masonic affiliation was 

based, so it claimed, not in divisive sectarian differences but rather on universal virtue. At its 

most theoretically ambitious, Freemasonry made secret and therefore uncontestable values of 

friendship and brotherhood that it claimed summarized and indeed transcended values of 

religious sects because it constituted a foundation prior to them.  
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In that sense, this dissertation touches upon the way that affiliation structured and resisted 

the process that we call the Enlightenment, an ensemble of relations and ruptures not unlike what 

Foucault would call the “art of not being governed” (52). One of the most subtle and influential 

accounts in early American studies of this transition focuses on the role of print. I have learned a 

great deal from Michael Warner’s argument that print articulated a notion of universality through 

the erasure or negation of self interest, that is to say, that print inaugurates a public with an 

indefinite openness. Drawing from and repositioning Habermas’s arguments about the rise of the 

public sphere, Warner identifies the emergence of republicanism in early America that 

transforms institutional relations through print ideology.
23

 Another influential account of the 

Enlightenment serves as a backdrop to this study. Reconfiguring our understanding of religiosity, 

Charles Taylor argues that modernity is not simply the minimization or absence of religion. 

Taylor in A Secular Age (2007) argues that secularity should not be understood according to 

what he calls the “subtraction” story (26); that is, secular modernity is not merely the pre-modern 

world once it has had had religion removed from it. Rather, Taylor suggests, secularity should be 

understood as a transformation in the very conditions of belief. While in pre-modernity religion 

was understood as the sine qua non, in modernity it is seen as only one option among many 

others, and often it is not the easiest options to hold or defend. Above all, religious belief, in 

other words, is included within secularity. Like Taylor, this dissertation will think through 

secularity as a transformation in the conditions of belief while paying particular attention to 

transformations of gendered desire such that the former will be seen to be intimately connected 

to the latter.   

The attention to belief here is necessary for two reasons: first, because religious ideals 
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 See Michael Waner, Letters of the Republic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990).  



Nielson 28 

 

were not secondary but constitutive of the texts under investigation, and, second, because at 

stake in this trajectory of expansion is, as I will suggest, very much the question of belief, even 

and especially in the case of Masonic claims to brotherhood. Thanks to the work of scholars such 

as Jonathan Sheehan, it is now easier to see that the shift to the Enlightenment is not simply a 

replacement of religious belief with secular doubt. Sheehan has shown that religiosity may not, 

in fact, be in opposition to the Enlightenment at all.
24

 Rather than positioning religion and 

Enlightenment as two opposing poles, Sheehan suggests that the Enlightenment is complicit in 

the production of new forms of religion. In debt to and drawing from these theorists of the 

Enlightenment, this dissertation will attempt to shed light on a process that was inextricably 

bound up with religious commitment. When a Freemason enacted a Masonic oath of loyalty, he 

was performing an act of affiliation that wasn’t a concept of secular citizenship but wasn’t quite 

sectarian either. Freemasonry thus participated in the early American public sphere in a way far 

more complicated than other clubs. At its most sophisticated, I will suggest, Freemasonry wanted 

to transform not just individual beliefs but also the very conditions of belief. In a surprising way, 

then, Freemasonry thus exemplifies the transition to the Enlightenment itself, since it embodies 

both a commitment to diversifying religious affiliation and evacuating particular sectarian 

beliefs. The imagined community of Masons depended upon stabilizing the axis of gender—that 

is, on marking the difference between men and women—and on destabilizing belief through 

secrecy. At a time of shifting power and growing economic inequality, the secrecy of the 

Freemasonry’s voluntary organization therefore operated on a number of levels.
25

 It became 
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 See Jonathan Sheehan. The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture. (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2005).  
25

 As Jon Butler notes, this inequality expanded simultaneously with the “unprecedented growth” of the economy of 

British America between 1680 and 1770 (50). In Freemasonry, this period was marked by the separation between 

Modern and Ancient Masons and even more so by Royal Arch Masons. As The Constitutions of the Grand Lodge of 

Massachusetts (1857) explains, the split between Modern and Ancient Masonry first appeared in 1738 when 
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possible in an era of contractual fraternities to imagine both a woman’s Freemasonry and African 

American Freemasonry. Even as Freemasonry extended access and collapsed boundaries for a 

wider participation in the rhetoric of rights, the benefits of this rhetoric was most available to 

those for whom wider participation seemed redundant. So although Hannah Mather Crocker says 

in her “Series of Letters on Free Masonry” (1815) that “from the universal benevolence that 

[Freemasonry] extends to the Brotherhood, it has a tendency to make men, mild, and sociable to 

man” (14), the universal ideals and values that Freemasonry encouraged also threatened its 

existence in the 1820s when it was read not as promoting universal freedom but partisanship and 

oppression. The secrecy that made it successful suddenly made it suspicious.  

The account of Freemasonry that I offer is not meant as a definitive study of 

Freemasonry’s role in the formation of modernity. The reasons will, I hope, become obvious as 

this dissertation develops, for my focus on New England and the emergence of possibility of 

bourgeois affiliation that simultaneously repudiated a shared object and multiplied objects of 

desire does not allow for a scope that would account for Freemasonry’s revolutionary and 

reactionary elements in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world.  Two important scholarly 

contributions that illustrate this—the first by Jodi Dean and the second by Susan Buck-Morss—

need acknowledgment. Jodi Dean revises Habermas’s account of the rise of the public sphere by 

placing the secret at the very center of its emergence. Surprisingly, secrecy comes to structure 

the demand for revelation that marks the horizon of publicity itself. In Publicity’s Secret (2002), 

Dean suggests that “Masonic brothers, as they transmitted their principles for enlightenment, 

their rational measures for moral discipline and self-cultivation, were, for all their esoteric, 

                                                                                                                                                             
individuals, “with the encouragement of certain classes, […] charged the Grand Lodge with making innovations on 

the ancient forms of the Order; and denounced that body and all connected with it, as modern Masons” (108). The 

increase in Lodge membership in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century was linked precisely to artisan 

individuals who had, in the early eighteenth century, not been members of masonry.  
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vehicles for the reconstitution of political society in terms of a public sphere” (30). According to 

Dean, Freemasonry establishes the foundation for a desire for transparency and revelation, which 

desire is, by definition, impossible to fulfill: rather than unconstrained discourse, conspiracy 

theories turn out to be the main feature. By situating Freemasonry at the center of the emergence 

of publicity, Dean points to Freemasonry’s essential modernity, its contribution to the creation of 

ideology and what she calls capitalist technoculture. Although my own focus on gender and 

religion differs from Dean, like her I see Freemasonry as pivotal to the development of the 

modern world. 

Dean and I would agree that Freemasonry is bound up in the historical emergency of 

(capitalist) ideology. But there is another side to Freemasonry. I first read Buck-Morss’s Hegel, 

Haiti, and Universal History (2009) after I had written the bulk of the chapters that follow, and 

upon first reading I was excited and disconcerted, excited because I felt I was glimpsing an 

entirely new understanding of Freemasonry in the Atlantic world, and disconcerted because that 

glimpse shed light on the weaknesses of my own study. I will dwell upon these if only because 

they are also bound up with its strengths. Buck-Morss provides a powerful reassessment of the 

largest slave revolt in history. The rebellion, she argues, was a moment of rupture in which 

universal humanity came into existence. Freemasonry was essential to the rebellion, not least 

because it provided a space within the “porous” Atlantic world for individuals to interact that 

was not bound by race, class or custom (120). Despite the fact that the nationalism that drove the 

rebellion eventually contained and suppressed its radical impulse, and despite the fact that 

Freemasonry in Haiti has been for a long time comfortable with the status quo, Buck-Morss 

urges us to see the unprecedented rupture of that moment, to marvel at how it is not something 

behind but rather ahead of us: “If we understand the historical rupture as a moment of clarity, 
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temporary by definition, we will not be in danger of losing the world-historical contribution of 

the Saint-Domingue slaves, the idea of an end to relations of slavery that went far beyond 

existing European thought,—and is, indeed, far from realized under today’s conditions of a 

global economy…” (147). The rebellion, in other words, inaugurated universal history because 

the radical negation of slavery is so contemporary in a world where explicit and concealed forms 

of slavery still exist.  

Buck-Morss inspires us to see the revolutionary moment in Freemasonry’s Caribbean 

history as a rupture not only from what came before but from what has come after. I emphasize 

my admiration for Buck-Morss’s work because early American scholarship, even when it lives 

up its name, rarely offers such challenge and insight. Buck-Morss’s argument is also a reminder 

of all that I have been forced to exclude from my investigation, from puritan and Indian relations 

to the Atlantic slave economy. These are not tangential; after all, at precisely the time of the 

antinomian controversy, which is where I begin my argument, puritans were massacring Pequot 

Indians. More work needs to be done, for instance, in connecting puritan investment in the Song 

of Songs to John Eliot’s conversion of Indians and these, in turn, to puritan attitudes about 

“Praying Indians,” converts whose bodies, despite their claims to Christianity, transformed them 

into objects of racist anxiety in the seventeenth century.
26

 And we cannot forget that Jonathan 

Edwards, who in page after page of his Personal Narrative (1739) expresses his love for 
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 Joyce E. Chaplin goes a long way in this direction in her marvelous monograph Subject Matter. As Chaplin notes, 

Eliot cites the Song of Songs to explain his missionary work: “The men involved in New England’s missionary 

effort were eager to make clear that, by living with Indians and learning their language, they were not themselves 

going native. It was perhaps for this reason that Eliot chose the eighth verse of the eighth book of the Song of 

Solomon to explain his mission to the Indians. Why select the scripture most imbued with sexuality to define the 

true Christian’s duty to Indians, particularly if the English were determined not to acknowledge sexual relations 

between Indians and colonists?...Eliot’s choice of the Song of Solomon thus raised and dismissed the troubling 

possibility of interracial sex while insisting on familiarity with Indians and intimacy between and the English. The 

English would share a gospel with the Indians, but the two peoples would not share their bodies with each other” 

(296-7). See Subject Matter: Technology, the Body, and Science on the Anglo-American Frontier, 1500-1676. 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001).   
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Canticles and his feminized desire for God, depended on slave labor for his own domestic bliss. 

When I began this project I had intended to include these elements within my focus, but I was 

forced to retreat in order to provide the barest coherence to a study of almost two centuries of 

early American material. 

Buck-Morss’s arguments about universal history imply we cannot think about modernity 

without thinking about slave rebellion and about the negation of slavery, both slavery’s explicit 

and concealed forms, as it existed and as it continues to exist. Or, to put it another way, the 

history of Freemasonry traced in this study will necessarily have to be seen as a displacement of 

that radical rupture, and, although most would by now consider Freemasonry to be a relic of the 

past, the forms of discipline and ideology Freemasonry mobilized have in no way disappeared. 

Nor, in fact, has slavery, as Buck-Morss forcefully reminds us: we live in a world “where sex 

slavery is rampant, bonded immigrant labor is employed by all of the so-called civilizations, and 

where the myth of ‘free labor’ that Marx called wage slavery is the reality for millions of 

members of the working class” (148). It is my hope that this dissertation provides some insight 

into why there is a need to invent new forms of collectivity to rebel against really existing forms 

of slavery. I am encouraged by my interest in gender and religion by recent articles from Michael 

Warner, Elizabeth Povinelli and others on the website The Immanent Frame 
27

 that have 

demonstrated the sexed body has long been a site of struggle for both the religious and the 

secular.
28

 As Julie Ann Sievers suggests, the recent trend in early American studies is “a focus on 

language, but one the more interesting directions is the way in which religion has proved an 
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 See The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion and the Public Sphere. http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/ 

28 Michael Warner puts this succinctly: “the sexual body has long been the scene of barely articulate struggles to 

imagine a post-Christian order—as for example in the seventeenth century appearance of libertinism, which was 

very often associated with atheism by its detractors; or in the development of what Taylor calls an immanent 

counter-enlightenment.   These struggles mark both the internal histories of the West and its relation to the rest of 

the world…Neither secularity nor sexuality quite makes sense without this history” See “The Ruse of Secular 

Humanistm” http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/09/22/the-ruse-of-secular-humanism/ 



Nielson 33 

 

untapped source of study.”
29

 By looking at the way in which religious longing was structured in 

the debates on Canticles, the following chapters mean to reappraise our understanding of the 

puritan vision of “a mutuall union” so that conditions for the emergence of individuated, 

bourgeois desire and the Masonic ideal of collective brotherhood can be reconceived (Cotton 

53).   
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 Julie Ann Sievers, Evidence of Wonders: Writing American Identity in the Early Modern Transatlantic World, 

Ph.D. diss, University Of Texas at Austin, 2004. 
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Chapter One 

We Must All Prepare for a Spirituall Combate 

One significant moment in John Wheelwright’s 1637 Fast Day sermon—delivered in the 

midst of the antinomian controversy—takes place about midway through the sermon when 

Wheelwright poses the question of how to “keepe the Lord Jesus Christ,” and, as response, he 

quotes Canticles 3.7-8:
30

   

The way we must take, if so be we will not have the Lord Jesus Christ taken from 

us, is this, we must all prepare for a spirituall combate […] behold the bed that is 

Solomons, there is threescore valient men about it; valient men of Israell, every 

one hath his sword in his hand and being expert in warre, and hath his sword girt 

on his thigh, because of feare in the night, if we will not fight for the Lord Jesus 

Christ, Christ may come to be surprised. Solomon lyeth in his bed, and there is 

such men about the bed of Solomon, and they watch over Solomon and will not 

suffer Solomon to be taken away, and who is this Solomon, but the Lord Jesus 

Christ, and what is the bed, but the Church of true believers, and who are those 

valient men of Israell, but all the children of God, they ought to shew themselves 

valient, they should have their swords redy, they must fight, and fight with 

spiritual weapons […] and if we do not strive, those under a covenant of works 

will prevaile […] (Hall 158) 

                                                 
30

 The verses, from the Geneva translation, read: “Behold his bed, which is Solomon’s; threescore valiant men are 

about it, of the valiant of Israel. They all hold swords, being expert in war: every man hath his sword upon his thigh 

because of fear in the night.” A main theme of Wheelwright’s sermon is how to negotiate the absence of Christ: 

“seeing the absence of the Lord is the cause of fasting, and the end of our fasting must be our turning to the Lord, 

and he will turne to us” (157). The sermon is on Matthew 9.15, “And Jesus said unto them, can the Children of the 

bridechamber mourne, as long as the Bridegroome is with them?” I am indebted to Jesper Rosenmeier for the 

reference to Wheelwright.  
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What makes this moment significant is not only that it is (perhaps surprisingly) erotic but also 

that its eroticism initiates the point of the sermon at which Wheelwright, as John Winthrop later 

put it, “divided the whole Country into two ranks, some (that were of his Opinion) under a 

Covenant of Grace, and those were friends to Christ; others that were under a Covenant of 

Workes […]” (210). Wheelwright’s language of spiritual combat is just what Edward Johnson 

would later deploy without controversy in New England when describing Christ’s “Army” in the 

1650s (Wonder-Working Providence 2). In 1637 the language was controversial, at least in part, 

because it seemed to split colonists into factions in order to pit one against another. For many, a 

call to defend “the bed that is Solomons” could simultaneously be a call to undermine other 

ministers and even the colonial authorities themselves.   

Wheelwright’s sermon is not the only text associated with the antinomian controversy in 

which a significant allusion to Canticles appears. At her trial, Hutchinson, as we shall see, herself 

referred to the “voice of my beloved” (Cant. 5:2) immediately before she made a claim about 

immediate revelations that upset the court. And, almost fifteen years later, after rehearsing the 

events of the controversy, Johnson in Wonder-Working Providence (1654) celebrated the 

marriage between the Lamb and his bride and appealed to the “royall Law of love” in order to 

represent brotherly love and millennial order (105). These examples, selected from among the 

many that could be listed, demonstrate an investment in nuptial imagery that was pervasive 

throughout puritan discourse, a gendered theology whose biblical precedent was seen as most 

fully expressed in Canticles. Recent and ambitious arguments of Jim Egan and Elizabeth 

Maddock Dillon have claimed that the antinomian controversy stands as a decisive moment that 

heralds either, respectively, modern gendered difference or proto-liberal, contractual relations. In 

contrast to these claims, this chapter will suggest that attention to the history of puritan 
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deployments of Canticles allows us to reappraise seventeenth-century puritan desire as less 

familiar than more modern frameworks through which it is often read would imply.  

The main aim of this chapter is to establish the foundation for later chapters by arguing 

that feminized desire in seventeenth-century Massachusetts was key to notions of religious 

collectivity and, thereby, key to puritan reform of institutional relations. In this seventeenth-

century context, the universality of desire (what everyone should want) comes to ground the 

universality of belief (which religion everyone should accept). While the expression of this 

desire intersected with assumptions about the household and the individualizing structure of what 

Amanda Porterfield calls “Female Piety,”
31

 puritan desire shaped and produced more than a 

focus on self because it also shaped and produced conceptions of puritan community and 

government. In other words, it was key not just to what communal relations looked like but also 

to what they could look like. The central point here is twofold: desire and longing in 

seventeenth-century New England were embedded in belief, and that desire, grounded in God’s 

grace, thereby grounded communal order. Puritan desire was not just shared coincidence or 

agreement because desire for a shared object was possible only after it had been authorized by 

Christ’s love. Desire and longing were inextricably intertwined with graceful transformation. 

When puritans looked to Canticles, they saw desire that could just as easily be expressed 

between congregation and congregation (or between minister and parishioner) as between 

husband and wife. These expressions of desire were in no way divided because they were 

ontologically indistinguishable. Just as, for instance, John Cotton could say that his marriage day 

was “a Day of double Marriage” (C. Mather 17),
32

 so he could claim that the “marriage-bed” is 

“the publick worship of God in the Congregation of the Church” (A Brief  Exposition 1655 209). 
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 See Amanda Porterfield, Female Piety in Puritan New England. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 
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 According to Cotton Mather, John Cotton proclaimed that on his marriage day that “God made that Day, a Day of 

double Marriage to me!” (Magnalia 17).  
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The chapters that follow will more fully explain the Christian context for puritan 

interpretations of Canticles as well as examine carefully texts that focus specifically on 

Canticles. Here I will consider briefly the antinomian controversy, John Cotton’s sermons on 

grace, and Edward Johnson’s Wonder-Working Providence (1654) in order to establish that 

seventeenth-century puritan desire indicated and resolved tension between individual and 

communal commitments; it operated both by being and not being particular, or, to put it more 

precisely, by being both particular and universal. That is to say, “The bed that is Solomons” 

should be seen as a site of personal or individual desire only insofar as that individual is part of 

the “Church of true believers.” Just so, that desire is not merely the negation of the commitments 

of any particular individual. Quite the reverse: as Wheelwright’s sermon and Hutchinson’s 

testimony imply, attending to the eroticism of spiritual love, to the “voice of my beloved,” 

requires that believers see Christ as their immediate object of desire by positioning themselves 

against those under a covenant of works in order to reform and edify the church as a whole.
33

  

Gendered longing for Christ as Bridegroom means that the evacuation of individual 

commitments through incorporation into the body of the church is also a heightened commitment 

to desire. These two points, which appear contradictory, are mutually enabling. For what is 

evacuated is, in fact, the unregenerate self, and what is heightened are the affections of the 

converted soul that loves Christ above all else, or, as Wheelwright puts it, “will not suffer 

Solomon to be taken away.” That desire for Christ is an inward transformation indicates its 

central importance to conversion. Even hypocrites can mimic good deeds; thus, as Richard 

Sibbes says, “[i]t is not the action, but the love in the action” that is most crucial (qtd. in Cohen 

463). Consider, for instance, Thomas Shepard’s thoughts in his Autobiography after hearing a 

                                                 
33

 By this assertion I do not mean that open opposition necessarily followed from erotic union with Christ. Often it 

was seen the other way around: edification could be seen as resolution of conflict, as, in other words, the rejection of 

schism in favor of greater church unity. I hope this will become clear as my argument develops.  
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sermon from Preston: 

And when [Preston] had opened how all the good I had, all the redemption I had, 

it was from Jesus Christ, I did then begin to prize him and he became very sweet 

unto me, although I had heard many a time Christ freely offered by his ministry if 

I would come in and receive him as Lord and Savior and Husband. But I found 

my heart ever unwilling to accept of Christ upon these terms; I found them 

impossible for me to keep that condition, and Christ was not so sweet as my lust. 

But now the Lord made himself sweet to me and to embrace him and to give 

myself unto him. But yet after this I had many fears and doubts. (47) 

Shepard here distinguishes between love for God and his own sinful “lust.” Shepard continued to 

have doubts because he was so invested in puritan self-examination; he was asking, as Baxter put 

in The Saints Everlasting Rest (1658) “whether there be such an act as Belief, or Desire, or Love 

to God, within us, or not?” (404). The eradication of lust and the emergence of love enables, as 

we shall see, a form of desire that structures collectives—that is, congregations—that are not 

mere collectives. These collectives are not (only) collectives for the same reason, it turns out, 

that individual desire is not (only) individual: because desire for Christ is desire for an object that 

is universally desirable. Unlike, for instance, reference to the wants of just any particular 

individual or particular group, puritan references to Canticles designate what everyone should 

desire.  

Or, to put it another way, what only the elect are able to desire. Shepard’s distinction 

between love for Christ and his own “lust” is relevant for understanding accusations of 

Hutchinson’s “lustfulness” during the antinomian controversy.
34

 The difference between 
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 After all, love for Christ was ultimately communal. John Winthrop notes that John Cotton, as part of his 

introduction to the Boston congregation, preached a sermon on Canticles that demonstrated how “different churches 



Nielson 39 

 

lustfulness and erotic feelings for Christ just is the difference between fallen depravity and grace. 

And that difference, says the English puritan minister Richard Sibbes—famous for his powerful 

oratory and gifts of conversion—means that “Christ must alter, renew and fit us for himself.” In 

Sibbes’s most famous sermons, Bowels opened or the discovery of the love betwixt Christ and 

the Church (1639) (which sermons focused on Canticles) and The Bruised Reed (1631), Sibbes 

figures election as a sweet, ecstatic interchange between lovers. Sibbes’s language excels at 

representing the delightfulness and boundless love of Christ: “Christ hath never enough of his 

Church, till he hath it in Heaven…in the meanwhile Open, open still” (qtd. in Porterfield 15). 

Sibbes’s emphasis may well have differed from that of a minister like Thomas Hooker, who used 

biblical language of desire to explain his own preoccupation with preparation.
35

 But both 

preparationists and more extreme Calvinists saw in gendered desire, that is, the desire of bride 

for her bridegroom, an indication and explanation of the soul’s powerlessness and dependence on 

graceful infusion. This desire was not, to put it bluntly, simply heightened affection. It was a 

different kind of affection, and it indicated desire for a necessarily better object. Thus the 

position of desire became a privileged position because it was a position of reform. According to 

Bremer, puritans conceived of reform through networks of friends that often extended beyond 

conventional boundaries. They “identified with and supported what they referred to as ‘the best 

reformed churches throughout Christendom.’ When John Cotton preached that ‘all the Saints in 

Christendome have but one king,’ he was echoing the Geneva catechism’s explanation of the 

                                                                                                                                                             
are doves….” That a commitment to gendered desire was widespread in the seventeenth century and did not entail 

an unorthodox or marginal position within puritanism in Old or New England can be seen by attending not only to 

the work of Sibbes or Brightman but also of Thomas Shepard, John Cotton and, as we shall see, Edward Johnson. 

Janice Knight has argued that there were at least two orthodoxies in Massachusetts, one ascribing more to the 

preperationist theology of Ames, and the following the spiritual brotherhood of Sibbes. Be that as it may, both sides 

saw in Canticles a reflection of the relationship between Christ and church. 
35

 As Hooker explains in The Unbelievers Preparation for Christ, the bride was “only a poore miserable wretched 

creature, one that hath neither portion nor ability in any measure, nor anything that could procure a husband”…only 

a “violence of affection explains Christ’s desire to marry her” (qtd. in Porterfield 44). 
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word catholic as used in the Creed: “this word means that there is but one Head of the faithful so 

they ought all to be united in one body’” (65). 

Anxieties about gender that surfaced during the antinomian controversy emerged against 

an immediate background of Stuart assumptions about gender and power and against a much 

larger religious background coextensive with and even anterior to Christianity. This language of 

desire for Christ as husband entails what Michael Winship has referred to as the “reversal of 

gender” (“Behold” 80), a phenomenon that has been explored most extensively by scholars of 

puritan literature who have drawn from Thomas Laquer’s arguments about the transition from a 

one-sex to a two-sex model of the body.
36

 As Elizabeth Maddock Dillon explains, “Rather than 

functioning as a sign of biological sex, gender (and sex) was a sign of the order of the cosmos” 

(“Nursing Fathers” 131). Scholars of the Renaissance have provided a powerful set of arguments 

about the body and gender in Stuart England, and certainly puritan desire and longing intersected 

with ideological investments in behavior and Galenic medicine. But, for puritans, it would not be 

inaccurate to underscore that the investment in desire was bound up with the structure of grace. 

Styles of dress, behavior, and not least understandings and representations of the body—these 

were no doubt essential to whether an individual could be seen as elect, although any hypocrite 

could mimic outward signs. Puritan desire, in contrast, preceded all outward signs because it 

followed from Christ’s infusive love. 

Just how modern was this desire? One way to approach the logic here might be to 

consider that at the very beginning of the controversy Anne Hutchinson told Thomas Shepard 

that he was not sealed because he relied on “love for an evidence” (emphasis added, Hall 324). 
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Shepard, in turn, wrote to Cotton because he was concerned about Cotton’s sermons in which 

Cotton emphasized union with Christ. As we shall see, Hutchinson (and Cotton) exacerbated 

anxieties about the dynamic of desire and longing. Two recent and provocative investigations by 

Jim Egan and Elizabeth Maddock Dillon impinge on this point because, in subtle and admirably 

ambitious ways, they directly focus on the relationship between gender and social change during 

the controversy.  

 Both Egan and Dillon see the controversy as crucial for modernity. Jim Egan argues that 

Winthrop’s representation of the antinomian controversy should be seen as the invention of 

sexed difference in the colony. For Egan, the antinomian controversy marks the moment in 

which the importance of rank is replaced by the importance of gender. Egan notes a shift from 

discourse about the social body that privileges the monarchal head to discourse that privileges 

men over women. “Particularly striking about this [i.e. the implication that the head of any 

legitimate political hierarchy was rightfully masculine],” Egan says, is Winthrop’s “apparent 

willingness to fly in the face of a tradition that represented the body politic as a body without 

sex” (73): 

Indeed, it might be argued that Hutchinson’s central premise, that a human can 

have direct and continuing physical union with the Lord, is virtually the same 

theory used by political theorists to explain the king’s two bodies […] In place of 

this figure incorporating Christ’s spirit in individual flesh, each person saved thus 

a little monarch in the kingdom of the elect, Winthrop substitutes the sexed body 

of the church community. […] It is a collective entity whose internal coherence 

demands the subordination of the female components to male […] No body 

politic, neither New England nor England herself, should consider itself immune 
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to the doctrine that issues from women. (78) 

For Egan, the antinomian controversy indicates the invention of modern sexuality because it 

indicates the determining moment in which authority is predicated on biological difference. It 

would be hard to overestimate Egan’s emphasis on the decisiveness of the moment, since he goes 

so far as to distinguish Winthrop’s representation of the body politic in “A Modell of Christian 

Charity” and his representation of a sexed body politic in A Short Story.
37

   

Elizabeth Maddock Dillon disputes Egan’s argument that the discourse on the social body 

is determined decisively in one direction or the other in the antinomian controversy because, 

Dillon sensibly suggests, the period that includes the antinomian controversy is transitional; both 

Hutchinson and her detractors, including Winthrop and the ministers, are proto-liberal because 

they are implicated in the “incipient politics and culture of liberalism” (51). Thus for Dillon the 

antinomian controversy marks a shift not just in discourse on the body politic but also on the 

individual, which leads “toward contractual language of the self and social relations” (95). The 

emphasis on contract means that Dillon reads John Winthrop as “engaged in shifting away from 

the metaphor of the hierarchal corporate body” (94). Dillon likewise sees this shift as figured 

through gender, but she opposes not discourse on rank and discourse on sex but rather discourse 

on corporate hierarchy and discourse on individuated contract. In other words, “[w]hile Winthrop 

emphasizes the corporate nature of the community as they travel across the Atlantic to New 

England, he does so in order to insist upon their interdependence and relative equality rather than 

to invoke the metaphor of a body politic ruled by a religious or civil head” (95).  

Both Egan and Dillon agree that the controversy marks a break with discourse on an 
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older set of hierarchical social relations. But their occlusion of the religious force of the 

controversy means that they also fail to appreciate the degree to which the discourse on gendered 

desire which both of them identify as central to modernity is far less familiar than such a break 

would imply. Language that emphasized gendered communal discipline, which Egan identifies 

with Winthrop’s A Short Story, can be traced at least to Richard Sibbes in England and certainly 

to Cotton’s sermons on Canticles in England and in Massachusetts. So too can language that 

emphasized corporate interdependence and relative equality. In fact, as will be explained more 

fully in the next chapter, an emphasis on both hierarchy and equality emerged through puritan 

readings of Canticles. What made the discourse so unstable, in other words, is that to some 

extent it exemplifies both the modern changes Egan and Dillon identify and the hierarchical 

language to which they oppose this new discourse. This is not to say that puritan discourse on 

Canticles was merely an intermediary form. Rather, I would suggest it diverged from previous 

models without being reducible to (even proto) modernity. Puritans often emphasized gendered 

authority, marital equality and corporate interdependence while supporting rank and the head of 

a social body as long as those things themselves were not opposed to God. And while it surely 

seems correct to note, as Egan does, that part of what was at stake in the antinomian controversy 

is the gender of authority, it is not quite so clear that in the controversy the “body politic should 

be understood as biologically rather than figuratively male” (73), since puritans regardless of 

biological difference before and after the controversy insisted on seeing themselves as women in 

relation to Christ. And while no doubt it is right to claim, as Dillon does, that “it does seem 

possible to trace a decided shift in this language away from its traditional use to justify top-down 

structures of government,” it is precipitant to say that in the period after the antinomian 

controversy “the Puritan colonial endeavor […was] predicated upon the creation of new, 
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horizontally structured forms of political, economic, and religious power,” a “new ‘headless’ or 

liberal form of order” (83). As we shall see, the puritan form of order in the seventeenth century 

was not headless; it only seems headless because of the difficulty of distinguishing between 

grace and works. Indeed, Dillon’s argument that the controversy led to “[t]he development of 

authority emanating from below rather than above” (102)  sidesteps the way that New England 

puritans represented authority as emanating from below only if it was already authorized from 

above.
38

 All of which is to say that the operation of puritan church government that depended 

upon the ontological association of feminized desire, brotherhood and grace may have a history 

more contested than has been recognized.  

The Difference That Will Hardly Be Discovered 

The chapters that follow will more fully explain the consequences of my argument. I will 

suggest that only by recognizing a rupture between puritan deployments of Canticles and modern 

gender relations can we adequately understand, say, the sermons of John Cotton or the poetry of 

Edward Taylor. But in order to provide a sufficient context for those chapters (and to see why 

desire was not only contested but also the means of contestation), we must turn briefly to the trial 
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records of the antinomian controversy. My sense of the controversy has been shaped by Michael 

Winship, Janice Knight and Lisa Gordis, all of whom emphasize that the controversy reflects real 

disagreements within puritan doctrine. And, indeed, the earliest glimmer of the controversy 

began when Shepard wrote to Cotton concerned about doctrine on union with Christ.
39

 At the 

trial, Winthrop first asks Hutchinson whether she does not “hold and assent in practice to those 

opinions and factions that have been handled in court already, that is to say, whether [she does] 

not justify Mr. Wheelwright’s sermon and the petition” (Hall 312). Winthrop refers, of course, to 

Wheelwright’s 1637 Fast Day sermon, but, certainly, Hutchinson herself makes claims that are 

seen by the court as far more dangerous than Wheelwright’s sermon. Since understanding the 

development of the charges against Hutchinson is important, it might be worthwhile to examine 

this passage of the trial. Hutchinson, after giving an account of her reasons for her conversion, 

says, 

I bless the Lord, he hath let me see which was the clear ministry and which the 

wrong. Since that time I have been more choice and he hath let me to distinguish 

between the voice of my beloved and the voice of Moses, the voice of John the 

Baptist and the voice of antichrist, for all those voices are spoken of in scripture 

[…] 

   Mr. Nowell. How do you know that that was the spirit? 

   Mrs. H. How did Abraham know that it was God that bid him offer his son, 

being a breach of the sixth commandment? 

   Dep. Gov. By an immediate voice. 

   Mrs. H. So to me by an immediate revelation. 
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   Dep. Gov. How! an immediate revelation.  

   Mrs. H. By the voice of his own spirit to my soul […]. (336-7) 

Here Hutchinson both supports and erases her position because she identifies that position as 

God’s own. The allusion to Abraham and the sixth commandment imply that revelation, 

regardless of whether it is in conflict with instituted order, cannot be in conflict with God’s word 

because revelation proceeds directly from God. Voice shades into revelation such that 

Hutchinson’s recognition of the “voice of my beloved” becomes indistinguishable from an 

immediate revelation like Abraham’s and a promise of delivery like Daniel’s. 

 The court is almost unanimously upset by Hutchinson’s claims. Endicott says that “now 

there is a revelation you see which she doth expect as a miracle” (340). Winthrop suggests that 

“the ground work of her revelations is the immediate revelation of the spirit and not by ministry 

of the word” (341). The source of Hutchinson’s seditious and licentious threat apparently lies 

first and foremost in her claim to revelations. After Winthrop notes that Hutchinson’s looking 

“for revelations [that] are not bound to the ministry of the word” is the “ground of all these 

tumults and troubles” (341-2) the court tells Winthrop they “all consent” (342). Dudley notes 

that he “never saw such revelations as these among the Anabaptists” and that these kind of 

revelations have led to sedition in Germany by “[stirring] up their hearers to take up arms against 

their prince and to cut the throats of one of another” (343). Brown says that “all mischief” and 

“all bastardly things […] have all come out from this accursed fountain” (344). Hutchinson is 

responsible not only for sedition in the colony but also for perversion of the word. Winthrop 

makes this especially clear: “it is impossible but that the word and spirit should speak the same 

thing” (342).
40
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 Only John Cotton, at the trial, suggests an alternate understanding of what Hutchinson 

might mean by using the word “revelation.” Cotton says that there are “two sorts of revelations” 

(340). There is one sort “tending to danger more ways than one” and “another sort which the 

apostle prays the believing Ephesians may be partakers of […] I think,” Cotton says, “[these 

revelations] are not only lawful but such as christians may receive and God bear witness to it in 

his word” (340). Cotton’s explanation here is consistent with his discussion of revelations 

elsewhere. In A Treatise of the Covenant of Grace (1659), preached at the time of the 

controversy, Cotton exclaims, “Let me apply it to teach Christians not to be afraid of the word 

Revelations.” Cotton’s admonition is crucial to his understanding of God’s grace, since for 

Cotton “if there were no revelation but the word, there would be no spiritual grace revealed to 

the soul; for it is more then the Letter of the Word that is required to it: not that I may look for 

any other matter besides the word” (199). Cotton sees revelations not only as unthreatening to an 

understanding of God’s order but also as a condition for it, since “neither the word of grace, nor 

all the works of grace” can, like the “Spirit of God […] reveal the grace of God” (200). This 

revelation, Cotton explains, can be immediate, a term that he qualifies precisely. “[I]f [the Spirit] 

testifie our acceptance, it is in some word; and in that respect, it is mediate: but he doth set a 

power above the word, and in that respect I call it immediate” (214). For although Cotton admits 

that a man may “add to his knowledge” by his own efforts, unless the “Lord [comes] in by a 

power above the word,” Cotton explains, he cannot beget or engender his own faith. The 

immediacy of revelation, then, for Cotton, is a “greater light” than a person’s “consience will 

afford” him (215). 

 Cotton does not claim that Hutchinson’s revelation is necessarily this kind of immediate 

                                                                                                                                                             
must be admitted a rule in all things; for they being above reason and Scripture, they are not subject to control” 

(274). 
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revelation, but he does try to convince the ministers that they cannot condemn Hutchinson 

merely for calling it revelation. “I know not whether I do understand her,” Cotton says, “but this 

I say, if she doth expect a deliverance in a way of providence—then I cannot deny it” (Hall 341). 

When Dudley asks Cotton whether he believes Hutchinson’s revelations are true, Cotton replies 

“[t]hat she may have some special providence of God to help her is a thing that I cannot bear 

witness against” (341). Cotton’s answer is hardly sufficient for Winthrop, however. Winthrop 

says that though he does “acknowledge that there are such revelations as do concur with the 

word but there have not been any of this nature” (342). Mr. Peters, in an answer that is partly 

defaced, says that it is “very disputable which our brother Cotton hath spoken” (343). Mr. Brown 

finds “flat contradiction to the scripture in what [Hutchinson ] saith” (344).  

 What is at stake, then, in Hutchinson’s claims is the relation of word to spirit. The court’s 

reaction to Hutchinson’s claims of revelation suggests that she is seen as necessarily 

contradicting biblical truth. While Cotton would agree that word and spirit should (as Winthrop 

puts it) “speak the same thing,” Cotton’s point is that word without spirit is categorically not 

scripture. The word can give evidence of the spirit only if it is always already accompanied by 

the spirit. Interpretation of scripture cannot be used to disprove revelation unless the latter 

already lacks the witness of the spirit. Just as a saint’s sanctification can be mimicked by a 

hypocrite, so false doctrine can resemble true interpretation of scripture, and for that reason 

God’s “power above the word” is necessary. Although Mr. Peters says, rather astonished, that “I 

profess I thought Mr. Cotton would never have took her part” (347), Cotton’s defending the 

possibility of Hutchinson’s claims to revelations is also a defense of his own understanding of 

grace.  

 Cotton’s refusal to yield in this point recalls a larger disagreement not only about the (so-
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called) passive experience of grace but about how to approach the question of whether an 

individual’s sanctification can evidence his justification. In Mr. Cottons Rejoynder, Cotton 

responds to the ministers’ objection that the “graces of Christ in his members are like Christ in 

part (John 1.16) spiritual and heavenly, and therefore active in their proper nature,” by saying 

that “[t]hey are not active or putting forth themselves according to their proper nature, to act 

spiritually more or less without a renewed act of help from Christ to set them awork” (144). 

Graces in the members can be active only in the sense that Christ has first given them the power 

to be active. Christ must, by definition, come first. “[W]e have no right,” Cotton says, “unto any 

of [the promises] by right of any condition or qualification in or work in ourselves” (92). For that 

reason, also, Cotton argues that if one can give “no other ground […] of his Justification […] but 

only the evidence of his Sanctification  […] their faith is not builded nor grounded at all upon the 

righteousness of Christ nor upon the free promise of grace wherein that righteousness is applied 

to us” (116). All human efforts to duplicate Christ’s work will fail; hence, Cotton argues that 

without revelation there can be no understanding of grace because human efforts to “hammer 

out” an understanding must necessarily fall short (216). Although sanctification may be “an 

evidence” of justification, it cannot be “first evidence” (57). In order to experience justification 

God must first witness to the soul. 

 For Cotton, the problem centers on whether “a man [may] evidence his union with Christ 

from his Sanctification” (42). Although all the ministers agreed that sanctification cannot cause 

justification, they disagreed about whether or not it could serve as primary evidence or comfort. 

The Elders complain, in response to Cotton’s “Sixth Prop,” that whereas previously it was 

acceptable to say that “He that believeth shall be saved, He that is justified shall be saved, He 

that is sanctified shall be saved,” Cotton demands a new way of phrasing things: “Now it is thus. 
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He first seeth his good Estate in Gods thoughts of peace, (or in Election) testified to him, and 

therein reads himself a believer, justified, sanctified; and this is the only way.”  The elders 

remain skeptical: “Which if they be the truths of God we would gladly be convinced thereof by 

sound proof” (75).  

Cotton’s proof is that one cannot distinguish between the sanctification of hypocrites and 

the sanctification of saints without the assistance of God. To “distinguish in men between that 

Sanctification which floweth from the Law, and that which is of the Gospel, is a matter so 

narrow that the Angels in heaven have much ado to discern who differ” (A Treatise 44). The 

sanctification of hypocrites and saints can appear identical. Hypocrites, like saints, can be 

persecuted, can seem to take “delight” in the Word of God and in fasting. (49). “[E]ven “Eagle-

eyed Christians will have much adoe so to disern of Sanctification themselves, before they see 

their Justification as to cut off all Hypocrites from having like in them” (48). Hypocrites can 

mimic saints so well that “the difference will hardly be discovered; and unless you be a Christian 

of a very clear discerning, you will not finde the difference” (51). There is “much that an 

hypocrite can do […] that a poor Christian will be put to much excercise, to finde a difference 

between himself and them” (52). None of this is to say, of course, that Cotton rejects either 

words or sanctification. Cotton argues that it is “not only sinfull to rest satisfied in the testimony 

of our Spirit but utterly unsafe, unless the testimony of the Spirit of God have born witness to our 

estates before it or with it.” The saint’s spirit, although good, is itself but a “creature,” and 

“therefore such a faith hath noe other ground to rest upon but the testimony of our Spirits 

applying the word to our Estates.” A believer can trust only divine witness, and any other 

evidence is not from “divine power but by two creatures, and indeed by the word mistaken and 

our spirit mistaking” (Hall 149). “Our spirit,” Cotton says, “cannot witness any divine testimony 
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unless the Spirit of God bear witness with in and in it” (150). 

If Cotton’s distrust of signs as evidence means that the saint cannot see his own 

sanctification with God’s help, it also means that others cannot interpret expressions of the 

experience of assurance without God’s witness. For the saint has only words and signs at his 

disposal, and these are no more helpful at explaining than in engendering the experience. Cotton 

demonstrates this by examining a syllogism: 

  He That Repenteth and beleeveth the Gospel shall be saved 

  But I repent and believe the Gospel 

  Therefore I shall be saved, (and consequently am justified). (148) 

Cotton says that this conclusion is true only “if the minor proposition be true. And the minor is 

true, if the Gospel have been first published (or preached) and applied to that Soul, not only by 

the outward ministry of the Word but by the Spirit of God himself, revealing the grace of Christ 

to him therein” (148). Accordingly, the argument that one can reason backward by seeing 

sanctification as evidence of justification can be true only if one already knows the answer, that 

is, only if one has already been witnessed to by the spirit of God. “The Gospel is a divine 

heavenly supernaturall doctrine, contayning in it the revelation of Jesus Christ. To preach the 

Gospell is to preach Christ” (160), but to preach Christ is to preach that “we are not able to do 

any work of sanctification, further than we are acted by the Lord” (160). The saint trusts in God 

and at the same time realizes that “assone as Christ cometh into the soule, he maketh the creature 

nothing” (164); hence Cotton’s insistence that assurance is absolute: Were it conditional, the 

union with Christ would also be contingent on human powers. Indeed, for Cotton it “implyeth a 

contradiction” (97) to be assured that grace “worketh the condition […] revealeth the condition 

[…] & setteth the promise to me, & yet not to trust it” (97). Though the ministers assert that the 
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necessary conditions are “faith in Christ, & thirst after him, & prayer for him” (99), as Cotton is 

at pains to demonstrate in A Treatise of the Covenant of Grace, these are all things that a 

hypocrite can perform as well as a saint. Throughout Hutchinson’s trial what we see from 

Cotton, in other words, is not a minister who is eager to compromise with others about the more 

fundamental tenets of salvation, but rather a minister who, at the same time he is trying to use 

precise language to solve disputes, is unwilling to concede any points about the covenant of 

grace. He is unwilling to yield to those he sees as maintaining that human power alone can 

understand the Gospel. When Cotton says that “I can’t witness against…” he is defending not 

only Hutchinson’s but his own doctrinal position.  

 Cotton disagrees with Hutchinson in court only after she suggests that there is a 

separation between the “Spirit” and “Soule,” the latter of which she says “dyes” (354). When 

Cotton tries, with Ecclesiastes 12.7, to suggest that the “spirit ascends upwards,” Hutchinson 

says “That is the spirit Ecclesiastes speaks of, and not of the Soule” (354). Hutchinson’s own 

commitment to her point here is remarkable. When Cotton makes a comment without citing 

scripture, Hutchinson says “I desire to hear God speak this & not man. Shew me whear is any 

Scripture to prove it that speaks soe” (355). The interchange of scriptural passages at first goes 

nowhere, since Hutchinson’s distinction between spirit and soul allows her to reconcile them to 

her point. “The Spirit is immortall indeed but prove the Soule is,” Hutchinson challenges. 

Hutchinson is so committed to her position because she believes she is reasoning from a doctrine 

that she shares with Cotton: that the believer cannot trust in himself but must trust in Christ. How 

is it possible, she wants to know, for a thing “Imortally miserable [to] be immortally happie” 

(355).  Hutchinson distinguishes here between the power of men and God, and what is at stake 

for her is whether or not saints have power in themselves. Hutchinson yields only when she is 
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given a way to understand that the soul can be immortal and still dependent on God. When Mr. 

Dampord says “[a] soule may be Immortall and not miserable […] The soule can have 

Imortaletie not in itselfe but from God from whom it had its beinge,” Hutchinson replies that “I 

see more light a greate deale by Mr. Damphords opening of it.” But she wants someone to 

explain “[h]ow the soule is Imortal by Creation.” When Damphord clarifies this, Cotton says the 

“Comparison is familliar and usiall.” Cotton’s own rather astonished comment that the 

Comparison is “familliar and usiall” suggests that Cotton is surprised that Hutchinson didn’t 

realize that her claim conflicted with the “usiall” doctrine. For Cotton, Hutchinson’s claims have 

slipped into the realm of personal “Inventions” (359).   

 Hutchinson makes things rather worse than better for herself when she admits she made 

not an “Error” but a “Mistake” (361). For Winthrop, Hutchinson’s distinction “[manifests] to all 

that were present, that shee knew that shee spake untruth, for it was proved that shee had alledge 

that in Esay 53. By his knowledge shall my righteous servant justifie many; which she 

maintained to be meant of a knowledge in Christ, and not in us” (306). Hutchinson’s attempt to 

escape from the consequences of her expressions only exposes and convicts her. Shepard warns 

others to “consider by what spirit and Light [Hutchinson] is lead. For she hath often bosted of the 

Guidance of Gods Sprit and that her Revelations are as trew as the scriptures.” For Shepard, her 

mistake is evidence that her claim to revelation was false from the beginning. “Gods Spirit” 

could not lead her into such “Errors”; rather it is “her owne Spirit that hath guided her hitherto, a 

spirit of Delusion and Error” (365). Hutchinson scruples seeing any way that a corrupt and fallen 

body can be united to the purity of Christ, but Eliot is troubled that Hutchinson is really arguing 

that “thear was no Graces inherent in Christ himself.” Shepard goes further: “She did not only 

deny the word inherent, but denyed the very Thinge itself” (378).  
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 After Hutchinson admits that “I confes my Expressions was that way but it was never my 

Judgment,” she is placed in a position in which she is either asked to deny the spirit’s witness to 

her judgment or accept that she was arguing in favor of something that she knows is heterodox. 

Her response leads directly to the breach of practice for which she is officially exiled from the 

church. Cotton says that “Thear is 2 thinges to be clerd, 1. what you do now hould. 2dly what 

you did hould.” Hutchinson replies by saying that “[m]y Judgment is not altered though my 

Expression alters.” Hutchinson’s response has immediate repercussions. Wilson calls it “most 

dayngerous” (378), and Cotton later decides that “the last day she was delt in poynt of Doctrine, 

now she is delt with in poynt of practice” (385). The distinction between doctrine and practice, 

Cotton explains, means that the ministers do not need to “suffer her with Patience, but […must] 

now deal with her in poynt of fact or practice, as the making and houlding of a Lye” (386). 

 Cotton’s use of the word “fact” is remarkable considering that Hutchinson says that “I 

confesse I have denyed the Word Graces but not the Thinge itselfe” (381). Cotton seems to draw 

the conclusion that “God hath lett her fall into a manifest Lye” (386) as a consequence not only 

of her “Inventions” (359) but also the proof of a “Witness” (385). The comment is more 

remarkable considering that earlier Cotton says to Hutchinson’s son that he knows of no breach 

of practice by Hutchinson: “[y]our mother though she be not accused of anything in poynt of fact 

or practice nayther for my owne part doe I know thear is any cause” (366). Cotton, like the other 

ministers, understands Hutchinson’s assertion that her judgment has not altered as an evasion of 

the seriousness of her claims; the use of a witness only provides outright evidence that she is 

lying. But for Hutchinson, the discussion has not left the realm of doctrine at all. Her point is that 

her expressions were faulty only insofar as they seemed to imply false doctrine. As it turns out, 

her claim that “[m]y Judgment is not altered though my Expression alters” (378) not only 



Nielson 55 

 

reiterates but indeed performs the dilemma inscribed in Cotton’s doctrine. At a crucial moment 

in the trial, Hutchinson is indeed left without a way of expressing her grace, and can only claim 

that “Our Teacher knows my Judgment, for I never kept my Judgment from him” (381).  

I have spent so much time summarizing the details of this disagreement on doctrine in 

order to suggest that the antinomian controversy exacerbated anxieties about differing forms and 

their relationship to desire for God. After all, although it is possible that a change of expression 

could signify a lie, there is no necessary reason why it should. At the trial, a number of speakers 

change their expressions. Damphord, for instance, tells Hutchinson that in Ecclesiastes 12 “the 

Spirit” really “signifies the soule” (336) and thus suggests that the two expressions refer to the 

same thing. In a trivial sense, the problem with seeing Hutchinson’s judgment as necessarily 

altered because her expression alters is that a speaker’s expressions change (and indeed must 

change) all the time if she is to be understood at all. A change of expression does not necessarily 

denote a lie: it might be a different way of expressing the same thing, it might be a qualification 

of what was originally said, or it might be a way of pointing out that the first expression was a 

mistake. But Hutchinson’s change of expression in the trial is not read as trivial. If one main 

issue of the controversy is how to distinguish between a hypocrite and a saint, then the practical 

corollary of this in the trial comes down, in Hutchinson’s case, to how to distinguish between a 

“mistake” (377) and a “lye” (385). These two questions—and they are, to be sure, questions of 

interpretation and therefore of belief—are implicated in gender because they are implicated in 

the difference between lust and the graceful desire.  

Hutchinson’s refusal to admit her “Error” during the trial both conceals and reveals 

disagreements in the colony. On the one hand, Hutchinson highlights the differences between 

Cotton and the other ministers by claiming “immediate revelations” that can be communicated 
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not because of the word but only because of some power above the word. On the other hand, her 

performance of the dilemma of these revelations conceals the differences between Cotton and the 

others when Cotton becomes convinced that Hutchinson is lying. Hutchinson cannot at the same 

time claim to receive revelations and to admit they are erroneous: hence her claim that her 

expressions must be a mistake and hence her reliance on Cotton, from whom she has “never kept 

[her] Judgment,” as witness. In making the court confront the difference between grace and 

damnation, a difference nearly indistinguishable through external characters, Hutchinson 

performs a feature of Cotton’s doctrine in a way that Cotton seems able to manage only by 

insisting on seeing it as not a problem of doctrine at all. 

Wildred with Strange Revelations of Every Phantastic Brain 

 This chapter has so far traced the antinomian controversy because the controversy itself 

demonstrates the contested history of puritan understandings of grace and (by implication) 

gendered desire. The story begins rather than ends here. It should by now be no surprise that 

gender in the trial (and in many later representations of the trial) indicates not merely biology or 

proto-liberalism but also a sign of grace—if not its presence, per se, then certainly its absence. 

This is true regardless of whether Hutchinson can justifiably be seen as opposed to her 

detractors. In A Short Story (1644), Winthrop makes much of the monstrous birth of Hutchinson 

and Mary Dryer; “for as [Hutchinson] had vented mishapen opinions, so she must bring forth 

deformed monsters” (Hall 214). God transforms Hutchinson’s obscurities into clarities. Thus, 

although the “Monster [the child] was concealed by three persons above five months” (281), the 

women present at the birth “were suddenly taken with such a violent vomiting, and purging […] 

as they were forced to goe home” (281). The bodily monstrosity here comes to stand for, in its 

very undeniability, the unmistakable perversion of God’s word. The monstrous births, then are a 
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“manifest signe from Heaven” (215) of the monstrosity that Hutchinson had hitherto tried to 

conceal in her “doubtfull expressions” (309). The “civill disturbances” (213) and the “falling into 

fearfull lying” (216), all find their source in “[t]his American Jesabel” (310). Both Egan and 

Dillon emphasize the importance of A Short Story, but I would suggest that another text that 

recounts the antinomian controversy sheds new light on what was at stake for seventeenth-

century puritans. Edward Johnson’s goals are more varied than Winthrop’s, but in Wonder-

Working Providence (1654) Johnson also foregrounds doctrinal dispute resolved above all 

through providential signs and authority. In Wonder-Working Providence, it turns out, 

antinomians serve less as opponents (although Johnson makes an effort to distinguish and 

disprove their errors) than as signs of God’s will and purpose for his chosen people. Johnson’s 

allusions to and foregrounding of the antinomian controversy are central to his representation of 

civil and religious authority in the colony, one in which Hutchinson is curiously in the center and 

on the margins at once. 

Hutchinson betrays an unredeemed form of feminized desire whose object is not the true 

head. Indeed, at the beginning of Wonder-Working Providence, Christ’s “Herald” warns the 

reader that “silly Women laden with diverse lusts, will be had in higher esteeme with them, then 

those honoured of Christ, indued with power and authority from him to Preach” (28). Although 

Johnson upholds the judgment of those “indued with power,” his point is that their authority is 

dependent on Christ. After all, he goes out of his way to point out that “your Lord Bishops, 

Deanes, Prebends, &c. be right whelps of the Roman litter [and…] retain their nature still, to 

Lord it over all kinde of Civill Government” (106). God supplies “assuredly evident signes” of 

divine purpose (108), but the evidence must be interpreted by those who are led by God’s will. 

This divine purpose in turn binds the churches of New England together in a “mysticall” and 



Nielson 58 

 

gendered union with Christ. Antinomians, it turns out, impersonate the learning of ministers and 

attribute their errors to them. “Their Errors,” Johnson says, “in this point they reported to be the 

judgement of the Reverend and Judicious Mr. John Cotten” (93).
41

 In this sense, the antinomian 

controversy acts as a seminal, definitional crisis within the text of Wonder-Working Providence: 

Contained within the seed of the controversy are the problems that Johnson labors to negotiate in 

representing the colonists’ gendered subordination to Christ and their commitment to the 

interests of God’s Kingdom over their own. 

Gendered attributes in Wonder-Working Providence are both absolute and relative. If 

Christ is the sole purveyor of “Kingly power,” that power is also mediated for Johnson precisely 

because it is manifested through providential signs and internalized sentiment. Johnson 

represents the doubleness of this point though the spiritual and literal act of piercing. Christ 

pierces the heart of the believer in a process that is suggestively akin to sexual ravishment. 

“[R]ejoyce,” he says, “all yee his Churches the World throughout, for the Lambe is preparing his 

Bride, and oh! Yee the antient Beloved of Christ […] behold him whom you have pierced, 

preparing to pierce your hearts with his Wonder-working Providence” (32). Christ thereby 

infuses the believer with the strength and courage to march against God’s enemies in a battle 

that, Johnson implies, is not exclusively spiritual. Thus the converted must “store your selves 

with all sorts of weapons for war, furnish up your Swords, Rapiers, and all other piercing 

weapons” (10). Yet only by first becoming brides may soldiers in Wonder-Working Providence 

“march manfully” (7).  

                                                 
41

Johnson’s accusations about Hutchinson’s partisanship and errors, of course, emerge out of a highly contested 

moment. Besides the obvious disagreement from those who were accused of sedition, such as Wheelwright and 

Vane, the antinomian controversy was composed of real doctrinal disagreement between John Cotton and ministers, 

such as Shepard, who were wary of his language of grace. Although Cotton emerged from the controversy without 

ministerial rebuke, Thomas Shepard, at least, didn’t feel that it was because Cotton’s beliefs were orthodox or 

because Cotton had repented. “Mr. Cotton repents not,” he wrote in his diary, “but is hid only.” See God’s Plot, Ed. 

Michael McGiffert (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994), 76. 
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Johnson provides an image of the migrating saints on the ship, in 1630, that summarizes 

this paradox of gender. After they have left England’s port, they  

espied foure Ships, as they supposed, in pursuit of them […] at this sight they 

make preparations, according to their presant condition, comforting one another in 

the sweete mercies of Christ: the weaker sex betook them to the Ships hold, but 

the men on Decks waite in a readinesse for the enemies approach. At whose 

courage many of the Seamen wonder, not knowing under whose command these 

their passengers were, even he who makes all his Souldiers bold as Lions. (30)  

It may seem that the horizontal relationships of the men on deck demonstrate mainly that 

puritans were invested in a headless order. But, although it is true that Johnson says that the 

sailors do not know whose command the passengers are under, that fact makes it only more 

wondrous that the (puritan) passengers really are under the command of God. At the same time 

that the men stand over the women on deck, the women below deck inhabit an interior space that 

corresponds to the interiority of the “Souldiers.” The sailors’ surprise at the courage of the 

passengers and their confusion about who commands them demonstrates that Christ’s authority 

penetrates his soldiers in order to make them “bold as Lions” on the outside.  

Gender, in this way, indexes the operations of grace. Believers become part of Christ’s 

“Army” (105) only because they have already experienced “hart-burning Ravishment” in 

conversion (26). Their feminization in relation to Christ is especially important when Johnson 

emphasizes that, during the antinomian controversy, the various members “all kept their proper 

place” (122). Antinomianism, it is clear, poses a threat precisely because it disrupts that place. 

For that reason, the godly should not “let not Satan delude you by perswading their learned skill 

is unnecessary, soone then will the Word of God be slighted as translated by such; and you shall 



Nielson 60 

 

be left wildred with strange Revelations of every phantastic brain” (4). Although learning is the 

prerequisite to godly interpretation, the skill to read translations is clearly not enough to guide 

interpretation.
42

 “[L]earned skill” is something that is acquired and something that God alone 

grants. Ministers, Johnson says, were so “experienced in the Scripture that some of them could 

tell you the place, both Chapter and Verse, of most sentences of Scripture [that] could be named 

unto them” (118). They also know how to read God’s word in many different languages. Thus “if 

any man should goe about to corrupt them [the scriptures] in one language, they should remain 

pure in another.” Yet familiarity with scripture is only part of the minimal condition for 

interpretation. Most important is the power to demonstrate the “revealed will of God in the holy 

Scripture” (120).
43

 The ministers’ interpretations were no “phantastical madnesse” of the 

antinomians (6). They were a consequence of God’s having guided ministers in constant study. 

Ministers were still “men subject to erre; yet these did the Lord Christ cause to be train’d up in 

Learning, and tutor’d at the Universities, and that very young, some of them, as the reverend Mr. 

John Cotten, at 13. yeares of age” (120). Through such constant study could ministers speak with 

authority about the scriptures from memory. This trust and investment in memory typifies the 

almost mnemonic trajectory of Wonder-Working Providence as a whole.   

The tension between these oppositions, fantastical madness or inspired learning, scripture 

as mere translation or scripture as the word of God, suggests how tenuous Johnson sees the 

colonial position. Even as Johnson stresses the learning of the ministers, he emphasizes that 

God’s signs are available to all. Through that tension Johnson identifies the unity of 
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Morgan notes that, broadly speaking, “By the 1640s the awareness had crystallized among radicals that the 

‘confusion’ caused by advanced learning was to a large extent class-oriented. Originally, however, puritans centred 

on the fear that the involved techniques of learning could easily subvert progress towards godliness among the less 

well-educated” (76). See John Morgan, Godly Learning: Puritan Attitudes towards Reason, Learning, and 

Education, 1560-1640, (1986). 
43

 Only through learning could the errors of learning be overcome. As John Morgan says, for puritans “Human 

learning thus became greater as it managed to approach the lessons of Scripture by imitation of purpose; it became 

dangerous when it forgot its place, and aspired to be an alternative focus for man’s being” (75). 
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Presbyterians and Congregationalists. The “Christian Reader” should be mindful “of the 

admirable providence of Christ toward his New England Churches, in preserving them from 

erroneous spirits” (104). He appeals to the sympathy and emotions of Presbyterians to be united 

with Congregationalists “with bowels of compassion, sweet simpathizing affections of Brethren 

knit together in that transcendent love of Christ which couples all his distant flockes together” 

(104). In making his case, Johnson alludes directly to Canticles 6:10: 

[…] assuredly the dayes area at hand, where in both Jew and Gentile Churches 

shall exercise this old Modell of Church Government, and send their Church 

salutations and admonitions from one end of the World unto another […] and 

such shall be, and the efficacy of this intire love one to another, that the 

withdrawing of any one Church of Christ, according to the Rule of the word from 

those that walke inordinantly, will be more terrible to the Church or Churches so 

forsaken, than an Army with Banners: yea, and it may be added because civil 

Government is like to turne nurse in more places then one, this royall Law of love 

shall become the Law of Nations, and none will suffer their subjects to rebell 

against it. (105) 

By “royall Law of love” Johnson refers to a law based on divine royalty, a pre-modern 

notion of order that depends upon hierarchical complementarity. Johnson here aligns himself 

with the model of love and government that will be examined more fully in the next chapter, a 

model of government predicated on loving relations between God and the church and one that 

finds its fullest expression in Wonder-Working Providence when Johnson foresees the marriage 

of the Lamb with his bride. “Almost certainly,” as Bercovitch recognizes, Johnson “had heard of 

John Cotton’s sermons on Canticles and Revelation” (51). Surprisingly, then, evidence of union 
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with Christ that unsettles the colony in the antinomian controversy is exactly what Johnson 

mobilizes to demonstrate the antinomians are wrong. Johnson’s text, paradoxically, ends up 

addressing English (and European) authority not unlike the way Hutchinson addresses the court, 

and the prophetic claims he makes for the Colony at one level mirror quite closely Hutchinson’s 

own.  

Alluding to Canticles, Johnson suggests in the above passage that the “withdrawing of 

any one church” from the love of the other churches will be more terrible than an “Army with 

Banners.” Indeed, what makes this withdrawal so terrible is that the withdrawal of love means a 

withdrawal of Christ. Independence in this sense is not freedom but forsaken isolation, absolute 

abandonment. That is why Johnson emphasizes to the “Christian Reader” that he wishes 

Congregationalists and Presbyterians of England to be “knit together in that transcendent love of 

Christ, which couples his distant flockes together” (104). And that is also why he defends New 

England against the claim, familiar in England during the civil war, that the New England 

churches were “too strict” during the antinomian controversy (105). Rather, Johnson says, 

here you must tak notice, that the Synod, Civil Government, and the Churches of 

Christ, kept their proper place, each moving in their own sphear, and acting by 

their own light, or rather by the revelation of Jesus Christ, witnessed by his Word 

and Spirit, yet not refusing the help of each other (as some would willingly have 

it) some of the Churches prosecuting the Rule of Christ against their heretical 

Members, were forced to proceed to excommunication of them, who when they 

saw whereto it would come, they would have prevented it with lying, but the Lord 

discovered it…(112) 

The civil magistrates, the congregations, the synod—none of them went out of their place even 
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though they advised one another. Insofar, then, as gendered desire and love designates the 

structure of authority in civil and especially church government, the exemplary figure for the 

disruption of this order was indeed a woman who has left her place. And amid the mutual 

affection and equal exchange of those united in the bed of grace, we can see here how the 

discursive structure of puritan desire emerges through an unstable axis of hierarchical and 

equalizing commitments. For the whole point of grace was that it could be bestowed by God 

whose relationship to the elect, while mutually loving and even erotic, was necessarily 

asymmetrical because only God’s love could sustain the love of the elect and not the other way 

around.  

Far from being a “headless” form of order, as Dillon argues, it should be apparent that 

puritan Congregationalism was in this way more radically committed to order conceived in 

relationship to and determined by a head.
44

 In place of Egan’s assertion that the head of any 

political body became biologically masculine, I would suggest that for puritans the head of any 

political body was an object of desire just insofar as that head reflected Christ’s excellence and 
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 David A Weir makes this point in a different way in his investigation into covenant and contract. He says, “A 

third pattern to consider is the nature of civil and ecclesiastical covenants. Were they covenants, or were they in 

actuality contracts? And do we see any transition from covenant to contract during the seventeenth century? A brief 

exploration of the differences between covenant and contract is necessary before we answer that question. In the 

biblical record, the covenant then harks back to the ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaty in which a covenant is 

articulated by a superior party (a “lord”) with a lesser party (a “vassal”). Even in biblical covenants between human 

beings of equal social status (for example, between kings), God (the superior) was invoked as a party of the 

covenant and therefore there as a superior party in the arrangement. That tradition continued on in the Christian 

church, and the 1646-47 Westminster Confession of Faith reaffirms the hierarchical nature of the convent […] A 

contract, on the other hand, implied that the parties could, but might not necessarily be, equal, and that if one of the 

parities broke the contract the other party had the right to discontinue the relationship and be bound to the 

obligations of the contract. Part of the burden of Perry Miller’s New England Mind is that the New Englanders made 

a transition from covenant to contract during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. Some have also seen 

the alleged transition from covenant to contract as the prelude to the movement from monarchicalism to egalitarian 

democracy […] However, a careful examination of both church and civil covenants indicates that seventeenth-

century New England continued to have a deep sense of hierarchy, and that none of the civil or church covenants are 

cast as contracts. God, Christ, king, the central colonial government, and the local town council were superiors in the 

civil covenants, and God, Christ, clergy, and elders were the superiors in the church covenants. Seventeenth-century 

New England did not generate modern contracts. The inferior, or vassal parties, submitted themselves to their 

covenantal superiors.” See Early New England: A Covenanted Society. (Cambridge: Wm. B Eerdmans, 2005), 226-

228. 
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beauty. That is why the political head could be referred to by a common phrase, “nursing father,” 

that seems both masculine and feminine, and that is why puritan systems of church government 

at times appear headless even though they are built upon an intense longing for loving (and 

immediate relations with) the one true head. For what links the elect to God, more than 

ecclesiastical structures or explicit procedures of power, is collective desire and longing. 

Although Johnson excoriates the antinomians for their factionalism, his main point is not that 

God does not choose between people or nations. The church clearly has a role in the 

eschatological battle between God and the antichrist. Johnson stresses the unity of Presbyterians 

and Congregationalists just insofar as he insists on union of its members as depending on their 

union with God.  

If we are to locate desire in puritan texts and artifacts in early America, this chapter is 

suggesting, we have to begin, first, by positioning it within a context of belief and, second, of 

assumptions and anxieties around what determines belief, not just what brings individuals and 

congregations together in a spirit of mutual love but also what makes that love oppositional to 

other beliefs and practices. So even though, on the one hand, puritan desire operates by not being 

particular because it is a desire shared by different individuals and congregations who recognize 

the image of Christ in each other, on the other hand it cannot help but be particular because it 

must take a position within a field of alternatives in order to edify the church and defend, as 

Wheelwright puts it, “the bed that is Solomons.” I would emphasize that the puritan association 

of desire with belief is not structurally necessary. It is not necessary because while beliefs are 

intrinsically universal (a true belief is true only because it is true for everyone) desires are not 

(desires do not necessarily denote what everyone should desire). And this, as we shall see in later 

chapters, had important consequences. Puritans associated belief and desire primarily to reform 
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institutional relations while preserving social hierarchy, but in grounding their reform of 

institutional hierarchy on a hierarchy between men and women they posited a feminized desire 

that threatened to undermine order even as it tried to realize it.  

This chapter has suggested that seeing the antinomian controversy as the invention of 

biological gender or the liberalization of institutional relations fails to account for the contested 

history of puritan desire in seventeenth-century New England. But the point of this short 

examination of the controversy and Wonder-Working Providence has not been to deny either that 

puritans were not also invested in particular proto-liberal assumptions or that the bottom-up 

structures of liberalism would not themselves form a part of New England discourse. The burden 

of this chapter (and indeed the chapter that follows) has been (and will be) to suggest that 

alongside these familiar structures we can also identify in the seventeenth century a mode of 

collective desire in which the individual blends into the congregation and the congregation into 

the universal church even as the expression of that desire is always already particular and 

immediate. I do not mean to imply that this mode of desire is simply an “earlier” mode or that it 

is one step on the way to modernity, though I will argue that it was significantly challenged in 

the early eighteenth century. 

Hutchinson’s trial makes clear what was uncomfortable for puritans even to consider: 

that, even though desire for Christ is immediate, precisely because that desire is recognized and 

evoked through plurality and difference the possibilities of mistake and dispute are not only 

present but also irreducible. After all, it is true that Hutchinson changed her expression, and the 

impossibility of avoiding that truth leads her to make the extraordinary claim that (almost) 

everyone saw as an outright lie. For that reason, if the antinomian controversy can be seen as a 

determining moment, it can just as justifiably be seen as moment in which the irreducible 
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consequences of being committed to distinguishing the “voice of my beloved” become visible. In 

Wonder-Working Providence, Johnson, like the court, condemns Hutchinson, but only because 

he too longs for the moment when the colony will be delivered from its calamities.
45

 The history 

of this contested longing is the history of puritan communal relations and authority which the 

following chapters will address. 
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 Johnson turns to longing most clearly at the end of Wonder-Working Providence. In chapter twelve of Book 

Three, Johnson looks forward to the millennium where the twelve tribes of Israel will be united with the Gentiles to 

form his resplendent bride. This will mean the “fall of Antichrist” and it is, Johnson says, “the longing expectation of 

many” (230) He ends the book with a call to the “antient people of Israel” to look “out of your Prison gates” that 

along with the army of Christ 

here is a people not onely praying but fighting for you, that the great block may be removed out of 

the way, (which hath hindered hitherto) that they with you may enjoy that glorious resurrection-

day, the glorious nuptials of the Lamb: when not only the Bridegroom shall appear to his Churches 

both of Jews and Gentiles, (which are his spouse) in a more brighter aray then ever heretofore, but 

also his Bride shall be clothed by him in the richest garments that ever the Sons of men put on, 

even the glorious graces of Christ Jesus, in such a glorious splendor to the eyes of man, that they 

shall see and glorifie the Father of both Bridegroom and Bride. (233) 

Thus the end of Wonder-Working Providence looks forward by looking backward in order to incite more longing for 

the millennial transformation. The penultimate stanza is a call to arms and a longing cry: “You that have long’d so 

sore them to behold, / March forth in’s might, and stoutly stand between / The mighties sword, and Christs dear 

flock infold” (236). 
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Chapter Two 

Wages and Worship 

John Cotton’s A Brief Exposition with Practical Observations upon the whole Book of 

Canticles (1655) begins first by his claiming the 1642 version as his own (he refers the reader to 

it for an explanation of the title of Song of Songs) and then by his noting that it was published 

“without [his] privity” (1). The 1655 publication, Cotton makes clear, is a corrective, and what it 

aims to correct is the 1642 omission of the “affection and relation between Christ and his Church 

in general” and “the affection and relation between Christ and every sincere Christian soul” (1-

2). The 1642 publication, after all, focused primarily on the “estate and condition of every 

Church, from Solomons time (inclusively) to the last Judgement” (2). What is not immediately 

clear is why the relation between Christ and the church in general needs to be distinguished from 

the relation between Christ and every individual Christian soul, since the former, as a category, 

already includes the latter.
46

  

 Cotton’s revisions and the emphasis on “every sincere Christian soul” have led to the 

scholarly suggestion that Cotton was responding to criticism in the 1655 version. Jeffery A. 

Hammond argues that Cotton, in his 1642 version, may “have misjudged the manner in which 

most Christians actually used the text” ("The Bride in Redemptive Time" 95). In the later 

version, he says, “the additions develop the personal uses of particular verses; collective readings 

addressing the level of congregations are now augmented by readings that speak more directly to 

the needs of the individual soul” (99). Certainly, the 1642 text emphasizes the collective union of 

the church; also, the later version adds to and develops the personal use of Canticles. Throughout 

the later version of the sermons, Cotton mentions again and again the phrase, “Church or soul.” 
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 My question is in part rhetorical, since of course the distinction is traditional in interpretations of Canticles. But 

my point is that Cotton uses this traditional distinction to address the way in which individual desire collapses into 

collective desire. 
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Seen in this way, the 1655 version repositions Cotton’s comments in view of his changed or 

revised understanding of the personal uses of Canticles. Accordingly, Cotton’s later sermons turn 

away from or at least qualify their previously focused emphasis on “collective” readings. 

 What this reading has a hard time explaining is Cotton’s repeated injunctions in the 1655 

version against “private” (or non-collective) practices and interpretations. “It is a shrewd signe 

Christ was never truly found in private,” Cotton says, “when private revelations take off the 

appetite from publick administrations” (67). Rather than bringing a new attention to the personal 

uses of Canticles, I would suggest that Cotton is instead deepening the communal focus by 

suggesting that the personal and the communal are the same.
47

 In other words, rather than simply 

correcting the emphasis of the 1642 version, the 1655 version actually extends the focus on the 

“collective readings” by demonstrating why, throughout history but especially in New England 

in the 1640s, collectivity and affiliation are indispensable. The 1655 version encourages and 

forecloses individual desire for Christ through a strict corrosion and recognition of hierarchy. 

Cotton introduces this slippage, and indeed this tension, early in his explication of the first verse 

of Canticles. Three uses may be made of the verse: the relation of Christ to the church, to the 

soul, and the estate of the church from Solomon’s time down to the last Judgment. Cotton goes 

on to say that the “same Spouse of Christ is both one and many” (11). This point will “teach a 

Christian to joyne with the Church that he may take his part and portion with the Church, yea, as 

to apply whatsoever is spoken to the Church, as spoken to himself” (12). A Christian understands 

that whatsoever is spoken to the church is spoken to him, in other words, not because he can 
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 Hammond’s comments are, as I am suggesting, both right and wrong. Hammond is right about the long history of 

personal uses of Canticles and the conventional distinction between soul and church. He is also right to claim that 

the “external context [of worldly events in Canticles] assumes a political dimension” and that “At the heart of the 

issue, finally, is the ambiguous relationship between the collective and the individual Bride” (96-7). But he is wrong 

to conclude that “All of this has the odd and probably unintended effect of distancing the reader from the text of the 

Song” (96). Rather, the ambiguous relationship is precisely what incorporates the individual soul into the collective 

bride and, moreover, what marks the logical congruence, for Cotton, between an individual soul’s and an individual 

congregation’s desire for Christ.   
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recognize a difference between the church and himself but rather because he cannot. Or, to put it 

another way, a Christian understands that Christ is speaking to him only because he understands 

that Christ is speaking to the church. Membership in the church structures and maintains 

relations between Christ and the individual soul. The distinction between the “Church and the 

soul,” between the collective and the individual, is identified only in turn to be erased in A Brief 

Exposition.  

  This chapter will examine two figures, John Cotton and Anne Bradstreet, who index and 

exemplify anxieties about collectivity and affiliation in New England during the 1640s and 60s. I 

will argue that these anxieties were met by a longing that both obscured and clarified authority. 

The repeated appeal to union with Christ, in Cotton’s sermons and elsewhere, attenuates 

hierarchy even as it highlights desire for Christ’s sovereign authority. In A Brief Exposition, 

Cotton represents the pleasure between Bride and Bridegroom as a seamless and unbroken 

exchange between personal desire on one hand and collective desire for Christ on the other. This 

tension, though continuous throughout seventeen-century puritan writing, is emblematic of the 

texts this chapter investigates. By examining John Cotton and Anne Bradstreet, I mean to link a 

minister of canonical authority and a poet who has been seen as a force of resistance to that 

authority.
48

 My purpose in considering Cotton and Bradstreet together is neither to perpetuate 

nor dismiss the argument about whether Bradstreet, as a poet, subverted or interrupted the 

                                                 
48

 Cotton’s role in the antinomian controversy has led many scholars to characterize him as primarily invested, like 

his fellow ministers, in ministerial (and patriarchal) over against lay (and female) authority. Patricia Caldwell’s 

ambitious and influential “The Antinomian Language Controversy,” for example, distinguishes between Cotton’s 

and Hutchinson’s radical practice. More recently, Jane Kemensky extends this distinction when she says that “as 

Hutchinson’s insistent voice made clear, amateur preaching could sound positively cacophonous in New England, 

where the Puritan sermon was the language of state power rather than an oppositional discourse” (90-1). Citing 

Cotton’s participation in the 1648 Cambridge Platform she says that “As John Cotton noted, the elders would thus 

act as gatekeepers for the congregation’s tongues” (93). This model of concentrated control implies a top-down 

enforcement of discipline and inevitably posits oppositional resistance from those on the bottom who are excluded 

from (and hence exceed) the conditions and discourses of power. So even a critic as perceptive as Ivy Schweitzer is 

led to argue that Anne Bradstreet’s poetry resists “the appropriating discourse of Canticles” (179) 
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discourse of Canticles. Rather, I want to consider the very versatility of that discourse. Their 

unstable commitments to the enforcement and resistance to authority means that, for Cotton and 

Bradstreet, union is instantiated through absence, or to put it differently, desire for authority is 

represented as female longing for a match who immeasurably exceeds all other matches. 

Longing 

 Both Cotton and Bradstreet share an investment in feminine longing. I take the term 

“longing” from Cotton’s sermons and from Bradstreet’s poem “A Weary Pilgrim.” Throughout 

his sermons, Cotton deepens and develops the admonition that the soul must desire to draw near 

to Christ. In explicating chapter 1 verse 2, Cotton says that “Every chast Spouse of Christ, 

whether Church or Christian soule, longetheth for the kisses of Christs mouth, not for a single 

kisse, but for kisse upon kisse” (4). Cotton’s comments about the soul’s capacity to long for 

Christ reflect his understanding of the individual’s utter dependence on Christ that he explains in 

A Treatise on the Covenant of Grace (1659). An individual, in other words, is incapable of 

desiring Christ on his own. That is why, after all, Cotton calls it a “revelation” (4). This longing, 

specifically in Cotton’s sermons and generally in puritan literature, operates structurally as a 

function both of seventeenth century understandings of gender and of Calvinist theology. 

Scholars have noted how puritans represent all souls as feminine, regardless of their biology, in 

relation to a masculine Christ. As Richard Godbeer explains, “Puritan men often described 

themselves as being ‘ravished’ by the savior, a word choice that emphasized their sexual 

passivity in Christ’s overpowering embrace” (79). If Cotton presents the fundamentally unequal 

relationship between the feminized bride and her bridegroom as reflecting the dependency of the 

feminized soul on Christ, in this way Cotton’s arguments about longing exemplify what Fletcher 

identifies as a “system which set husband and wife beside each other, yet acknowledging the 
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superiority of one over the other, as rulers in their own little kingdom” (205). On the one hand, 

then, the soul’s relationship to Christ corresponds to assumptions about gender in which men 

were teleologically superior, but, on the other hand, those assumptions about gender also reflect 

and reinforce theological arguments about the distance between God’s sovereignty and the 

inability of the soul to save itself. The operation of this dynamic is in some sense cyclical or self-

reinforcing. Once Christ has authorized the soul’s desire through this kiss, Cotton says, “the soul 

would long for more kisses in it” (5); hence, desire both originates from and is directed back to 

Christ. The soul’s relationship to authority is paradoxically structured by its distance from, as 

well as its nearness to, Christ (a relationship nicely summarized by the image of a kiss). The 

soul’s “natural Impotency to come to Christ” (9) keeps it from the closing the distance between it 

and Christ by its own power, and its love-sickness causes individual members of the church to 

“remember [Christ’s] love more then wine” and to “undervalue all things for it” (14).  

 To undervalue all things for Christ’s love means also to value Christ’s excellence above 

all things, and this excellence, in turn, suggests Christ’s sovereignty and goodness. Bradstreet 

uncontroversially shares Cotton’s investment in longing, that is, in desire for and reliance on a 

beloved who excels all others. For both Cotton and Bradstreet, longing is the condition for 

prophetic and millennial union. Individual members of the church become united to Christ when 

they imagine that other members are not there at all, or to put it more accurately, when they 

cannot tell the difference between their love for others and their love for Christ. Cotton argues 

that longing for Christ will dissolve not only the difficulty between competing models of church 

government but also the frustrations of New Englanders who witness emigrants leaving them for 

opportunities in England. Bradstreet represents her place in God’s house as most fully secure 

when her own house has been burned to the ground. For both Cotton and Bradstreet, desire for 
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union and affiliation is, we shall see, necessarily structured by absence and transferability, or 

what Cotton calls the ability of the soul to live through any “change of the civil State”: “ye may 

change your Princes, your husbands, and wives, and the object of your love and duty may be 

changed,” Cotton says, “but not your soul-love to Christ” (20). In “Here follows Some Verses 

Upon the Burning of Our House,” Bradstreet dramatizes her speaker’s being faced with “no 

bridegroom.”
49

 Longing for Christ, then, requires that Cotton and Bradstreet, envision the 

obliteration of the state and the household in order, first, to find an object of desire more 

sovereign than either and, second, to recognize discipline and desire as coextensive and 

indistinguishable. 

The Millennium and A History of Expositions 

 As a commentary on Canticles, John Cotton’s A Brief Exposition joins a history of 

Christian commentaries that followed from and radically revised Rabbinical, allegorical 

readings. In seeing Canticles as a book of books, a text that reads and explains the love between 

church and God, Cotton followed in the tradition not only of medieval interpreters such as 

Origen but also, and more directly, seventeenth-century annotators such as Thomas Brightman. 

Brightman, like other interpreters more generally, linked Canticles to Revelation and, unlike 

most, expounded on how within the nuptial relationship between the bride and bridegroom an 

eschatological vision of prophetic history became legible.
50

 In his introduction to Cotton’s 

annotations, Anthony Tuckney calls attention to what was both the true (and controversial) 

innovation of annotations that followed from Brightman: that they proposed a reading not only of 
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 The transferability of power here more starkly highlights Christ’s sovereign authority that cannot be transferred. 

Cotton makes his comments about longing in reference to Canticles chapter 1, verses 7 and 8. Bradstreet’s line 34, 

as I will explain, follows a series of negations that allude to Revelation.   
50

 For a summary of a history of interpretations, see Jeffrey A. Hammond “The Bride in Redemptive Time: John 

Cotton and the Canticles Controversy.” For the most extended, and recent, analysis, see Donald Burke’s dissertation, 

New England New Jerusalem: The Millenarian Dimension of Transatlantic Migration: A study in the Theology of 

History. (Wayne State University: Detroit Michigan, 2006). 
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history but also of the millennium that was politically charged because it participated in and 

made claims about the prophetic future. It was probably no accident that Cotton’s 1642 sermons 

were published during the beginning of the English Civil War, or that in 1647 Joshua Sprigg, 

chaplain to Sir Thomas Fairfax, cited them approvingly.
51

 Insofar as Canticles, the most obscure 

of books, could be seen as offering an interpretation of history and thereby of the church as a 

whole; the strength (and weakness) of biblical interpretations were that they provided evidence 

and justification for particular claims during an embattled period. In his 1655 preface, Anthony 

Tuckney notes how controversial these claims were by calling attention to their very diversity 

and their lack of agreement. “For my own part,” Tuckney says,  

I freely professe […] When I see so many far more versed in them than I am, so 

exceedingly differing among themselves, and oftentimes so manifestly mistaken, 

although it doth not dishearten me from a sober enquiry, yet it giveth me a fair 

warning to be neither over-forward in opining, nor too peremptory in asserting 

things of this nature. 

 Tuckney’s caution seems to follow as much from the interpretations’ lack of unity as from the 

possibility of their mistake. His cautiousness becomes clearer when he, in the next sentence, 

refers to Rev. 1.3. This passage, Tuckney says, “affordeth us a very great encouragement 

diligently to peruse that book, and other like Prophetical Writings that so we may attain to some 

more certaine Scripture-evidence of those great things which (I believe) God will do in these 

latter dayes” (“To the Reader”). Tuckney’s use of the phrase “some more certaine Scripture-

evidence” points to his (and others’) anxiety over what is at stake. If the Bible is the word of 
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 See Sprigg’s Solace for Saints in the Saddest Times. From the Consideration of the happy temperature and Lovely 

composure of all Times and Providences, as to Gods glory and their good (London, 1648). Sprigg notes that some 

interpreters see the book as a “brief, compendious Prophesse” and he calls that interpretation the “more adequate 

scope and subject of this Book.” He names “M. Cotton of Boston in New England” in particular (5). 
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God, and if the word of God encompasses all of time and creation, then surely there must be 

some way of interpreting what will happen in these latter days that relies on “more certaine 

Scripture-evidence.”  

How can indisputable (or, at least, less uncertain) scriptural evidence be found? In his 

preface Tuckney implicitly locates John Cotton’s sermons within a larger European context and 

process of biblical hermeneutics.
52

 Yet in positioning Cotton within this hermeneutical project, 

Tuckney distinguishes him from those interpreters who rely upon skepticism. Tuckney 

contemptuously condemns the method which some biblical interpreters studiously and diligently 

followed:  

I cannot but much abhorre the prophane Scepticisme of this wanton age, in which 

that Gentleman hath so many forward Scolars, who […] so far unsettle our 

assurance of them as to become like a needle between to ladstones in a perfect 

indifferency between truth and errour, even in the first and greatest truth, That 

there is a God, to be at our vedetur quod fic, videtur quod non, that whilest we are 

perfectly a rasa tabula, neither way ingaged or prepossessed, nor our eye stained 

with any colour, we may more clearly fee the truth, and because nihil tam certum, 

quam quod ex dubio certain, upon our fair and unbiassed velitation we may the 

more demonstrabily dispute ourselves into a more scientifical certainly. 

Here the unbiased interpreter is powerful and dangerous. This lack of bias promises to rise above 

dispute as mere partisanship. But it also lends itself, Tuckney says, to “a perfect indifferency 

between truth and error,” and thus opens the interpreter to the possibility of a dangerous error: 
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 Jonathan Sheehan argues that the anxiety around hermeneutics was itself informed by the explosion of Biblical 

translation in the sixteenth century. “This threatened textual abandon,” Sheehan says, “cast a shadow across the 

vernacular Bible, not only mincing the translations created in the heat of Reformation zeal, but also the divine aura 

of the Bible itself” (16). See chapter one, “The Vernacular Bible,” of Sheehan’s The Enlightenment Bible: 

Translation, Scholarship, Culture. (New Jersey: Princeton University Press 2005). 
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atheism. Although Tuckney distances himself from “prophane Scepticisme” he nevertheless 

positions himself, in relation to Brightman’s and Cotton’s reading of Canticles as a prophetical 

history, as precisely someone who is not partisan. Indeed, his own hesitation about the efficacy 

of Cotton’s annotation makes his points seem to waiver between truth and error. Of course, the 

anxieties that Tuckney names are present in Cotton’s sermons, but Cotton raises the stakes 

immensely in order to encourage union with Christ. Cotton goes to great lengths to quell dispute 

even as he suggests that the toleration of sin is a blemish on the church. Thus, the millennialism 

of A Brief Exposition condemns individual or private agency that is not founded upon both 

communal practices and the independency of individual churches. The term “independent” was 

one from which Cotton, especially, wanted to distance New England Congregationalism.
53

 

Scholars have long recognized the importance of millennialism to Cotton’s theology. 

Perry Miller famously linked millennialism to the puritan project in general. More recently, in 

two essays that have informed and deeply contributed to my analysis here, Jesper Rosenmeier 

and Julie Sievers have situated Cotton’s 1642 and 1655 sermons in their historical contexts and 

in Cotton’s project in general.
54

 Rosenmeier, for example, locates Cotton’s 1642 sermons within 

a particular crisis about the destruction of images (and hence, implicitly, about authority) in the 

1620s and Sievers links the later sermons to lingering questions of the antinomian controversy. 

My analysis is indebted to them and, in a different way, to Avihu Zakai’s arguments about 

puritan millennialism. In an earlier, more extended analysis that follows Miller, Zakai has argued 
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 The term arose largely, of course, as a consequence of the dispute between Presbyterian factions and those various 

groups that, in one form or another, resisted imposition and creation of Presbyterian hierarchy. The term, in 

seventeenth century England, was meant to express the waywardness, error, and heresy that the mainstream groups 

felt that Levellers, Quakers, and Familists embodied. Those who linked these groups to Congregationalism meant to 

suggest that Congregationalism’s lack of hierarchy fostered and engendered the heresy of the other factions 
54

 See Jesper Rosenmeier. “Eaters and Non-Eaters: John Cotton’s A Brief Expositions of…Canticles (1642) in Light 

of Boston’s (Linc.) Religious and Civil Conflicts, 1619-22.” Early American Literature, vol. 36, no. 2, (2001): 149-

82 and Julie Sievers. “Refiguring the Song of Songs: John Cotton’s 1655 Sermon and the Antinomian Controversy.” 

The New England Quarterly. (2003): 73-107. 
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that “the Puritan Errand into the Wilderness was inextricably associated with the prophetic 

Errand of the Church into the Wilderness, according to Cotton, because in his thought the 

essence of both Errands was the pursuit of Congregationalism as a system of church 

government” (183). For Zakai, Cotton’s reading of Canticles is linked to a larger question of 

what he calls the de-sacralization of England, a theological step that decentralized political and 

church authority for New England puritans. 

Bozeman and others have criticized Perry Miller’s reading of the Errand into the 

Wilderness and by implication Zakai’s millennial reading of Cotton.
55

 Thus Bozeman argues that 

Cotton’s investment is not in the millennium so much as in the primitive church.
56

 Cotton’s 

“handling of historical material,” Bozeman says, is cyclical, or, in other words, it “shows that it 

imposed consistently a single organizational technique: the cycle of a return to origins” (254). 

Once one understands this point, Bozeman argues, the trajectory of the puritan endeavor can be 

seen. As even a casual reader of Cotton’s A Brief Exposition will understand, Bozeman is right 

that the primitive church was one of Cotton’s main concerns in the 1655 edition and that 

Cotton’s aims were international. Cotton writes extensively about the primitive Apostolic 

Church; this church, Cotton says, surpasses even Christ’s own. 

If Zakai has clarified the millennial implications of what he calls the desacralization of 

England, then Bozeman has taken the opposition as far as it can logically go; he suggests that 

puritans weren’t claiming authority so much as recovering it. The “[p]rimitive antiquity” as both 
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 Bozeman’s book, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist Dimension in Puritanism (1988) of course precedes 

Zakai. But various scholars have criticized Zakai for his failure to address fully Bozeman’s points. See, for example, 

Charles E. Hambrick Stowe’s “Not the Main Event: Zakai vs. Bozeman,” in Reviews in American History, (1992): 

308-12. See also Francis J. Bremer “A Further Broadening of ‘British’ History?” in The Historical Journal. (1993):  

205-10. As these essays make clear, one of Bozeman’s main points is that “Cotton never attributed to New England, 

in the commentary on Canticles or elsewhere, a complete and stable restoration of faith and polity” (Bozeman, 256, 

note 36). 
56

 See chapter three of Bozeman, “The Errand into the Wilderness reconsidered” in To Live Ancient Lives: The 

Primitivist Dimension in Puritanism. 
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origin and end becomes the foundation for the cycle of peaks and valleys of historical events. 

(246). Far from claiming a particular role for New England in a providential and, indeed, 

teleological view of history, Bozeman argues that Cotton’s eschatological vision for New 

England operates as a pendulum rather than as developmental narrative. In place of perpetuating 

this argument about the structure of puritan millennialism, I wish to return Cotton’s A Brief 

Exposition to the contested space in which it emerged during the English Civil War, specifically 

during the period between 1645 and 1648.
57

 Doing so will, I suggest, allow us to see how 

Cotton’s sermons are embedded in a dispute about the location (and indeed the absence) of 

authority.  

Although Bozeman and Zakai are opposed in their understanding of puritan 

millennialism, they are in agreement that the millennial project of New England was far from 

heterogeneous. Their point is not merely that Cotton’s sermons exemplify certain traits; it is 

rather that an orthodox reading on the millennium in New England can be located in them. It is 

my assumption that John Cotton’s sermons on Canticles are central not because they allow us to 

decode a shared project of an Errand into the Wilderness or of primitivism but rather because 

they register and resist the very shocks and contestations that structure such an argument in the 

period between 1645 and 1648. In other words, rather than exemplifying agreement, Cotton’s 

sermons were produced by and were productive of contestation. What Cotton’s A Brief 

Exposition typifies, then, is the complex negotiation of communal (and international) interest and 
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 The history of scholarly dating of Cotton’s 1655 edition is somewhat vexed. Everett Emerson  places the 1655 

sermon in 1641 (see p. 140 of John Cotton, Revised Edition. Twayne, Boston, 1990) while Jesper Rosenmeier places 

it much later, between 1646 and 1649 (see p. 425 of  “The Teacher and the Witness: John Cotton and Roger 

Williams” William and Mary Quarterly 26 [1968]). Bozeman dates it as appearing “about 1645” (See p. 251 of The 

Primitivist Dimension in Puritanism). Although Julie Siever’s recent article on Cotton’s 1655 sermon follows 

Emerson’s date, I am locating it in the years between 1645 and 1648 both because of Cotton’s references to 

Presbyterianism and the lack of immigration, and because of his comments about the wage of soldiers, which would 

seem to allude to Cromwell’s New Model Army. (For references to contemporary concerns of England and New 

England in the 1655 sermon, see pages 20, 48, 52, 54, 67, 155, 159, 166, 175, 213, and 222.)  
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affiliation. His reading attempts to dissolve partisan boundaries that separate Christians even as it 

participates in that partisanship by finding the origin of Congregationalism in Canticles. This 

examination of how Cotton’s sermons are enmeshed in historical contexts of church government, 

wage control and gender inequality is meant to illuminate Cotton’s millennialism without 

denying the aesthetic and theological sophistication of his claims. Cotton’s purpose, after all, is 

to advance and encourage each individual soul’s (feminized) desire for Christ whose sovereign 

(and masculine) power exceeds all earthly bounds. Cotton must also locate and set boundaries to 

that desire so that its limit becomes fellowship in the church itself. And the problem is that the 

second aim is founded upon the first. 

The Absence of Tyranny and the Presence of Consent 

  Cotton names two anxieties New Englanders faced because of the English Civil War: the 

controversy in England over church government and New England’s faltering immigration. The 

first made New England’s reputation in England a point of contestation; the second affected New 

England’s economy and sense of solidarity. The outbreak of the English Civil War, after all, 

disrupted traffic to New England because ships could not easily cross the Atlantic, and it altered 

the rates of immigration. Many of those who came did so for reasons other than religion. Fewer 

immigrants meant fewer servants and hence more competition for wages among the servants 

who were already in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. John Winthrop complained in his diary 

about the outrageous prices many of the servants demanded.
58

 This desire for wages beyond 

one’s station typifies the problem of private self interest. As I will explain, Cotton unites, and 

                                                 
58

 In his March 25 entry of 1645, Winthrop says, “The wars in England kept servants from coming to us, so as those 

we had could not be hired, when their times were out, but upon unreasonable terms, and we found it very difficult to 

pay their wages to their content, (for money was very scarce). I many upon this occasion report a passage between 

one of Rowley and his servant. The master, being forced to sell a pair of oxen to pay his servant for his wages, told 

his servant he could keep him no longer, not knowing how to pay him the next year. The servant answered, he 

would serve him for more of his cattle. But how shall I do (saith the master) when all of my cattle are gone? The 

servant replied, you shall then serve me, and so you may have your cattle again” (273).  
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condemns, Presbyterian hierarchy and private desire for the same reason: their usurpation of 

Christ’s authority and their failure to encourage affiliation and solidarity in Christ.
59

  

 An increased desire for Christ is the answer to both these problems. We can see how 

Cotton builds the rich associations that frame his references to church government and hierarchy 

by looking at his explication of Cant. 2: 15-7. Cotton glosses the first use of verse fifteen as 

teaching “us the danger, such as are going to England, and such as stay at home.” Even though 

the “tyranny” of “Papacy and Prelacy” has been frustrated, “yet now beware of Foxes.” The 

foxes can be found “in one Name of Independency; the other fort in one Name of Uniformity.” 

The perceived divide among members of Parliament between those who wanted a hierarchal 

system of church government and those who wanted one based on the independence of each 

church is the very source of disunity. The verses don’t teach believers to take a side or to 

perpetuate the dispute (even though Congregationalism is the only true form of church 

government), but rather “learn us wachfulnesses against these Foxes” (52), that is, against the 

very possibility of dividing the church into these two factions. Rather than encouraging dispute, 

Cotton turns to “a mutuall union, and communion between Christ and his spouse, and sometimes 

a freedom in her to disern and professe it” (53). 

 “Mutuall” is the key word. The verse “My beloved is mine, and I am his,” Cotton says, 

“Expresseth mutuall union” that “[removes] publick Disturbances, with open scandalls, and 

corruption” (53). This union is a function of a covenant; it depends not upon enforced authority 

but rather upon consent. “And here was an expresse Covenant between the Lord & them, and 

them with one another” (53-4). In explaining this covenant, Cotton one of the most remarkable 

claims in his sermons. Providing an answer to the hypothetical objection: “No such name as 
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 In other words, both the “tyranny” of Presbyterian hierarchy and the “oppression” of inflated wages unjustly usurp 

authority. Just as hierarchy raises one church above its place at the expense of other churches, so inflated wages 

raise workers above their station at the expense of the community. 
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Church-covenant in Scripture” Cotton says that “Yes, Zach 9:11. The Covenant, is of the 

feminine Gender, and God speaketh to the Church” (54). Why should gender be so important? It 

is important because discipline itself is gendered. Discipline follows from “each member” being 

“more intimately united, [with Christ] then man and wife” (55). Christ’s union with the church 

reflects and exceeds conjugal commitments. This point stresses the power and authority of a 

masculine Christ as bridegroom (because Christ necessarily is sovereign) at the same time that it 

emphasizes the authority of the feminized church as bride (because the bride participates in and 

consents to the covenant).   

 Authority and subjection in Cotton’s sermons are figured as coordinates along a scaled 

continuum, head over body, mother over daughter, husband over wife. Consider how Cotton 

identifies the relationship between church members and the church and between civil authorities 

and individuals: 

To teach us the relations, wherein Church-members stand to the Church, they are 

as daughters to her, any one singularly, Text: the whole Church to the civil Stat. 

Lam 4.2 daughters to the Church, as Spouses to Christ. Even Magistrates and 

Captaines are daughters of Zion. Though heads to correct their wicked Apostaties; 

yet members and daughters to be corrected themselves. (69) 

That these various hierarchies overlap can be seen in Cotton’s qualification of the power of 

magistrates. Although magistrates are “heads to correct their wicked “Apostaties” they are also 

both “members and daughters” subject to correction. Individuals, therefore, stand within a 

complex matrix of associations and relationships. A magistrate can simultaneously be a “head” 

in relation to subordinates, and a “daughter” to the church. The “daughters” of the church are 

also “brides” to Christ. 
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This constellation of relations has direct consequences for the challenge of 

Presbyterianism. “Wherefore should Presbyterians affect to have all Sects in the Church, when 

their estate might soon require a necessity to cast them out of the Church? And that were not 

likely to be helpful to them, seeing they desire disunion with the Churches” (54). Cotton here 

turns Presbyterian arguments about union during the civil war upside down; mutual subjection to 

Christ precludes hierarchical enforcement of authority. The Presbyterians who “affect to have all 

Sects in the Church,” are paradoxically sources of disunion not union, since they insist on 

including those who “desire disunion with the Churches.” True church government must draw 

more and less distinctions than Presbyterianism in order to encourage union and reinforce 

difference. Churches (and individuals) encourage union insofar as they recognize in other 

churches a desire that is identical to their own. They reinforce difference insofar as the 

requirements for church membership are strict. Cotton says that churches are divided into 

“Queens, threesence, Concubines fourscore, Damsells without number” (178). Queens, Cotton 

says, are “such Reformed Churches, as Enter into fellowship with Christ by mutuall Covenant 

[…and] Enjoy the power of Church-government in their own hands within themselves” (177). 

Discipline, then, is disarticulated from a top-down hierarchy and reinscribed into the structure of 

desire itself. 

 Because only Christ is the head and husband of the church, the churches stand in relation 

to one another not as parts of an earthly hierarchy but rather as mutually subordinate members. 

For that reason, churches have not only the opportunity but also the obligation of reproving other 

churches when they fall. This space of reproof, then, forecloses the possibility that the soul’s 

relationship with Christ can be merely private. The churches, Cotton says, all will “Exercise no 

Rapacity or tyranny over Sister Churches.” This equality among churches is a consequence of 
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their being “At brotherly love, and unity one with another, one in spirit, though scattered in many 

places, in both Englands and other Countreys” (178). As a queen, concubine or damsel, no 

church exercises tyranny over other churches because each church literally sees itself in other 

churches. Churches in the millennium, especially, will be characterized by remarkable equality.
60

 

The “Sister-Churches” that will arise in the millennium will be, like the Queenes, “free from 

subjection to one another” (227). 

In contrast to the embattled discourse over church government in the later 1640s, Cotton 

offers a vision of the millennium in which sister churches were united in their love for an ideal 

suitor. The argument between Congregationalism and Presbyterianism is no argument at all in 

view of the churches’ shared love for Christ. Love, indeed, brotherly love, promised a vision of 

future harmony and covenant that simultaneously informed the present lives of New Englanders. 

Finding an “adequate object” to love (125), in other words, precludes dispute among those who 

recognize in others that same longing for Christ. That is why it is a trick of Satan, “to draw the 

people out of conceit with their Ministers, whether for the Presbyterial or Congregational way” 

(67), not because Congregationalism is not a superior form of church government, but because 

true love for Christ will exclude the possibility of such a dispute.  

Millennial rhetoric attends and informs Cotton’s repeated references to church and soul. 

The repetition of this phrase also suggests that, properly understood, a reformed personal use 

precisely is indistinguishable from a church use. At once personal and communal, individual and 

congregational, feminine longing becomes the narrative thread in Canticles that stretches, on one 

end, from the primitive Apostolic Church to, on the other, the millennial conversion of the Jews 

and the appearance of a church that “is like to heavenly bodies in light, and growth up from one 
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 From Cant 6:10 on, Cotton says “the residue of this book from this verse to the end contains a Prophetical 

description of the estate of the Church, after this age wherein we live to the end of the World” (179). 
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measure of light unto another” (181). The individual in such a vision is always (willingly) 

subordinated, if not to an immediate congregational or familial circle then, always already, to 

Christ; hence, the choice of women is crucially qualified in the image of “strict Laws and holy 

commandments” in enlarging the church’s “beauty and honor”: “For the neck of the Church is 

here said to be comely by wearing such chaines of gold” (16).  

Against the backdrop of the beauty of such disciplinary chains, Cotton describes the 

monstrosity of the church when its parts are not in order. “Fairnesse or beauty lyeth,” Cotton 

says, in “The integrity of all the parts.” So if any are “lame [or] superfulous, the body were 

monstrous” (92). Here Cotton draws from well-established models of the body as the foundation 

for the order, with one difference: the body’s head becomes most clearly and decisively not a 

visible earthly figure but only and exclusively Christ. “It is true,” Cotton says, “two Heads of the 

fame kinds upon any person, maketh it a monster; but in divers kinds, it is no inconvenience” 

(204). The rhetoric of monstrosity recalls, perhaps inevitably, the antinomian controversy, but as 

Robert Blair St. George notes, it also reflects the state of England during the civil war. “Worried 

by the ‘two-headed body’ of the English state in 1647, when both Parliament and Charles I 

claimed rule, Thomas Peters wrote to John Winthrop, ‘We need continuance of N.E. prayers for 

the cure of our monstrous distraction’” (173). For Cotton himself what constitutes monstrosity is 

not solely the possibility of having two heads (as we shall see, he defines this as the state of 

women and by extension the church) but rather misdirected desires of the members of the church 

body. This point can also be seen in an ambiguous point Cotton makes about wages and soldiers 

(perhaps alluding to Cromwell’s New Model Army): “it is no impurity to Heavenly bodies to 

make use of Earthly weapons against Earthly enemies, Luk 3. ver. 14. he that bids the Souldiers 

to be content with their wages, alloweth them to do that work of warfare for which they receive 
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wages” (182). The image of the soldier who is motivated by wages but who must also remain 

subordinate to the “Heavenly bodies” that authorize those wages condenses the tension of desire 

on which A Brief Exposition turns.  

Wage and “Incredible Opportunities”  

If on one hand Cotton sees intimate affiliation as a crucial prerequisite for New 

Englanders to recognize themselves as the brides of Christ, on the other he recognizes that the 

English Civil War has disrupted the solidarity of New England Congregationalism. In 

explicating Cant 7: 10 “And his desire is towards me” Cotton identifies such hardships as a 

“tryall of our spiritual growth”: 

…if your confidence in Christ be grounded and steadfast; then behold, ye are 

come to a well growen stature. If otherwise, we are short our due growth; Time 

was it when it was thus with New English Churches: but now we cannot bear 

wrongs, but grow contentious in suites; now few come to use: those that do come, 

they corrupt us; our conference is not so much like the best Wine sparkling 

towards Christ, but rather about the best wine where it is. (213) 

As Philip F. Gura notes, the lessening of immigration to (and, indeed, the increase of emigration 

from) New England was a consequence of increased prospects for puritans in England: “not least 

among the incentives for return was what Weld had called the ‘incredible opportunities’ for 

godly Puritans in both the army and the ministry” (223). Cotton seems to recognize the motive of 

self interest in at least some of those who left for England. Speaking to his New England 

congregation, he says earlier in the sermons that “If now people hasten as fast from us […] 

Consider them that go away. Are not many Ravens gone for creature-comforts there?” (166).  

 The desire for “creature-comforts” cuts both ways. The lack of immigration and the 
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disruption of trade with England had serious consequences for the New England economy. As 

James E. Williams notes, New England was in the 1640s experiencing an economic depression 

that it would not come out of until about 1650 (63). John Eliot, for example, advised a friend not 

to bring healthy servants with him to New England, because they would want to escape his 

employment to work for themselves! Eliot’s warning reveals another contributing problem for 

the labor shortage: the availability of land. In New England, unlike in England, servants who, 

when their time was up, did not want to work for the wages employers offered could simply 

leave. Seventeenth-century New Englanders tried to control excessive wages, and, in turn, 

excessive prices, with wage controls. In the late 1630s, the colony first passed laws enforcing the 

control of wage labor and, only later, lest the workers be priced out of their livelihood, also 

passed laws that fixed the price of commodities.
61

 New England responded to this economic 

depression by shifting their trade from England to the West Indies. The subsequent recovery and 

growth of the economy continued into the eighteenth century.
62

  

 The trouble with and the virtue of wages is that they appeal to and motivate individuals.
63
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 Wage controls and the concept of “just price” were in effect throughout most of the seventeenth century. In the 

1630’s the General Court controlled wages. From the 1640s on, the legislation over wage control was mostly left to 
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 Statistical research suggests that productivity growth in New England was higher than scholars have previously 

suggested. In his essay “Economic Growth in the 17
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 In view of the way that this tension is consistent throughout seventeenth New England, it might be useful to note 

Bradford’s references to the question of wages and private property. Quite famously, Bradford notes that the 

“common course and condition” was abandoned in Plymouth Colony because the “young men, that were most able 

and fit for labour and service, did repine that they should spend their time and strength to work for other men’s 

wives and children without any recompense” (133). Bradford says that the emergence of private property meant that 

“some of the abler sort and more industrious had to spare, and sell to others; so as any general want or famine hath 

not been amongst them since to this day” (146). At the same time, however, he laments that the later desire to 

expand their cattle stocks meant that “they were scattered all over the Bay quickly and the town in which they lived 

compactly till now was left very thin and in a short time almost desolate” (281-2). This caused the church to be split, 

Bradford says “And this I fear will be the ruin of New England, at least of the churches of God there, and will 
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In 1651, Cotton would address these questions directly in a letter to Oliver Cromwell about the 

New Model Army. “That the army, though they be inferior and subordinate to the state that 

giveth them commission and pay;” Cotton writes, “yet neither their conscience nor services are 

mercenary, though they do receive wages for their support in the service.” The point is not that 

wages need to be eradicated; they simply should not be preeminent. The soldiers “do performe 

their fidelity, if they attend to the cause for which they fight, rather than to the private ends or 

lusts of such as send them forth” (Bush 460). Scholars have long established that the period’s 

ideas about economic policy were imbued with medievalism. After all, Cotton had engaged in 

debates with Richard Sanderson on usury while Cotton was minister at St. Boltoph’s in 

England.
64

 Sanderson’s treatise Of Usury follows the usage common in the seventeen century of 

describing excessive wages as “oppression.”
65

 The individual who pursued only a private self 

interest and demanded wages or prices that were too high, in other words, was guilty of an 

abridgment of Christian fellowship. After all, the blackness of the spouse in chapter 1, verse 6 

was partly a consequence of a “pure and gracious Spouse of Christ, whether Church or Soul” 

becoming “black through blacksliding” and “From taking the utmost bounds of liberty in 

creature comforts” (17).
66

 

 This context informs Cotton’s comments about “creature comforts” in A Brief Exposition. 

                                                                                                                                                             
provoke the Lords displeasure against them” (283). Here desire for private property acts as both the benefactor and 

destroyer of Plymouth.  
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 Extending the negotiation of private desire here, Cotton urges as one of the uses of this verse that it should “direct 

private members, not to separate upon every offence in Churches: no not for the greatest offences when 

acknowledged” (18). 
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So in view of those people who “now […] hasten fast from us” Cotton comforts his flock by 

asking them to become more like “lilies” (166). The lilies, Cotton explains, are pure church 

members, and their purity of commitment is constitutive of both the church’s beauty and of its 

being removed from the world, a “garden enclosed” (105). Cotton even cites Pliny’s Natural 

History to note that lilies are also “eminent” for their “Fruitfulness, one roote yielding sometime 

500 flowers.” Beautiful lilies are meant to be gathered and are meant to multiply. He asks his 

congregation to remember the “gracious presence and favour of Christ amongst us for many 

years, at least whilest the deluge abrod of Antichristian corruption in worship and Church-

government overspread all […] He multiplied one garden into many” (166).  

Private lusts, therefore, betray not an excess of desire but a paucity of reformed desire. In 

this way, Cotton’s comments in A Brief Exposition about longing depend on the distinction he 

draws between private and outward beauty. Desire is most fully realized when it is expressed 

through public ordinances. These ordinances are beautiful, and what makes them beautiful is the 

charge of discipline. The convergence of public and private can be seen most dramatically, 

perhaps, in Cotton’s gloss to chapter 7 verse 6, How fair, and how pleasant art thou, O love, for 

delight! The delight, here, alludes to the “marriage-bed” which is “the publick worship of God in 

the Congregation of the Church.” Desire and discipline are literally merged in the image of the 

“publick Worship of God” that is also “the bed of loves.” There the spouse is “Wont to receive 

all those graces which make her fruitful to Christ in Christian course” (209). Reformed churches 

and individuals become both more independent and more fully dependent on Christ. Cotton’s 

arguments here are not only strikingly similar to his arguments about the equality of individuals 

within the church, they are logically indistinguishable. Cotton explicitly reinforces this point in 

his explication of Cant 6:10. Cotton cites as one of the uses “To observe a like difference in 
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Christian fouls as in Churches here.” Queens, Cotton says, “can rule (by grace) their own lusts 

and passions. Others are Concubines do well from the good counsell and guidance of others” 

(179). The distinctions among churches correlate precisely to the distinctions among individuals.  

Here we can see the coincidence of Cotton’s arguments against Presbyterianism and 

against private desire that leads away from public ordinances. Cotton’s alternative to both is 

feminized longing for Christ, and this longing reinforces even as it dissolves hierarchies. In order 

to recognize the churches as equal, each church must be wholly committed to the place in which 

Christ has placed it. Reformed churches are lilies, Cotton insists, free from preeminence over one 

another, and gardens enclosed, free from the lusts of the world. Yet in representing this vision 

that “Majesty and love are incompatible” (141), Cotton at the same time emphasizes that longing 

for Christ must erase the permanence of state authority. Thus, church members can “change your 

princes, husbands, but not your soul love to Christ.” (20). “Queens” Cotton says, had the keyes 

of the family in their own hand: They had the government of the family under and with their 

husbands” (178). Canticles, in other words, allows New Englanders to be simultaneously 

invested in equality and gendered distinctions of status; it encourages extreme solidarity within 

churches while at the same time authorizing that churches are “unequal” (178). In desiring 

Christ, New Englanders also desired the unequal stations that Christ established for them.  

This millennial vision has implications for every aspect of life in New England. Longing 

for Christ finally means longing for Christ’s sovereignty, and this longing extends and clarifies 

questions of wage and economy and the relationship between civil power and the church. 

“Howesoever the Civil Magistrate may in some sense be said to be the Head of the Church: yet 

the Lord Jesus is the only Soveraign and Spiritual Head of the Church.” The two heads of the 

church correspond to the two heads of women: “A woman hath a natural head upon her 
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shoulders: her husband also is her Head, but an œconomical head” (204). The doubleness of the 

church’s two heads eventually and necessarily merges into one. Although the “Magistrate under 

Christ may be, and is a Civill Head,” the “Magistrate can be no Head of the Church” (205). For 

that reason, Cotton suggests that New England should “observe the like gracious & powerful 

work of Christ in raising up these Churches in this wilderness, and here to give us to lean upon 

him” with what Cotton calls a “spouse-like familiar acquaintance, acquainting him will all our 

wayes.” For a “spouse keepeth house with her husband, and for him, and so should we keep our 

Shops, and Ships, & Courts, & Churches, all with him, and for him” (222). In appealing to and 

erasing the figure of the husband, individuals (whatever their station) find their place by 

recognizing Christ as the only legitimate husband in a house that includes the entire world. 

Bradstreet’s Union 

 Bradstreet’s later poems, like Cotton’s sermons, turn on the object choice of female 

desire. In the 1660s the contexts of desire and affiliation are altered, most notably because of the 

restoration in 1660 and the halfway covenant in 1662. Writing of the later part of the seventeenth 

century, Teresa Toulouse notes that “As historians have shown, since the restoration of Charles 

II in 1660, the question of the nature and repercussions of renewed royal sovereignty within the 

American colonies had been a fraught one, alternately evaded and interrupted by wars in Europe 

and in New England” (23).
67

 Bradstreet’s later poems register and respond to these anxieties by 

intensifying their representation of female longing. In two late poems, “Upon the Burning of Our 

House” and “As Weary Pilgrim” Bradstreet employs allusions to Revelation and Canticles in 

order to represent her speaker’s afflictions and desires as participating in the development of 

Biblical history. Her speakers long for union with Christ above all else. But they can long for 
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union with a Bridegroom who is supremely excellent only by imagining the absence or 

inadequacy of all other Bridegrooms.  

Scholarship has usefully thought about Bradstreet’s representation of, and role as, 

daughter, mother and spouse. Absence, especially her husband’s and son’s absence, becomes a 

theme of a number of late poems, perhaps most dramatically in “Upon the Burning of Our 

House.”
68

 In these poems Bradstreet presents the emotional deprivation of the speaker 

simultaneously with the speaker’s emotional fulfillment. If “To my dear and loving husband,” 

for example, turns on a unity that cannot be destroyed by their separation, then “Upon the 

Burning of Our House” enacts an even more radical figuration by representing a union that is 

fully realized by separation and absence. Bradstreet’s late poems push this absence and loss 

further at the same time that they push longing further and further.  

A brief look at the poems will clarify my point here. In “Upon the Burning of our 

House,” the speaker is wakened by a “thund’ring noise”: “That fearful sound of ‘Fire!’ and 

‘Fire!’ / Let no man know is my desire” (5-6). That latter line suggests multiple readings. Either 

the speaker desires the fearful sound of fire and does not want anyone to know, or she doesn’t 

desire it at all. Both of these readings make sense within a larger context of Calvinist theology. 

The line marks a tension between the speaker’s desire to subordinate herself to the welfare of the 

household and the speaker’s natural or corrupted desire that simultaneously wishes to undermine 

the household and to keep its wish secret. One way to read these lines, then, is to locate the poem 

as formal enactment of a rather conventional bind between what Jeffery Hammond calls the 

“Sinful Self” and “Saintly Self.”  
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Yet I would suggest that the lines also register a necessary desire to erase or imagine the 

negation of the household not because of the self’s sinful desire but rather because the speaker 

longs for Christ. In other words, even as the lines mark the speaker’s desire to preserve the order 

and authority of the household, they simultaneously mark her desire to obliterate it in favor of an 

order and authority immeasurably more divine and sovereign. It’s God, after all, who decides 

whether or not her house will burn: “And when I could not longer look, [at the flame consuming 

my dwelling place] / I blest his name that gave and took” (13-4). The burning of the house at 

once marks the speaker’s distance from and nearness to God.  

The poem goes on to record a series of emphasized negations: “all’s vanity,” the speaker 

says. The vanity of the world means that it offers the speaker nothing to rely on, since the fire 

has destroyed not just the house but also the possibility of the household.  

 My pleasant things in ashes lie, 

 And them behold no more shall I. 

 Under thy roof no guest shall sit, 

 Nor at thy table eat a bit. 

 No pleasant tale shall e’er be told. 

 Nor things recounted done of old. 

 Nor candle e’er shall shine in thee, 

 Nor bridegroom’s voice e’er heard shall be. (27-34) 

The repetition of “no” and “nor” recalls and denies the enumeration of the lost items. The final 

negation of the bridegroom’s voice is especially stunning. Bradstreet here alludes to and echoes 

the mighty angel’s condemnation of Babylon in Revelation 18:23. “And the light of the candle 

shall shine no more at all in thee; and the voice of the bridegroom and the bride shall be heard no 
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more at all in thee; for thy merchants were the great men of the earth: for by thy sorceries were 

all nations deceived.” The verse from Revelation records the condemnation of Babylonian 

economy and culture. The incongruity of the comparison between the Biblical allusion and the 

domestic scene of the poem is shocking (how is a household of pleasant things like the wicked 

merchants and sorceries of Babylon?) and even disorienting (should we identify with the 

speaker’s loss or with the implicit condemnation of sin?).  In aligning the two contexts in the 

poem, the speaker herself assumes the role of the mighty angel, and the apocalyptic end of sinful 

Babylon is superimposed onto the more humble destruction of her house. In echoing the verse 

from Revelation, Bradstreet aligns the speaker’s personal experience with redemptive history in 

general. When in the later section of the poem the speaker chides herself for mistaking her 

earthly house for her eternal one, she quite literally registers her possessions as “pelf.” 

 “Upon the Burning of Our House” simultaneously reinforces and subverts assumptions 

about desire. As Rosamond Rosenmeier says, “Bradstreet’s vision […] embodies—it is 

constructed of—tension” (125). Although Bradstreet alludes to the verse of Revelation, in her 

poem she identifies only the “bridegroom’s voice” that will no longer be heard. At the end of the 

poem, the speaker says, “The world no longer let me love, / My hope and treasure lies above” 

(53-4). In dismissing all earthly objects of love as inadequate, the speaker is left with both 

nothing and everything. The final lines indicate at the same time the end and, implicitly, the 

fulfillment of desire. “As Weary Pilgrim” similarly marks this tension between the corruption 

that the speaker leaves behind and the purity that the speaker approaches. The poem compares 

the progress of a Christian pilgrim to the afflictions and suffering of the speaker’s life. If on one 

hand “As Weary Pilgrim” does not register a valediction from sin as surprising as “Upon the 

Burning of Our House,” on the other it clarifies the direction of the speaker’s when after she has 
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bid farewell to the “corrupt carcass” she inhabits (35). She “long[s] to be at rest / And soar on 

high among the blest” (24-5).  

 “As Weary Pilgrim” extends the trajectory of “Upon the Burning of Our House.” Charles 

Hambrick-Stowe offers what Ivy Schweitzer calls an “ingenious reading” of the last line of “As 

Weary Pilgrim” (179). After acknowledging that the body “in power ’tis raised by Christ alone” 

(38), the speaker says, 

  The soul and body shall unite 

     And of their Maker have the sight. 

  Such lasting joys shall there behold 

     As ear ne’er heard nor tongue e’er told. 

  Lord make me ready for that day, 

     Then come, dear Bridegroom, come away. (39-44) 

Hambrick-Stowe suggests that the line conflates two scriptural sources, Matt 25:6 and Canticles 

2:10. As Schweitzer summarizes it: “Thus Bradstreet speaks the feminine saint’s plea, ‘Come 

dear Bridegroom,’ as well as the masculine deity’s invitation, ‘Come away,’ combining them 

both in the same line” (180). This conflation of positions of authors and authority is consistent in 

both poems and denotes more than just poetic contraction. For if female desire, once it has been 

authorized by Christ, is central to the logic of Canticles, then it follows that the bride express her 

desire only insofar as that expression extends but does not impede her longing for Christ. This 

tension is found in a single, logically uncontroversial ideal of feminine longing that must, in 

order to clarify and be consistent with its own aims, imagine and even at some level wish for the 

absence of the partner. 

 Bradstreet’s poetry here follows Cotton in enacting an unchanging desire for Christ that 
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depends upon the transferability of desire. If Cotton imagines the head of civil authority to be 

merely a substitute for the sovereign authority of Christ, then Bradstreet imagines the head of 

domestic life to be merely a substitute for the head of eternal life. Both Bradstreet and Cotton 

demand that the soul locate the object of its desire in the immeasurable excellence of Christ, and 

rather than trying to subvert true order or authority, both of them represent the need to be subject 

to it. But longing must be both corrosion and perseverance, since if longing carries on after it has 

what it wants, it must surely carry on when it loses it also. Or, to put it another way, the 

vocabulary of Canticles is by its very structure unstable, and so instantiations of authority and 

resistance are by definition multiple, layered and in some way contradictory. The simultaneous 

commitment to both equality and hierarchy is one frequency of this instability.   

 A reading of Bradstreet’s investment in Canticles that considers it as responding to 

anxieties of authority indicates Bradstreet’s real engagement with the religious and cultural 

public life of Massachusetts Bay Colony. Bradstreet’s later poetry emphasizes the tension that 

her earlier poems had only touched upon, and in doing so Bradstreet extends in stark terms 

Cotton’s points about the transference of authority. Interchangeability takes on new implications, 

of course, after the restoration and after the half-way covenant. Paradoxically, the threat to the 

household and to family government intensify the desire for them. In this way, the intersection 

between communal and public concern is maintained in Bradstreet’s late poetry.
69

 The 
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importance of Canticles in New England can then be revised on another level: the investment in 

Canticles is not merely one of ministerial control but is subject to reinvention and revision 

through correction. Authority is maintained by being constantly admonished. 

 One way to put this would be to say that even as they ground affiliation in gendered 

desire, neither Cotton nor Bradstreet can guard against contestation and disagreement because 

their investment in female longing is structured precisely by the commitments of the longing 

individual. But this characterization does not go far enough in articulating how questions of truth 

were adjudicated and how the feminized soul’s choice in marriage was made possible by a 

radical investment in gender inequality. In equating the structural distance between Christ’s 

sovereignty and fallen depravity with contingent gender inequalities between husband and wife, 

puritans were far from specifying the procedures of authority. It is one thing, in other words, for 

Cotton to describe man’s inability to save himself by saying that “No Logical consequences can 

be inferred of a safe estate, from all these before faith; no more then of a good fire from dry 

wood, unlesse fire be put to it” (57). But it is another for him to say that New England keep its 

“Shops, and Ships, & Courts, & Churches” like a spouse keeps her house and should lean upon 

Christ with “a spouse-like familiar acquaintance” (204, 232). In the first example, the conclusion 

is logical and sequential. Fire cannot be inferred from wood unless fire can come in contact with 

wood. But in the second example, the conclusion both supports and denies the premise. Wives 

become models for husbands even though husbands must rule over wives. The logical 

relationship is not immediate or transparent. The very lack of program requires the possibility of 

correction: “Where consultation is required,” Cotton says, “counsel should be attended” (228). 

                                                                                                                                                             
Spouse in the Canticles, she calls him her Beloved still. As the faithfull wife, she retains good thoughts of her 

husband, and keeps up her respect […] The true Saint will be satified in nothing else but the Lord till he return” (The 

possibility of God's forsaking a people that have been visibly near & dear to him together with the misery of a 

people thus forsaken 15-6). 
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So although the household government, like the church, could operate only if each member 

desired to be united to Christ, subordination to Christ was often conceived by the appearance and 

disappearance of Christ’s substitute. Whereas this vocabulary offered increased independence to 

and validated the desire of women, it could not offer equality. Indeed, to put the point more 

strongly, feminized desire and independence followed from women’s dependence, and this 

inequality of gender at the same time was mobilized to reinforce distinctions of status and 

wealth. At the same time, the joyful vision “self-debasement of sincere love to enjoy the person 

beloved” means that “Majesty and love are incompatible” (141.). What is surprising, in other 

words, is not the commitment to inequity (which permeates seventeenth century English culture 

through and through) but that this commitment was realized through love and equality. The 

precedence of erotic love in Canticles’s millennial vision locates the ideal of equality in the 

spouse’s longing for affiliative union. 

 Cotton and Bradstreet are representative and remarkable in their achievement of 

eroticizing affiliation by vacating desire that has not been authorized by Christ. The pleasure of 

this dynamic is matched by the terror. It required not just enormous dedication, but total 

dedication, a complete surrendering to the love and desire of Christ. That space of pleasurable 

submission deserves to be recognized for what it is, an emotional and “Spiritual Concupiscence” 

that constantly motivated and emptied out the reformed faithful (8). For Cotton, this process 

could take place only when each individual has lost himself in Christ’s grace. Writing at a time 

of high tensions in the late 1640s Cotton invites his listeners to recognize their commitment to 

Christ not just by recognizing that they share their desire for Christ with others but by 

recognizing themselves in others who desire Christ. At a time of unstable authority, Bradstreet 

carries this process to its logical conclusion by representing the eradication of her private space 
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and her personal possessions (including her body). If affliction in Bradstreet is more acute, it’s 

not least of all because the markers of authority in the 1660s are inadequate objects of desire. 

 One other way of rethinking the importance of Canticles in the seventeenth century, then, 

is to recognize that an investment in Canticles involved not just a negotiation of unstable 

authority but also a claim to believe that prophetic history could be deciphered only through the 

process Cotton calls “revelation” (4). Reading was never simply reading, especially since 

Canticles itself read the development of the Church as a whole. Interpretation proceeded not 

through conventional means of reading but rather by the spirit of God. For Cotton, the interpreter 

is secured from error not because of any merit of his own but because God has invested him, like 

the speaker of Bradstreet’s poem whose voice merges into the mighty angel, with God’s power 

and authority. Certainly, this aspect of Cotton’s sermons seems to be what makes Tuckney 

hesitate simply because, first, there was so much at stake and, second, the commentaries on 

Canticles themselves offered competing versions of a prophetic history they declared was 

unified.   

 Contestability itself becomes a problem. Whereas Tuckney suggests the possibility of 

dispute about prophetic history might be resolved, or at least avoided, by his hesitation to 

endorse conflicting interpretations, such a gesture merely brackets the question of which 

interpretation is correct. What it does not bracket is whether or not there is a God (atheism is one 

of the errors that definitively denotes the faultiness for Tuckney of “scientifical certainty”). 

While Tuckney’s position may seem to straddle the problems of both Cotton and the scientific 

interpreters, what it shows more pointedly is that strategies of eliding individual error in favor of 

certainty was shared among them all. It also highlights important differences. For Cotton, the 

evidence that is available can be deciphered only after belief has been reformed. The signs of 



Nielson 98 

 

God follow from but do not cause conversion. But scientific certainty, at least in Tuckney’s 

formulation, places the burden of proof not on reformed belief but rather on the evidence itself.   

 The disagreement was about not which evidence counted but about what constituted even 

the possibility of evidence for providential signs. Millennial appeals were successful insofar as 

they mobilized reformed desire for a beautiful and mutually desiring Christ. But the nearness to 

God that this process required was itself seen, by some during the Civil War and after the 

restoration, as not only fractious but also downright dangerous. This viewpoint gained ground 

toward the end of the century. What these interpreters proposed, and how this influenced New 

England, will be examined in the next chapter.   
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Chapter Three 

 

The Duties of the Married State 

 

In 1713, Cotton Mather wrote a new advertisement for his “Biblia Americana.” In “A 

New Offer to the Lovers of Religion and Learning,” he situates his description of “Biblia 

Americana” through terms that he would later use to describe curiosities in his “Curiosa 

Americana” letters for the Royal Society.
70

 In contrast to scholars who have taken for granted 

that there are continuities between seventeenth and early eighteenth-century references to 

Canticles, this chapter will argue that Mather’s “Biblia America” allows us to reappraise the 

deployment of Canticles in the early eighteenth century. In “A New Offer,” Mather quotes 

Robert Boyle, one of the founders and a highly respected member of the Society, to set the stage 

for the advancement of knowledge that “Biblia Americana” would present. The “Celebrated 

Boyl” says, 

When I Consider, how much more to the Advantage of the Sacred Writings, and 

of Christian Theology in general, diverse Texts have been Explained, and 

Discoursed of, by the Excellent Grotius, Masius, Mede, and Sir Francis Bacon, 

and some other late great Witts (to name now no Living ones,) in their several 

Kinds, than the same Places have been handled by Vulgar Expositors, and other 

Divines; And when I Consider, that none of these Worthies, was at once a great 

Philosopher and a great Critick; I cannot but hope, that when it shall please God, 

to stir up Persons of a Philosophical Genius, well furnished with Critical 

Learning, and the Principles of true Philosophy, and shall give them an hearty 

Concern for the Advance of His Truths, these Men will make Explications and 

                                                 
70

 For an excellent discussion of Mather’s “Curiosa Americana” letters, see Julie Ann Sievers, Evidence of Wonders: 

Writing American Identity in the Early Modern Transatlantic World, Ph.D. diss, University of Texas at Austin, 

(2004). 



Nielson 100 

 

Discoveries that shall be Admirable. You shall no more measure the Wisdom of 

God couched in the Bible by the Glosses and Systems of common Expositors, 

than æstimate the Wisdom He has express’d in the Contrivance of the World, by 

Magirus’s or Eustachim’s Physicks. (2) 

By citing Boyle, Mather locates his new offer in the context of a transatlantic audience who 

would look to Boyle in particular and the Royal Society in general as authorities in learning. 

And, just as important, Mather deploys and circulates impartiality as an ideal. Boyle’s distinction 

between “Vulgar Expositors” and “great Philosopher[s]” and “Critick[s]” at once aligns 

questions of the still emerging study of natural philosophy and of the far more entrenched 

discipline of biblical exegesis. The implications of this latter point can be seen when Mather says 

in the advertisement that his is “not a Work animated with the Spirit of the Party” (7). Surely, 

biblical exegesis can be like natural philosophy. By bringing together the annotations, Mather is 

in fact gathering “Spoils” of learning from “Men of every Religion, yea, and some of no Religion 

at all” (8). Mather’s claims of impartiality here reflect the commitment of the Royal Society, 

whose mission, Sprat says in the History of the Royal Society (1667), would be above “the 

Artifice, and Humors, and Passions of Sects” (210).   

The language of “party” and sectarianism recalls the rhetoric that was mobilized, some 

sixty years earlier, in publications about Hutchinson and others in the antinomian controversy, 

including Winthrop’s A Short Story (1644) and Edward Johnson’s A Wonder-Working 

Providence (1654). “[H]aving drawn a great party on their side,” Johnson says of the 

antinomians, “The number of these infectious persons increasing now, […] they grow bold, and 

dare question the sound and wholesome truths delivered in publick by the Ministers of Christ” 

(99-100). But if Johnson and Mather here converge in their rejection of partisanship, then Mather 
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dramatically diverges from his predecessor in what constitutes impartiality. Whereas Johnson’s 

book is quite literally a book of wonders presaging a prophetic millennium wherein soldiers of 

Christ march (echoing a passage from Canticles) “Man by Man […] terrible as an Army with 

Banners” (23), Cotton Mather tells his prospective subscribers that his study excludes precisely 

“the more Arbitrary and less Defensible Conceits, of overdoing Students in the Prophecies” (14). 

In his annotations on Canticles in “Biblia Americana” itself, Mather goes even further: he poses 

a question about how we shall come to a “key” when “The Glosses of Interpreters upon that 

Book, have been so Various, and (often) so Jejune, and (at best) so Forced, and (ever) so very 

Arbitrary that it hath been a discouragement unto me for meddling with it.” Most of all Mather 

notes the trouble of “attempting to accommodate the passages of the Book, unto the prophetical 

Interpretations, that some have conceived therein.”
71

 And at this point Mather proposes an 

answer. He will “sett aside” all other interpreters but Johannes Cocceius, and, then, he says “I 

will select such passages as give me most of satisfaction.” At the end of his annotations he 

observes that he composed this interpretation when he was preparing for the “Married State” and 

says that “If the Reader be no gainer, <yett> I am sure, the writer has not been a loser.”  

The above summary of Mather’s appeals to transatlantic impartiality and his exclusion of 

“Various” and “Arbitrary” interpretations highlights the dissymmetry of his claim, on the one 

hand, to reject arbitrary interpretations even as he, on the other, introduces an application that at 

first blush looks wholly arbitrary because it depends upon his personal satisfaction at the time he 

is entering the “Married State.”
72

 Surprisingly, Mather’s reading of Canticles both extends and 
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 All citations from “Biblia Americana” are my transcriptions of a microfilm copy of the manuscript from the 

Massachusetts Historical society. See "Biblia Americana." Reel 11, Cotton Mather Papers.   
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 Scholarship on “Biblia Americana” is thin but growing. My aim here is not to make an argument about “Biblia 

Americana” as a whole but to make a specific argument about the annotations on Canticles..At the moment, the 

Massachusetts Historical Society is engaged in a project to provide An Authoritative Edition of Cotton Mather's 

"Biblia Americana." See http://www.bibliaamericana.gsu.edu/index.htm 
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revises the logic of John Cotton’s appeal to longing as an antidote to contestation—but only, as it 

turns out, by limiting its object. By this I mean that Mather’s reference to and emphasis on the 

“Married State” should be seen as a contraction of the applications of Canticles. Whereas 

previously longing had been commonly deployed in discourse on institutional authority, that is, 

on church and civil government, increasingly the target and object of longing is narrowed to the 

individual or the household. Changes within the context of New England government and 

economy in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century coincide with this contraction, and 

a few of these changes serve as landmarks for this chapter. The new charter, for instance, 

transformed civil participation, among other things, in Massachusetts by predicating voting 

rights not upon church membership but upon property. The disruption to New England 

conceptions of authority was redoubled by a changing discourse on the interpretation of the Bible 

that reached, in Mather’s case, across the Atlantic.
73

 In the shadow of uncertainty these changes 

cast, the contraction of the discourse on Canticles actually allows, for Mather, an expansion of 

aims because, as we shall see, it sets aside contestation even as it seems to mobilize personal 

desire.  

The increased frequency of ministers’ references to divine espousal during this period has 

received scholarly attention. As Godbeer says, the “printing explosion toward the end of the 

century played a role in increasing the number of references to espousal, but they grew 

proportionately more prominent as well” (Loves Raptures 361 note 14). Scholars have seen these 

eighteenth-century references to divine espousal as less authoritarian and more sensual than 
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 As Margaret C. Jacob argues in the Radical Enlightenment, the Glorious Revolution marked a period of 

significant change: “The Revolution of 1688-9 undid more than the Stuarts. In removing the threat of royal 

absolutism in the person and policies of James II it also established a constitutional monarchy, a Bill of Rights and 

religious toleration for Protestant dissenters” (88-9). The new charter of 1691 created new problems for puritans. As 

Mark A. Peterson notes, “Although the new charter technically guaranteed the liberty of Massachusetts’s Puritan 

Churches, it was clear that the presence of a royally appointed governor and toleration for the Church of England 

would prevent the colony’s government from upholding orthodoxy as it had done under the old charter” (171). 
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those in the seventeenth century, but in general they have assumed that there are significant 

continuities between seventeenth and early eighteenth-century references to Canticles. Both men 

and women, after all, are still described as brides of Christ; Christ’s excellence as a match and 

suitor is still emphasized, and the pleasure and intimacy between Christ and bride are stressed. 

So it should be no surprise that numerous scholars, when discussing the feminization of the 

puritan self, employ as an example John Winthrop’s comments about his wife at the same time 

as they present Cotton Mather’s comments from A Glorious Espousal (1719) or Samuel 

Willard’s from A Compleat Body of Divinity (1729). What has been overlooked is that the 

meaning of these appeals changed between the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 

because the increased frequency of references coincided with a process of withdrawal from their 

application to institutional operations of authority.  

Granted, there are continuities, and the changes described here might be seen as shifts of 

emphasis. The idea that Canticles epitomizes conjugal affection was commonplace. Puritans in 

New England in the seventeenth century had emphasized this connection in their sermons and 

personal writing. Perhaps most famously, John Winthrop wrote to his wife that they should 

“pattern” their conjugal love on Christ’s love for his church (qtd. in Godbeer Sexual Revolution 

in Early America 72), and John Cotton wrote that his marriage day was a “double Marriage” to 

Christ (C. Mather, Magnalia 17). But while it is true that these conjugal references were 

commonplace in the seventeenth century, it is also true that this erotic desire was mobilized in 

debates about church and civil government. What was new in the eighteenth century is that these 

modes of domestic desire were emphasized almost to the exclusion of reference to instituted 

order. Certainly, Mather was by no means indifferent to the structure of such government. He 

adamantly debated Solomon Stoddard, for instance, over whether to alter access to the Lord’s 
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Supper. Mather’s narrowing or contraction of the applications of Canticles was not, in other 

words, evidence of indifference to institutional order: quite the reverse, actually. Mather was 

highly ecumenical, but only because he insisted that disagreement was reconciled through public 

virtue visible to all. In Magnalia Christi Americana (1702), Mather writes that those in New 

England “dare make no difference between a Presbyterian, a Congregational, an Episcopalian, 

and an Anti-paedo Baptist, when their Visible Piety makes it probable, that the Lord Jesus Christ 

has received them” (qtd in Silverman 161). And it is precisely Mather’s commitment to the 

ideals of publicity as the reconciliation of divisions and his refusal to find in Canticles any 

contradiction with that publicity that make his reading of Canticles exemplary of a vein of 

interpretations in the eighteenth century.  

 The differences are worth noting. Whereas John Cotton’s exegesis of Canticles in the 

seventeenth century continually stresses the Song of Song’s historical and prophetic elements in 

order to locate the origin of Congregationalism and to represent the public ordinances of the 

church as exemplifying the pleasures of the marriage bed, early eighteenth-century sermons on 

Canticles (often) engage public dispute by emphasizing the personal or even domestic 

importance of Christ’s espousal to the soul. In his chapter on Canticles in “Biblia Americana” 

and in his later sermons,
74

 Mather is keen to reveal the ways in which the soul’s espousal to 

Christ informs personal relations between husband and wife. Mather’s emphasis, in other words, 

revises the dynamic of authority and longing identified in chapters one and two. So whereas John 

Cotton asks his listeners to imagine even the absence of civil authority in order to realize how 
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 These sources include of course Cotton Mather’s A Glorious Espousal. A Brief Essay, To Illustrate and Prosecute 

the MARRIAGE, Wherein Our Great Savior offers to Espouse unto Himsels the Children of Men. And thereupon to 

Recommend from that GRAND PATTERN a Good CARRIAGE in the Married Life Among them (1719). I do not 

mean to imply that the puritans (or Christians in general) had not previously referred to the relations between Christ 

and the church as a model or pattern for husband and wife. Instead I mean to suggest that the increased emphasis on 

this point in the early years of the eighteenth-century coincides with an increased desire to locate feminized desire in 

the household, for reasons that will soon become apparent.  
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unshakable their “soul-love” for Christ must be, Cotton Mather, above all, asks his readers to see 

in their love for Christ a “GRAND PATTERN” for marital relations. Mather emphasizes love 

between church and Christ not in order to suggest that the soul can withstand the shocks of civil 

unrest by leaning further upon Christ (and hence the input of the church) but rather to suggest 

that longing for Christ can be most fully visible and public by being outside of what is public. 

The difference is both subtle and crucial. The former dynamic inevitably opens the possibility 

that the soul’s longing for adequate authority could simultaneously interrupt authority (and 

thereby, perhaps, become subject to repression). The latter instead reflects or propels that longing 

back into the domestic relations between husband and wife. And, just as importantly, it circulates 

an understanding of Canticles in which longing for Christ’s excellence is not primarily identical 

with church discipline, or to put it more precisely, in which feminized desire is secured from 

public contestation because it is invisible (though its effects will become more visible than 

ever).
75

 The consequence is a new emphasis on roles of husband and wife even as Mather 

continues and perpetuates puritan arguments in which the souls of both men and women are 

portrayed as female.  

Impartial longing 

 This chapter is meant to chart a historical shift that emerges not decisively but rather as a 

possibility in the texts under consideration. Cotton Mather’s deployment of the rhetoric of the 

Royal Society was partly a consequence of debates about signs of God’s providence in the 
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 This removal of Canticles from communal structure of power, I am suggesting, is at least in part linked to the 

minimization of desire within those same structures.  On the one hand, then, in view of the exaltation of female 

virtue in this period, as Ulrich says, “[i]t is important to understand that we are not dealing with a new concept of 

women in Mather’s work, but a new visibility” (“Virtuous Women Found,” 34), but, on the other, it is a new 

conception of women (or at least logic of gender operation), since gender division here justifies and underpins, as I 

will explain, Mather’s investment in secret Reform Societies in the early years of the eighteenth century. 
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seventeenth century, and these debates were enmeshed in questions about scripture.
76

 Michael 

Winship argues that after the English Civil War, “As a result of perceived Puritan political and 

interpretive excesses, Anglicans deliberately redefined the nature and hermeneutics of 

Providence, in both the areas of religion and natural philosophy” (3). The Royal Society 

represented one outlet in which the critique of Providentialism and prophetic history gained 

traction. Even as the Royal Society described itself as methodologically transparent, the 

Society’s mission of methodological empiricism tended, at best, to locate claims about 

Providential signs within a strict set of conditions. As Thomas Sprat described it in his History of 

the Royal Society (1667), during the “Reign of King James” men of learning “chiefly regarded 

the matters of Religion and Disputation: so that even my Lord Bacon, with all his authority in the 

State, could never raise any Colledge of Salomon, but in a Romance” (151-2). Sprat locates the 

mission of the Royal Society outside questions of religion: 

But now since the Kings return, the blindness of the former Ages, and the 

miseries of this last, are vanish’d away: now men are generally weary of 

the Relicks of Antiquity, and satiated with Religious Disputes […]. (152) 

Of course, the Royal Society would come to play a considerable role in a number of religious 

disputes, especially those that touched Providentialism. Moreover, in the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth-century, as Jonathan Sheehan has argued, dramatic changes in scholarly 

methods were taking shape. “In the early eighteenth century,” Sheehan says, “no place saw such 

a momentous scholarly drama as England, where the Bible was the stage for a bitter feud about 

the nature of revealed religion […] In a sense, these textual scholars developed increasingly 
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 As Winship notes, those two critiques are not identical and should not be confused. Winship says “Eschatological 

prophecy involved once-and-for-all events, whereas providentialism dealt with recurring patterns. Providentialism 

and eschatological prophecy were closely related but separate topics […].” See Michael P. Winship Seers of God 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 7-8. 
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sophisticated methods just to show what, three generations earlier, everyone had already known” 

(28). Sheehan finds in this biblical scholarship the conditions for what he calls the “Birth of the 

Enlightenment Bible,” that would later emerge more fully in Germany.
77

 

Susan Stewart’s historicization of longing in her study On Longing (1993) has particular 

relevance for my point here. Broadly, Stewart charts the emergence of bourgeois narrative 

structures that center on the ability of narrative to create and distance its object of desire. Stewart 

identifies three main meanings of longing, first “yearning desire” (ix), second, “fanciful craving 

incident to women during pregnancy” (x), and third “belongings or appearances.” Stewart notes 

that in the eighteenth century, the first meaning shifts from longing after immortality to lost 

material origin. Even after this shift, Stewart says, “the direction of force in the desiring narrative 

is always future-past, a deferment of experience in the direction of origin and thus eschaton” (x). 

As we saw in the last chapter, the earlier meaning of “longing” is precisely the millennial 

structure that, as Zakai argues, interpreters have read into Canticles. Although I don’t want to 

extend Stewart’s analysis of later bourgeois modes of narration, I would note that it accurately 

describes the broad transition of Canticles in the eighteenth century, from a text that reveals the 

history of the church and the love of the soul for God to a narration of lovers. In that sense, this 

chapter is built upon and is meant to contribute to earlier scholarly investigations of the increased 

prominence of women in the early eighteenth century and the subsequent minimization or 

attenuation of gender reversal.
78

 This rise in the visibility of women that reaches across doctrinal 

lines occurs just at the moment when interpretations of Canticles in New England begin to 
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 See Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
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 Some of most important and influential of these studies are Margaret W. Masson. “The Typology of the Female as 

a Model for the Regenerate: Puritan Preaching 1690-1730.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society. Vol. 2 

No. 2 (1976): 304-315, Laura Thatcher Ulrich. “Vertuous Women Found: New England Ministerial Literature, 

1668-1735.” American Quarterly. Vol. 28, No. 1 (1976), 20-40, Lonna M. Malmsheimer.  “Daughters of Zion: New 

England Roots of American Feminism.” The New England Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 3 (Sep. 1977): 484-504, and 

most recently Michael Winship. “Behold the Bridegroom Cometh!: Marital Imagery in Massachusetts Preaching, 

1630-1730.” Early American Literature 27 (1992),170-84. 
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withdraw from the possibility that gendered longing indexes a particular form of church or civil 

discipline.  

 “Biblia Americana” and the Politics of Exegesis 

 Cotton Mather developed his plans for “Biblia Americana” almost simultaneously with 

Magnalia Christi Americana in 1693 (Smolinski 282). Originally he planned to write “over a 

period of seven years, (an auspicious number signifying perfection) to fetch from the dispersed 

roles of his peers” all the improvements and discoveries in the “Sciences” and biblical exegesis” 

(292). By 1706, “Biblia Americana” was already an enormous collection of many thousands of 

manuscript pages, and Mather continued adding to it until his death. Because the English market 

in biblical exegesis had already been flooded by such works as Simon Patrick’s A Paraphrase 

upon the Books of Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon (1685, reprinted in 1700—a book from 

which, as we shall see, Mather often drew) and, moreover, because of the high cost of printing 

such a large project, Mather was never able to see “Biblia Americana” through the press. 

Nonetheless, he used much of what he had written as a basis for new works. His previous 

resolution to “write upon a portion of Scripture every morning; no day without a line” (Christian 

Philosopher xxxvi) had yielded a massive amount of material, and in the years to come “Mather 

gradually shifted his emphasis from theology to science” (xi) producing the “Curiosa 

Americana” letters and later The Christian Philosopher. Despite the enormous variety of sources 

in “Biblia Americana,” Mather’s project of coming to terms with the improvements of biblical 

learning was, in fact, highly derivative. In a recent essay on Mather’s commentary on Ezra, 

Henry Clark Maddux notes Mather’s extensive reliance on Simon Patrick. “Mather sometimes 

identifies Patrick by name, but quotes from him so often without attribution that the remarks on 

Ezra take on the shape of hastily and sometimes inaccurately transcribed notes” (310). Mather’s 
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reliance on Patrick for a portion of his annotations on Canticles is just as extensive and 

continues, indeed, through much of his commentary on the Old Testament. The only other 

commentator on whom Mather relies to a significant degree in his annotations on Canticles is 

Johannes Cocceius. As we shall see, what makes this noteworthy is that Cocceius and Patrick 

were far from identical in their interpretations of Canticles.  

 Mather’s commentary on Canticles is also an engagement with the larger history of 

exegesis on Canticles. The interpreters of Canticles throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries varied widely, but nearly all Protestant interpreters used Canticles (or used their 

method of interpreting Canticles) as a way of distinguishing between Catholics and Protestants. 

A study on the diverse range of Protestant interpretations Canticles that reaches beyond historical 

survey is not available and may in fact be impossible considering the extensive use in exegesis, 

sermons and poetry. Some overall themes are nevertheless visible.
79

 As Matter persuasively 

establishes, Canticles assumed a pervasive influence throughout the high Middle Ages. Later, 

during the Reformation, Protestant interpreters rejected the Catholic references that had been 

found in the Song to, for instance, Mary or to cloistered monks. Often this also entailed a 

rejection, explicitly or implicitly, of the “fourfold sense” of Catholic interpreters (i.e. literal, 

tropological, allegorical and analogical).
80

 In contrast to what Protestants saw as Catholic 

interpreter’s allegorical excess, Luther, for instance, proposed seeing the song as an “economium 
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 My understanding of Canticles interpretation here has been shaped by George L. Scheper, “Reformation Attitudes 

toward Allegory and the Song of. Songs.” PMLA 89.3 (1974) 551-62. Ann E. Matter The Voice of my Beloved : the 

Song of Songs in Western Medieval Christianity. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,1990). Richard W. 

Corney, “What Does Literal Meaning Mean? Some Commentaries on the Song of Songs,” Anglican Theological 

Review 80.4 (1998): 494-516. David Carr “Gender and the Shaping of Desire in the Song of Songs and Its 

Interpretation.” Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. 119, No. 2 (2000): 233-248. and Timothy Hessel-Robinson’s  

dissertation “Be Thou My Onely Well Belov’d”: Exegesis and Spirituality of Desire in Edward Taylor’s Preparatory 

Meditations on the Song of Songs. Graduate Theological Union, University of California Berkeley, (2005). 
80

 As Corney says, “By the time of the Reformation rejection against the fourfold system of exegesis often reaches 

the point of rejecting, in theory at least, all but the literal sense” (509) “What Does Literal Meaning Mean? Some 

Commentaries on the Song of Songs,” Anglican Theological Review 80.4 (1998): 494-516 
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of the political order” (194-5). The problem wasn’t allegory per se but rather allegorical 

interpretation of what was by definition plain literal truth. Of course, in practice Protestant 

interpretation tended to allegorize as often as the Catholic or medieval mode they rejected, As 

George Schelper argues, 

[T]he Protestant commentaries [on Canticles] are distinctly Protestant in opposing 

what they called papist and monkish interpretations, that is, allegorizations that 

reflect the ecclesiastical structures of the Catholic Church or the monastic milieu 

(e.g. the enclosed garden as monastic cloister) replacing them with allegorizations 

reflecting Protestant ecclesiastical structure, vocabulary, and doctrine (such as 

justification by faith or the imputed righteousness of Christ). (557) 

In a trivial sense, allegory was unavoidable if interpretations wanted to stress more than the 

marriage between Solomon and the Pharaoh’s daughter (a reading that, when made by Grotius 

and later William Whiston, was almost universally repudiated because it denied the divine 

origins of the Song). As Corney explains, despite emphasis on and attention to literal 

interpretation over against allegory, “most of the commentaries on the Song of Songs in one way 

or another continue like Luther to find something more than or other than what on the surface 

would appear to be the plain meaning” (512).  

 Perhaps there is no greater evidence of this hermeneutic trajectory than the fact that 

interpreters of the Reformation repeat, again and again, Luther’s claim that the Song of Songs 

had been open to mistaken interpretation (78). Protestant interpreters made this point even when 

they were speaking of other Protestants, for, although they were in agreement about rejecting the 

pope they were not necessarily in agreement about, say, the structure of church government or 

about the role of prophecy in Canticles. Many contemporaries of John Cotton, for instance, 
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found his emphasis on the historical prophetic meaning of Canticles by no means 

uncontroversial. Numerous scholars have noted the way that Cotton’s mode of interpreting 

Canticles, which Philip S. Alexandar calls historical allegory and which others have called 

historical prophecy, was generally contested or abandoned, especially in the eighteenth century.
81

 

Certainly few commentators in the eighteenth century endorsed such a reading. John Gill, in An 

exposition of the Book of Solomon’s Song, commonly called Canticles (1728), writes,  

[… ]Is this book prophetic, expressing the state of the church and Kingdom of 

Christ in the several ages of the world, with regard to particular historical facts 

and events, which had befel or should befal it, either under the old or new 

Testament dispensation; this way indeed go most of the Jewish interpreters, as the 

Targum, R. Solomon Jarchi and Rabi Ezra, who have been followed by many 

Christian writers, as Brightman, Cotton, Cocceius &c. though with more 

judgment and greater regard to the analogy of faith, as well as to the times of the 

new Testament: But hereby the book is made liable to arbitrary, groundless, and 

uncertain conjectures, as well as its usefulness for the instruction and consolation 

of believers, in a great measure, laid aside. (10) 

Gill’s point about the historical reading making impossible the “instruction and consolation of 

believers” is not, as we’ve seen, something with which Cotton would have agreed, but, 

regardless, for Gill that latter error is merely an epiphenomenon of the former “arbitrary, 

groundless, and uncertain conjectures.”
82

 Gill here repeats many of the accusations of “arbitrary” 

                                                 
81

 See Phillip S. Alexander, “The. Song of Songs as Historical Allegory: Notes on the Development of an Exegetical 

Tradition.” Targumic and Cognate Studies: Essays in Honor of Martin MacNamara. Ed. Kevin Cathcart and 

Michael Maher. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 14-29. 
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 Gill goes on to extend the last point by saying that such regard to historical events means that particular parts of 

the book can only be applied to “them that live at that time, and not to others.” He says that the song in fact is 

entirely “applicable to believers in all ages of the world, which is a manifest proof that it can’t be historical or 

prophetical” (10). 
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interpretations that were common in the seventeenth century. Implicit in such an argument is the 

commitment to the literal meaning Luther and Calvin had encouraged. James Durham, one of the 

more famous interpreters (and the one on whom Taylor would rely, as we will see in the next 

chapter) makes a distinction, in Clavis Canti (1669), between “Allegorick Exposition of 

Scripture and Exposition of Allegorick Scripture” in order more carefully to justify the use of 

allegory (12).  At least until the nineteenth century, when modern interpretations of the Song of 

Song as love lyrics began to gain traction, Protestants relied on some version of allegorical 

interpretation that nonetheless stressed the literalness of its own reading.
83

 

 The two main interpreters on whom Mather relies in his annotations on Canticles, Patrick 

and Cocceius, in some sense encompass the spectrum of seventeenth century readings (Patrick as 

allegorical and Cocceius as prophetic historical). Mather organizes his annotations on Canticles, 

like his commentaries on other Old Testament books, first around a series of questions and then a 

chapter by chapter explication. “Dr. Patrick” is frequently quoted in the former section, while the 

chapter by chapter explication focuses on Cocceius. Mather’s reliance on Patrick’s A Paraphrase 

upon the Books of Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon (1685, reprinted in 1700) is nowhere 

more visible than in the first few pages, where Mather quotes or paraphrases Patrick 

extensively.
84

 Patrick’s understanding of Canticles is not historical-prophetic; he argues that 

Solomon after feeling some “longing desires” for the coming of Christ “that he might stir up the 
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 See Corney 514-16, “What Does Literal Meaning Mean? Some Commentaries on the Song of Songs,” Anglican 

Theological Review 80.4 (1998): 494-516. On more recent assumptions about Canticles, see also Hector Patmore, 

“The plain and literal sense": on contemporary assumptions about the Song of Songs.” Vetus Testamentum, Volume 

56, Number 2, (2006): 239-250. 
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 In order not to clutter this chapter with (the many possible) examples, I will provide one main one: Simon argues 

in his preface that Solomon “cast his Mediations on this Subject into Song, in the form of  a Pastoral Eclogue: in 

which several persons being introduced who speak their Parts, it may be called a Dramatick Poem. And so it is 

stiled by S. Greg Nazianzen […] For a drama, as the Greeks teach us, consists in the change of persons” (Preface 

II). Mather repeats this almost exactly: Solomon, he says, “calls his meditations a Song, in the form of a Pastoral 

Eclog. Which may indeed be called, a Dramatic Poem. Gregor Nazianzen calls it so […] The shifting of persons in 

it, according to the Greek Notion of a Drama, renders it so” (1). 
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same desire in the whole Nation […] he cast his Mediations on this subject into a song, in the 

form of a Pastoral Eclogue: in which several persons being introduced who speak their Parts, it 

may be called a Dramatic Poem” (Preface II). For Patrick, such drama operates through parable, 

and parable is most appropriate because, first, “it is taken from things sensible,” second “because 

such Narratives may easily impart themselves upon the mind,” third “because all our knowledge 

hath its rise from sense and therefore symbolizes much with sensible Parables” and finally 

because “it is very delightful to contemplate how the Parable goes with the spiritual thing which 

are thereby figured” (Preface VI). Far from seeing in Canticles a historical or prophetic narrative, 

Patrick characterizes it as a poetic drama that expresses divine and spiritual truth by conveying 

sensation through figure and narrative. Mather does not quote Patrick’s discussion of parable 

(and may not have agreed with it) but he does cite approvingly Patrick’s idea that “sensible 

things are but an Image of things above” (1).  

 Whereas Patrick’s allegorical interpretation forms the foundation of the question and 

answer section, Cocceius’s historical-prophetical interpretation constitutes the authority on 

which the chapter by chapter explication rests. One reason why Mather may have chosen 

Cocceius is that Cocceius lays stress on erotic love and friendship. As Willem J. Van Asselt 

explains, “eros for God” plays an important role in Cocceius’s federal theology (311). “Again 

and again he reflects on this experience of friendship with Christ. Moreover, Cocceius became 

convinced that the Christian Church exists precisely in order to enjoy such close friendship with 

one another, and friendship with Christ” (317). Finally,  

It is no wonder, then, that this understanding of covenantal friendship also plays a 

prominent part in Cocceus’ ecclesiology. In his commentary on the Song of 

Solomon (1666) Cocceius speaks respectfully of the Bohemian Brethren, whose 
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friendship and constancy he commends. (318-9)  

Significantly, in contrast to the section of rhetorical questions, Mather calls attention to the 

disagreements among interpreters and turns solely to Cocceius as a remedy against the “Glosses 

of Interpreters.” Mather suggests a “Trial” wherein he (to “avoid confusion”) “will sett aside all 

Interpreters (and, above all, the smutty Grotius) confining myself to none but the famous 

Cocceius, from whose commentaries on this mystical Book I will select such passages as give 

me most of satisfaction” (43). Mather had already cited the Arminian Hugo Grotious in an 

answer about Canticles chapter six (37), but Mather’s decision to exclude the “smutty Grotious” 

from the chapter by chapter explication is no surprise. After all, Grotius argues in Opera Omnes 

(1679) that Canticles is merely a secular love song, one which celebrates the marriage between 

Solomon and the Egyptian Queen and recounts the “garritus conjugum inter se” (i.e. “marital 

chatter between them).”
85

 Mather’s decision to “confine” himself to the interpretations of 

Johannes Cocceius is more interesting, first, because Cocceius, like Brightman and Cotton, had 

interpreted the Song as a prophetic history of the church, and second because Mather, as he notes 

at the end of his commentaries, does not offer a “Formal Translation of Cocceius’s commentary, 

yet the Hints have been mostly collected from that commentary” (62). Absolute fidelity to 

Cocceius’s reading is apparently not the issue. All that grounds Mather’s interpretation, in other 

words, is his own “satisfaction” in the selection of the passages, since Mather dismisses the 

arbitrary interpretations and prophetic annotations without naming precisely who he is referring 

to (the most immediate example would have been, perhaps to his chagrin, his grandfather John 

Cotton). If such attention to his own satisfaction in his interpretation on the one hand seems like 

a radical extension of Patrick’s point that “sensible parables” can imprint themselves on the 
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mind, on the other hand it offers on opportunity to include a historical reading on Canticles while 

omitting points that might seem arbitrary.
86

  

Indeed, Mather’s “satisfaction” means that his reading is primarily uncontroversial for 

(or, perhaps, to put it another way, broadly appealing to) English audiences. In Mather’s 

timeline, for instance, the chapters of Canticles trace the history of the church only up until the 

Reformation and barely hint at present controversies. Contrast this with Cotton. At 6:10 Cotton 

says “The residue of this book from this verse to the end contains a Prophetical description of the 

estate of the Church, after this age wherein we live to the end of the world, which will make the 

exposition to be the more difficult and to require the more help from Christ by prayer” (179). In 

“Biblia Americana,” the same chapter refers only to the eleventh century. Chapter seven reaches 

until the middle of the sixteenth century and the eighth (and of course final) chapter merely 

charts the time after the church has abandoned Rome, surely an important moment in Protestant 

history but not one that is likely to be controversial within Protestant circles. At 7.10, for 

instance, Mather reads the verse “I am my Beloved’s, and his Desire is towards me” as 

suggesting that “The Church has now done with all Hope from the Church of Rome” (59). It is 

noteworthy that although Mather is here following very loosely Cocceius’s timeline, he does not, 
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 For a taste of the wide variety of interpretations see, for example, the English puritan John Collinges’ The 
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after Solomons time” (32). 
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as Cocceius does, emphasize future events. Cocceius, as Philip S. Alexander says, “divided the 

Song into seven periods corresponding to the seven seals and seven trumpets of Revelation” 

(18). Mather does not emphasize this division of periods. For Coceius the sixth seal extends 

through 8:4-7, with the seventh extending from verse eight to the end. Although Mather’s 

chronology loosely corresponds with the timeline of Cocceius, Mather does not parallel 

Cocceius’s comments on the seventh seal: “Septima perioda Ecclessia aspirantis post multa 

artamina ad regnum Christ and praedictaionem ejus in toto mundo” (30). Rather, Mather at 8:14 

says that but the “Last paragraph of the Song” suggests that “The Faithful are now concerned 

about a multitude, that wanted the means by which they might be nourished in the Holy Faith of 

Chrisitianity: and yett have some dispositions unto it” (60). Mather was of course familiar with 

Cotton’s sermon (he quotes Cotton at one point) but gone are references to princes or magistrates 

being “nursing mothers and fathers,” and gone is the millennial vision of churches as Queens 

who will enjoy “no superiority over one another.”  

As it turns out, Mather does not abstract from Cocceius to specify how Canticles 

authorizes civil or church discipline or the relationship between separate congregations. For 

Cotton, of course, this reference to Queens and Concubines had revealed the operation of church 

government; the Queens were those pure churches most favored by Christ. Yet for Mather 

(following Cocceius) the Queens and Concubines refer not to churches but to the clergy. “The 

Clergy,” Mather explains, “(who are a sort of mothers in the family of thee Church) were some 

of them Queens, others of them Concubines.” This clergy led to some trying to “sett out the 

pomp of the family […] But our Lord Messiah reckons not their pomp, His glory, for His 

Beloved is but one (56). So whereas for Cotton this section articulates and explains present 

specificity of social hierarchy even as it shows how each church is finally a reflection of another 
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loving church, here as elsewhere for Mather the historical specificity belongs to past events. The 

controversies settled in Mather’s historical reading of Canticles are controversies that, from a 

Protestant perspective, were already settled: the transition from the Jews to the Christians, the 

history of the church during the Roman Empire and Middle Ages, the Reformation. Within 

Mather’s less than complete translation of Cocceius we can begin to glimpse a desire to return to 

an argument against Catholicism that was as reasonably familiar as the argument on Canticles 

was apparently divisive. Anti-Catholic arguments would have been especially resonant in 1703 

because of the start of Queen Anne’s War (1702–1713).
87

 In that context, coming to Mather’s 

annotations directly from seventeenth-century texts such as Cotton’s sermons only reinforces the 

distance between them.  

It must be granted that that distance was in part a product of the fact that, by the time 

Mather was working on “Biblia Americana,” such arguments about how Canticles authorizes 

church discipline had been widely contested. Winship notes that Anglicans often attacked 

nonconformist practices by calling them merely metaphors in contrast to plain doctrine 

(“Behold” 176). John Tillitson in 1697 argued against the “Conspiracy of Metaphors” that seem 

to suggest the instant infusion of “habits of grace” (qtd. in Winship “Behold” 220, 225). And, as 

David Norton notes, William Sherlock argued that Canticles should not be a basis for practice: 

[T]here is a vast difference between poetical descriptions such as the book of 

Canticles is, and practical discourse for the government of our lives: the first 

requires more garnish and ornament and justifies the most mysterious flights of 

fancy, the second requires a plain and simple dress which may convey the notions 
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with ease and perspicuity to the mind. And therefore that which is not only 

justifiable but commendable in a divine song, which ought to have something 

great and mysterious, and to describe everything with pomp and ceremony, is not 

only a ridiculous affectation but a very hurtful vanity in a preacher, whose 

business is to instruct the rude and ignorant, not to amaze and astonish his hearers 

with poetic raptures (qtd in Norton 261).   

Mather by no means suggests that the language of Canticles is itself ornamental, and he 

luxuriates in metaphors. But his annotations on Canticles are also cautious in identifying 

historical events after the sixteenth century or in applying the dynamic of longing to civil 

authority. Indeed, the last date Mather mentions specifically is in chapter seven. At the beginning 

of chapter eight, on the question of church government which had so preoccupied Cotton, Mather 

says “This Request of the Church is carried on, That as often as she converses with the Lord 

Jesus Christ, in the public means of His worship, she may not suffer communally” (59). Mather 

mentions no other contemporary dispute or event—except, as I’ve noted, his own entrance into 

the married state.  

Both Curious and Singular 

 I have examined this rather long context of Mather’s annotations not to argue that the 

context by itself constitutes a shift in the deployment of Canticles but to demonstrate that Mather 

temporizes in the book’s application to the present, except when it comes to applying Canticles 

to his own nuptials. The narrowing of focus depends upon foregrounding the personal over 

against the universal application. Or, to put it another way, Mather’s emphasis on not only his 

selection of passages from Cocceius but also, at the end of his annotations, the intersection of his 

exegesis with his own personal marital relations highlights the personal as well as the affective. 
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At the end, he suggests that the coincidence with his own nuptial preparations may have been the 

most useful aspect for him!   

…these Illustrations have in them such Thoughts as are both curious and singular, 

and perhaps as near the mark as any that have been yett offered; or at least not 

unworthy of consideration. And having chosen to write these things, at the Time 

of my own Entrance into the Married State, I hope, that my contemplations on the 

Marriage-Song inspired by the Holy Spirit of the Messiah, have not been 

unseasonable, nor unforgivable unto myself. If the Reader be no Gainer, [“yett” 

inserted] I am sure, the writer has not been a Loser.  

Surely the comments on marriage constitute a comparatively small, perhaps incidental, portion of 

his comments. But I would suggest that it also represents just what Mather sees as nearest the 

mark of his intentions. That is, Mather’s focus not only his own education as reader but also his 

attention to exegesis as applicable to his “own Entrance into the Married State,” is, in turn, also a 

focus that applies Canticles, in 1703, directly to relations between men and women.
88

  

Mather’s reference to the personal here deftly reshapes the problem of “arbitrary” 

interpretation he identifies at the beginning of his exegesis. That is, it returns us to the problem 

of arbitrary interpretations even as it distances itself from them, but only, it turns out, to gesture 

toward a reading that is incontrovertible because seemingly trivial. Here Canticles does not 

explicitly authorize Congregationalism, nor does it provide a procedure for desiring authority 

during a civil or economic crisis. It does not even claim to settle the question of divergent 

readings decisively. What it does is apply church history directly to Mather’s own life. And by 
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that example, the contraction of the application does not abandon but instead revises the larger 

debate over public authority and arbitrary readings, and it does this, surprisingly, by disputing 

disputability itself. Mather’s personal application becomes a confirmation of selecting passages 

in Cocceius that please him; that is to say, Mather affirms the correctness of his own “Trial” with 

which he began. 

The implicit eroticism of being on the verge of entering the “Married State” anticipates 

and is consistent with other examples from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 

Richard Godbeer argues that a change occurred in erotic registers in the early eighteenth century. 

Godbeer sees a shift in clerical references to eroticism that are “more frequent, more extensive, 

and more positive in tone” (Loves Raptures 361). These “more intimate and familiar” (363) 

references point more and more to the “extended family” that “define the larger bridal group into 

which believers would be incorporated” (363). In arguing that references to marital imagery were 

“more positive in tone” Godbeer builds upon studies by Ultrich, Porterfield, Masson and 

Malshemer that all locate a greater emphasis on and attention to women in early eighteenth-

century sermons. Godbeer especially follows Masson, who argues that in the period 1690-1730 

there was an increased use of “familiar and often familial images […] women were often 

acknowledged publicly” (305). Masson’s and Godbeer’s arguments in important ways stand in 

contradiction to another compelling essay that focuses directly on the changes in the 

representation of marital imagery in the same period.
89

 In “Behold the Bridegroom Cometh!” 

Winship says that rather than becoming more erotic “marital imagery largely disappeared from 

discourse after the turn of the eighteenth century” (173). And in a point that this chapter 

endorses, Winship suggests that the sermons of the eighteenth century generally tend to 
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“eliminate any implication of reversal of gender.”
90

 Winship describes the loss of eroticism and 

“sensual treatment” as encouraging only what was a “public hug” (173).
91

 In rehearsing this 

disagreement, I do not mean to participate in a statistical argument about the frequency of 

conjugal references, which is beyond the capacity and interest of this chapter, but rather to 

investigate how Mather typifies larger changes.  

 How do we account for these contradictions? One way of approaching this simultaneous 

rise and fall in eroticism is to recognize that such seeming contradictions are part of a larger shift 

in gender and authority, one that affects not eroticism per se but rather its direction. What does it 

mean for Mather to frame his reading of Canticles both as a function of his pleasure and his 

“own Entrance into the Married State”? Mather’s comment, is not, I insist, a continuation of 

traditional puritan interpretations of marital love as a mirror of divine espousal. Take for instance 

Winthrop’s letter to his wife Margaret: “The ground and pattern of our love […] is no other but 

that between Christ and his dear Spouse” (qtd. Godbeer Sexual Revolution in Early America 72). 

Any reading that sees Mather’s and Winthrop’s comments as interchangeable will have a hard 

time accounting for eighteenth-century puritan divergences from Winthrop’s other comments on 

gender reversal. In his Journal, for instance, Winthrop records his 1645 speech on “civil or 

federal” liberty, as distinguished from natural liberty. Civil liberty, Winthrop says, 

[…] is maintained and exercised in a way of subjection to authority. It is of the 

same kind of liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free. The woman’s own 

choice makes such a man her husband. […] Such is the liberty of the church under 
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the authority of Christ her King and husband. His yoke is easy and sweet to her as 

a bride’s ornaments, and if through forwardness or wantonness, etc. she shake it 

off at any time, she is at no rest in her spirit until she take it up again. (225) 

Winthrop sees Christ’s love for the church as a “pattern” of his own conjugal love, but he also 

sees the (consensual) subjection of a wife as reflective of the structure of church and, more 

broadly, civil government. “Even so, brethren,” Winthrop says, “it will be between you and your 

magistrates. If you stand for your natural corrupt liberties […you will] murmur and oppose and 

be always striving to shake off that yoke” (225). For Winthrop, then, the reversal of gender (the 

capacity of men to become women as a function of their civil or federal liberty) is a necessary 

aspect of government.  

Eighteenth-century references more rarely apply gendered relations to operations of 

institutional authority or government. Consider for instance a later sermon by Mather that echoes 

and expands many of his comments in “Biblia Americana”: Mather’s A Glorious Espousal 

(1719). Internal evidence from this sermon shows that Mather drew from the work he had done 

in “Biblia Americana.”
92

 In A Glorious Espousal, Mather goes to great lengths to try to “woo” 

the soul to the “matchless” marriage with Christ. “O Matchless Mercy!” Mather exclaims. “O 

Unparrall’d Condescension!” Mather’s sermon is meant to persuade his listeners of the glory that 

attends being “ONE” with Christ and of giving oneself entirely to him. But the only government 

to which Mather applies this dynamic is domestic. Consider the “Corollary” (39) that Mather 

attaches to the end of the sermon.  

When the Gracious ENDS for which the Married State is Instituted, have [come] 
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into an Enumeration, the Servants of GOD have demanded a Room for this; To be 

a Lively Exhibition of the Union between our SAVIOUR and His People. It is 

impossible for Married Persons, more compendiously and more effectually to 

consult their own Welfare, & make their Yoke easy & pleasant unto them, than by 

perpetual endeavors to Exhibit what passes between a Glorious CHRIST, & the 

Church, whereof He says, I Marry my self unto it. (39-40) 

Here Mather fulfills the promise of his title in making the marriage between Christ and the 

church a “pattern for marriage.” Mather argues that husband and wife should model their roles 

on the “carriage” of Christ and his church: “As the Church is subject unto CHRIST, so let Wives 

be unto their own Husbands, in everything. Husbands, Love your Wives even as CHRIST also 

has loved the Church” (42). It would be a misreading of this passage and Mather’s sermon in 

general to suggest that Mather does not invite all believers regardless of their gender to identify 

with and to desire to inhabit the feminized position of a bride. But just at the moment Mather is 

asking husbands to see themselves as brides to Christ Mather also asks them to model their 

behavior not upon the church but upon Christ’s love for the church. Mather’s distance from 

seventeenth-century uses of Canticles and bridal imagery then can be seen here not just in his 

call that husbands should model their love on Christ’s love for the church, but also in his 

implication that the object of longing is domestic.  

And by directing the application of Canticles toward the relations between husband and 

wife, Mather elides even as he calls attention to subjection (unlike, say, Winthrop):  

I do not stay upon the Observation, That the Duty of the Wife is here, as elsewhere 

prescribed before that of the Husband; Because there may be more of Difficulty 

in Her Duty than in His; And, Because His cheerful doing of His Duty, will very 
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much depend upon Her doing of Hers. But this I observe; The most 

Comprehensive prescription that can be given, for the Duties of the Married State, 

is in this One word; Conform to what passes between the Blessed JESUS, & His 

Espoused People. (42) 

In locating the espousal to Christ not as an index of institutional negotiation of power but of the 

relations of husband and wife, Mather celebrates Canticles as a model for marital relations. And 

Mather is not alone: other ministers, such as Benjamin Colman, echoed Mather’s sentiments. In 

The Honour and Happiness of the Virtuous Woman (1716), Colman says “The expressions of the 

love of Christ to his church in the Book of Canticles is the best account how the husband ought 

to regard and treat her…As the holy soul, and as the purchased church is fair and lovely in the 

eyes of God, and dignified by him; so let the deserving wife be esteemed by her happy spouse” 

(qtd. in Godbeer 72). In redirecting Canticles into the domestic relations Mather attenuates the 

relevance of Canticles insofar as it depends on men being brides. But he also strengthens it by 

removing it from its entrenched hermeneutic controversy. Seen in this way, Mather’s intentions 

in “Biblia Americana” becomes clearer. By the eighteenth century, rather than a text that 

exemplifies the church’s exclusion of or success over and against disagreement, Canticles had 

become a text that presupposes disagreement, not just internally but externally.  

Mather’s interpretation of Canticles implicitly recognizes that the text itself has become 

(or at least its interpretations have become) an object, capable of being viewed and examined 

from multiple points of view. How else can one account, after all, for Mather’s citation of so 

many interpreters in his chapter on Canticles, even though those interpreters disagree? No 

wonder then that Mather’s discovery after his “Trial” of translating “such passages” of Cocceius 

“as give [him] most of satisfaction” both cancels and encourages multiple points of view. 
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Certainly, as we’ve seen, the only thing that fixes Mather’s reading in “Biblia Americana” is his 

own satisfaction. But that satisfaction itself becomes an opportunity not for personal freedom but 

personal discipline. For Mather, as I hope now becomes clearer, the limited object of longing 

provides the means to reform the larger object of longing, that is, personal desire dispenses with 

communal contestation even as it makes public reform visible. So when Godbeer argues the 

early eighteenth century saw an increased in erotic marital imagery, and when Winship argues 

that it saw a disappearance of that imagery, they are both right. There was an increase, and it was 

domestic, and there was a disappearance, and it was the application of Canticles to church and 

civil government. Read in this way, Mather’s comments at the end of his annotations take on a 

new relevance. Like the church that “makes an essay towards ye Reception of the Lord” and is 

“no loser by it” (53), Mather is “no loser” in attending to Canticles during the time of this 

entrance to the marriage state because Mather deploys the emphasis on marital relations as a way 

of bypassing the very real controversy on Canticles while at the same time maintaining the force 

of mystical union with Christ (62).  

The point seems contradictory because it means that the only way to account for Mather’s 

annotations would be to see them as placing Canticles outside dispute on one hand while making 

it applicable to each believer on the other. And, in fact, it turns out that at the same time Mather 

was working on Canticles in “Biblia Americana,” he envisions how this could work literally. In 

Methods and Motives for Societies to Suppress Disorders (1703), Mather calls for reform 

societies that would be composed of “between Seven and Seventeen” “Men of Goodness, in 

agreeable Combination” (2). “Why should not our Natural affection to Society,” Mather asks, 

“be Sublimated into a Religious Affection, to Associate for the Interests of Religion” (1)? Most 

crucially, though, “the Society [must] Study Secrecy; and oblige every Member to divulge 
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neither Who they are, nor What they do, one jott further, than the whole Society shall allow 

them” (4). A comparison of these societies with Mather’s goals in “Biblia Americana” reveals 

surprising contiguities because, in both cases, “Natural affection,” while sublimated into 

religious affection, is removed from institutional mechanisms.    

To be sure, Mather’s interest in reform societies has already been linked to changes in the 

culture and social relations of Boston and New England in the eighteenth-century.
93

 These 

societies were especially attractive for Increase and Cotton Mather because, as Richard P. Gildrie 

explains, they “had the added advantage—in the eyes of the Mathers, for instance—of preserving 

the Protestant distinction between the ‘godly’ who were at work and the ‘unregenerate’ who 

were to be reformed” (202). Reform societies could be seen as preserving the puritan practice of 

distinguishing between those who have been and those who have yet to be reformed. Perhaps 

these societies even recovered an investment in secrecy that had been part of the practice of 

ministers like John Cotton in England. But there is no doubt that reform societies transformed the 

political motive for such secrecy into a structural calculus. That is, reform societies corresponded 

to the core of earnest believers that compose the truth Bride of Christ only by making impossible 

their spiritual weapons, “terrible as an army with banners,” which had characterized the puritan 

investment in Canticles in the seventeenth century. So in this sense the societies did not so much 

preserve as revise the well-known distinction between the godly and the unredeemed, and their 

contribution was not so much conventional as entirely novel. The reform societies may come to 

reflect the most committed core of believers in congregationalism, but rather than being the 

public bed of Solomon, they are secret and invisible. If reform societies seem to look a lot like 

most committed core of believers who form the Bride of Christ, they look a lot different when 
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 See Richard P. Gildrie, The profane, the civil, & the godly: the reformation of manners in orthodox New England, 

1679-1749. (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994). 
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we realize the point of the societies is not to be seen at all. 

What is seen is public virtue and piety that are visible to everyone as effects of secrecy. 

Mather’s investment in these societies and in Canticles coincides with his investment in reform 

that is removed from its association with contestation; the societies authorize the potential for 

reform that we saw in the previous chapter without the possibility of public seduction. For 

Mather such invisibility is necessary: “No doubt of it,” Mather says, “such a Society, must look 

to be Exposed unto the Malignity of Wicked men, if ever it come to be understood by them, that 

any are so associated” (9).  Security from exposure to wicked men means that, for Mather, 

religious affection can actually be more fully exposed because it can recover its proper place as 

foundational to reform. In a society in which  the conditions for participation in politics have 

been sundered from religious affiliation, reform societies participate in political and civil reform 

while refusing to be determined by (or contained within) the logic of civil society. Reform 

societies operate not by providing an opportunity for public contestation but by not being 

public—even though their achievements at reform will (and absolutely must) be.  

Most importantly, reform societies revise the contradictions we have already seen. If 

reform operates most efficiently by being secret, there must be consequences for the “spiritual 

combat” of desire. How do we distinguish, in other words, secret desire from desire that is not 

subject to edification? It turns out that we cannot. To put this most simply, Mather neutralizes 

party rhetoric by secreting the process of reform of institutional relations, but Mather cannot 

contain or neutralize party rhetoric without also engendering the possibility that feminized desire 

will itself be contained because it will end up being invisible to public operations of power.
94

 He 
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 I am not suggesting that Mather, even here, does not retain some attenuated invested in the one-sex model. Indeed, 

in Triparadisus Mather looks forward to the millennial reconfiguration of gender where “both sexes will again be 

united in One Body, as they were before the Deep Sleep upon the Protoplast, and all shall be Perfect Men” (266). 



Nielson 128 

 

intimates access to an application of reform that is publicly exemplary and personally applicable 

without being subject to public antagonism.
95

 If this is not exactly what Habermas calls the 

emergence of the bourgeois public sphere, where private individuals debate public issues through 

exercise of their reason, then it at least establishes the conditions for a process of legitimation 

separate from the state. So if, on the one hand, Mather’s investment in publicity and secrecy 

meant that Congregational tenets could be protected from the (growing) authority of 

Anglicanism, on the other, it meant that ministerial authority could be recovered in a new form 

as a feature of impartial associative networks.    

As we’ve seen, the turn toward women as figures to be honored rather than feared takes 

place only at the point in which feminized desire is increasingly located outside the process of 

church and civil government.
96

 The foundation of this change shares many characteristics with 

what Elizabeth Maddock Dillon argues is constitutive of Lockean liberalism because it depends 

on eliding women from the public sphere even as women become more visible within it. That is 

to say, the public sphere is defined by its exclusion of women only because this exclusion is 

publicly circulated as evidence of the value of domestic seclusion. The “privacy of women is the 

                                                                                                                                                             
See The Threefold Paradise of Cotton Mather: An Edition of 'Triparadisus'. Ed. Reiner Smolinski. (Athens: U of 

Georgia Press, 1995). 
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 As Virginia Bernhard explains, Mather was partly interested in the societies in order to encourage and develop his 

aims of benevolence. “Thus there came into the Puritan society in the early eighteenth century one of the first forms 

of community action: the society for the doing of good” (230). This potentially empty idea of the “good” assumed a 

normative force only by defining itself against divisive sins.  See “Cotton Mather and the Doing of Good: A Puritan 
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 One piece of evidence for the change of the understanding of women might be the first few stanzas of Mather’s 

elegy for Mrs. Mary Brown in Eureka. The vertuous woman found. A short essay on the memory of Mrs. Mary 

Brown, late consort of Benjamin Brown (1704): 

Monopolizing HEE’s, pretend no more 

of Wit and Worth, to Hoard up all the store. 

The Females too grow Wise & Good & Great; 

Some such in happy Salem find a Seat. 

Beware, my Sex, lest Females Win the Day, 

And Shame Us with reviv’d Hybristica. 

Plutarch, Return to Life, and Write agen, 

Of Womens Virtues, to Upbraid the Men (1). 
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product not of women’s seclusion within their homes, but of a public articulation and valuation 

of women’s domestic position” (Gender 4). Thus “women are not in the least absent from the 

public sphere of desire: rather, their presence there is significant in both cultural and political 

forms […]” (7). As Dillon argues, liberalism locates women within the private sphere while at 

the same time articulating that location publicly. 

Let us reexamine the changes so far. I have argued that in early eighteenth-century New 

England Canticles was employed in civil discourse less as an index of authority than as a model 

for relations between husband and wife. I have also argued that this narrowing or contraction of 

the application of Canticles was in part a consequence of the desire to secrete religious 

commitment from contestation in order, paradoxically, to make it more visible. In Mather’s 

reading of Canticles as a book that has been interpreted by several “overdoing students in 

Prophecies” and in his realignment of the book with marital relations, Mather is clearly 

responding to new rhetorical modes of impartiality. But Mather’s example demonstrates that 

participation in this discursive model should be seen not as a compromise but as an achievement; 

by no means was Mather simply yielding to the authority of European scholarship. As Mather 

says to his European audience in “A New Offer,” “The Writers whom you have made much of, 

while you had them at Home with you in a more separate Condition, certainly, will not lose your 

favour, for having Travelled Abroad, and now Returned Home in Company; tho’ with their Habit 

and Language having something of an American Change upon it” (10). In the next two chapters, 

I will describe more fully the shift (and the complications involved in it) that Mather here points 

to only as a possibility: that is, the organization of collective identity not according to religious 

disagreement but according to new forms of imaginary community. One way, this chapter has 

argued, to describe the shift is as a contraction of applications of Canticles, another way, as we 
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will see more fully in the following chapters, is as the elision of the reversal of gender.  

There is another, more personal way that Mather’s reading of Canticles relates to 

marriage. In 1703, shortly after the death of his wife, Mather was approached by a young woman 

who, as he writes in his diary, “[confessed] herself charmed with my Person, to such a Degree, 

that she could not but break in upon me, with her most importunate Requests, that I would make 

her mine.” At first, Mather himself was quite taken in by her charms. “She is one of rare Witt 

and Sense” he says, “and of a comely Aspect; and extremely Winning in her Conversation, and 

she has a Mother of an extraordinary Character for her piety” (457). But, he notes, “She is not 

much more than twenty years old,” and even more troublingly, “Her Reputation has been under 

some Disadvantage” (458). The latter observation indeed turned out to be a problem. In the next 

few months, Mather recorded in his diary the gossip that began around the young woman and 

extended, to his horror, to Mather himself. “By an unhappy Coincidence of some 

Circumstances,” Mather says, “there is a Noise, and a mighty Noise it is, made about the Town, 

that I am engaged in a Courtship to that young gentlewoman.” Mather proclaims his own 

innocence, “yett,” he admits, “it is not easy presently to confute the Rumour.” The rumor was 

especially dangerous because Mather perceived in it the designs of Satan. For a minister of his 

character and position, such a scandal could ruin his “Usefulness” (470).  

In short, there was really only one solution. Mather was so depressed by the rumors that 

he feared he would die, and he turned to the Lord for help by undergoing a series of secret fasts 

and prayers. After recognizing that “The Persecution of the Lyes daily invented about me, will 

be, I see unsupportable,” unless he “[proceeds] unto another Marriage” (477). Mather decided 

that a “Return into the married State” was necessary (482). And, Mather discovered, God was 

providing for him: 
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He showes me a Gentlewoman within two Houses of my own; a 

Gentlewoman of Piety and Probity, and a most unspotted Reputation; a 

Gentlewoman of Good Witt and Sense, and Discretion at Ordering an 

Household; a Gentlewoman of incomparable sweetness in her Temper, 

and Humour; a Gentlewoman honourably descended and related; and a 

very comely person. Her Name is Mrs. ELIZABETH HUBBARD. (490-1) 

His second wife’s virtues were many, but perhaps not least among them was that, unlike the 

young woman who created such a scandal for him, his “vast Flock, more than an hundred to one 

[wanted Mather] to seek an Acquaintance with this Gentlewoman” (491).  We can see in 

Mather’s reading of Canticles an experiment that educates his own pleasure and desire, and that, 

in turn, provides the solution to the collision of dispute that marks the text. Likewise, as we can 

see above, his marriage in 1703 provided the solution to potential public scandal and 

embarrassment. If sensible things are merely an image of things above, they also exhibit the 

lessons inscribed in sensation. For Mather, Canticles is most readily the means to conversion by 

educating desire and ensuring domestic bliss, and, thereby, by implying that the desire of a man 

is not the same as the “incomparable sweetness” of a virtuous woman. Men might not exactly be 

women after all.  
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Chapter Four 

Error and Beauty 

In 1713, at about the age of seventy, Edward Taylor began a long sequence of poems on 

Canticles that would form a major part of Preparatory Meditations. Within a year, a series of 

pamphlet debates would erupt in Massachusetts over paper currency. The debates would 

continue, in one form or another, for many decades, but they were especially heated between 

1714 and about 1722.
97

 Although scholars have recognized the paper currency debates in the 

early decades as essential to the development of market thought, both the “transition to a more 

openly class-based discourse” (Ingersoll 55) and the emergence of a new “public sphere 

and…understanding of print” that privileged debate (Warner 47), Taylor’s poems on Canticles 

have often been seen as a function of, as Jeffery Hammond suggests, a “shift from the public and 

communal concerns of Gods Determinations and the Metrical History of Christianity to the 

private devotion of the Meditations” (223). In contrast, this chapter will read the paper currency 

debates and Taylor’s meditations on Canticles as centering on the same debate about collectivity 

and desire in the early eighteenth century. Unlike John Wise, who exemplified supporters of 

paper currency by arguing in 1721 that paper bills should replace coins because gold or silver 

coins have a “secret charm attending [them]” that is damaging to the body politic (22), Edward 

Taylor’s poems on Canticles in Preparatory Meditations conceptualized precisely the opposite: 

collective union follows from a heightened desire for a shared, beautiful object. 

 To be sure, one way this desire can be described is as desire for objects whose material 

beauty is a confirmation of Christ’s sovereign beauty. Beauty, in this case, feels like a revelation. 

And because this beauty is reflected by and not reducible to these objects it can thereby escape 
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them and, by virtue, most observers. The threshold of recognition of this beauty resembles the 

threshold of elect conversion that marks in Taylor’s poems the double threshold of longing for, 

and marriage to, Christ. As Taylor says in Meditation 42, “Adorn me, Lord, with Holy Huswifry. 

/ All blanch my Robes with Clusters of Thy Grace. / Thus lead me to Thy threshold” (1.42). 

Beauty for Taylor is not only visible and invisible, apparent and secret, but also marks the 

discrepancy between truth and error. Unlike the sublime beauty on which Addison writes in The 

Spectator, No. 412, which “immediately diffuses a secret satisfaction and complacency through 

the imagination, and gives a finishing to anything that is great or uncommon” (424), beauty in 

Taylor’s poetry is linked more directly to belief than perception or imagination. Clearly, then, 

our understanding of the function of beauty and longing in Taylor’s Preparatory Mediations has 

consequences for our understanding of the boundaries and contours of collectivity and dispute in 

early New England.  

 This chapter’s analysis of Taylor’s poems on Canticles in Preparatory Mediations 

focuses on the condition and direction of that longing by arguing that beauty in Preparatory 

Meditations entails an awareness of error. No doubt Taylor’s meditational form, with its 

emphasis on inspecting and exposing the individual speaker, could be seen as coinciding with a 

contraction of applications of Canticles traced by the last chapter. But the structure of the poetry 

complicates the trajectory in which it emerges because, as we shall see, for Taylor desire for 

Christ is an ontological condition of collective union. Although the organization of these 

chapters may seem counterintuitive because the period of composition of Taylor’s poetry 

overlaps Mather’s work on “Biblia Americana” and later sermons, this chapter is meant to 

extend the theoretical implications of the previous chapter while demonstrating that puritan 

deployments in Canticles were invested in the eradication of both error and disagreement, goals 
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which, at times, were mutually exclusive. In an insight that I hope to develop in analyzing 

Taylor, Elaine Scarry, in On Beauty and Being Just, observes that beauty “incites in us the 

longing for truth because it provides by its compelling ‘clear discernibility’ an introduction […] 

to the state of certainty yet does not itself satiate our desire for certainly since beauty, sooner or 

later, brings us into contact with our own capacity for making errors” (31). Scarry’s point sheds 

light on Taylor’s Preparatory Meditations on Canticles because Taylor’s poetry articulates the 

conditions of the communal spouse’s longing for Christ’s preeminent beauty. Beauty in Taylor, 

in other words, entails the recognition of truth because the beauty of Christ signifies what is best; 

that is, it is defined by being better than its alternative. But because the beauty of Christ can go 

unrecognized, perception of that beauty also entails perception of (previous and current) sin. 

Beauty manifests truth through a gap or incision in which the act of recognition depends on the 

possibility of mistake. This can be seen in both the grammatical and logical development of the 

poems. One might call this the “If, then,” formulation—that is, the speaker’s request for what is 

not deserved or cannot be properly demanded. Take, for instance, the following poem: 

  Thou art the lovel’est object over spread 

   With brightest beauty Object ever wore 

  Of purest flushes of pure white and red 

   That ever did or could the Love allure. 

   Lord make me Love and thee its Object meet 

   And me in folds of such Love raptures keep. 

 

  Oh! though most beautiful of Objects gay 

   Dart out thy Heavenly beams into my breast 

  And make thy Beauty Lord, thy Golden key 

   For to unlock and ope right my Chest 

   Loves Cabinet and take the best thyselfe 

   Of all my Love therein. Its all thy Wealthe. 

 

  When I bring forth the best of Love to thee 

   And bring its purest streams all reeching warm 

  The best of Love, and Beautiful object bee 

   Then meet together, Love by Beauties Charm 
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   Embrace thyself in her pure milke white Hands 

   Thy Holy Beauty lays my love in bands. 

 

  Thy beauty then shall weare the best of mee.  

   My Love shall then the best of Beauties have. 

  My Love’s my best, thy Beauty’s best in thee. 

   For thy Best Beauty, my best love I save. 

   While my best Love doth thy best beauty greet. 

   My purest love shall sing thy Beauty sweet. (2.116) 

 

The conditional qualities of the end of this poem, that is, the deferral of what is not now realized 

and what could or will be realized, the insistence of “when, then,” (which in other poems is often 

“If, then,”) is a central characteristic of much of Taylor’s Preparatory Meditations and especially 

of his poems on Canticles. The conditional here cannot properly be termed doubt, because the 

speaker is not suggesting that present or future belief makes this condition uncertain. Doubt 

certainly arises in some of the poems, but it is usually represented retrospectively, in the form of 

repentance for sinfulness. The conditional is more accurately understood syllogistically, where 

the premise is always in Taylor’s poetry most properly Christ’s grace. 

 A brief examination of Taylor’s poetry will demonstrate how pervasive this point is.
98

 

Jeffery Hammond argues that Taylor’s poems on Canticles were in part a desire for an identity 

that transcends sin (266-7).  That is, the structure noted above performs the more generalizable 

dynamic of puritan self-examination. Although this dynamic has sometimes been read as 

reflective of Taylor’s biographical motives or a narrative unity of the poems, I will suggest that 

the repetition of and reliance on the logic of desire reveals more properly what we might call the 

condition of Taylor’s aesthetics of collective grace. Verses ten and sixteen in book five of Song 
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of Songs most succinctly summarizes this aesthetic, where Christ is “the Chief amongst ten 

thousand” and “altogether Lovely.” Being altogether lovely, Christ is the object of longing, but 

he is also its source. Because longing is itself a function of conversion and thereby of election, 

Christ can become the object of desire only after the soul has become the object of grace, that is, 

only after the soul has undergone ontological transformation. Taylor’s poems on Canticles 

express desire for God not just as a means of overcoming sin but also as a means of being unified 

with others who desire God because God is the best and most attractive object of desire. How is 

such beauty possible? Only by being more universal and excellent than imagined. Taylor’s 

poetry presents a meditative reflection on beauty in ways that are isomorphic to historically 

specifiable assumptions about hierarchy and authority because, as we shall see, Taylor represents 

not simply the culmination of a certain tradition of puritan deployments of Canticles but also 

particular tensions of collectivity that modernity has occluded or marginalized in order to realize 

itself as modern. 

The emblem summarizes this: Preparatory Meditations and Belief 

 Taylor’s Preparatory Meditations have usefully been located, even in the first few 

decades after their publication in the twentieth century, in dialogue with the debate surrounding 

the Lord’s Supper.
99

 Stoddard’s liberalization of the practices of the Lord’s Supper, as is well 

known, was to Taylor a transformation of the sacred rite into a converting ordinance, that is, into 

a ritual that in his view (and others, including, most prominently, the Mathers) made the 

application of the Supper a bestowal rather than celebration of Christ’s grace. Nonetheless, 
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scholars debate the precise relationship of the poems to the sermons on sacrament days 

(Lewalski 395). Early in Taylor scholarship it was debated whether Taylor’s poetry, with its 

intense interest in the union of the soul with God, constituted a “crypto-catholic,” or at least 

unorthodox, understanding of the sacrament (Lewalski 389). The debate on whether Taylor’s 

poetry was in the center or the margin of orthodoxy was connected, broadly speaking, to the 

assumption that Taylor’s poetry, in order to be innovative (and therefore worth scholarly 

attention) must be unorthodox or at least in tension with puritan tenets.
100

 Although scholarly 

attention has shifted from these debates, they usefully register the degree to which union with 

God is in some way central in Taylor’s poetry in Preparatory Meditations, and this centrality, 

scholars suggest, is linked to Taylor’s uses of Canticles.  

 More recent scholarship confirms the importance of Canticles to the understanding of 

Preparatory Mediations even as it emphasizes that Taylor’s use of Canticles makes his poems a 

culmination of a tradition. Barbara Lewalski, for instance, places Taylor in a context of 

seventeenth-century lyrical religious poets. Thus although “Taylor probes intensely the metaphor 

and emblem of Canticles to produce praises for the Bridegroom and Spouse, and to clarify the 

theological basis of the speaker’s relationship to both” (417), the mode of religious poetry which 

Taylor writes ends with him. “With Edward Taylor,” Lewalski says, “an era in the writing of 

religious lyric poetry ended, an era which began in England with Wyatt and Coverdale and 

reached its apogee with Donne and Herbert” (425). Lewalski’s identification of the cause of this 

decline, an erosion or “attenuation of faith in dogmatic Christianity and in its sacred Book” (425) 
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is confirmed by Jeffery Hammond when he says that what he calls the “Puritan Experience of 

poetry” came to an end with Taylor. “The fate of his favorite text, the Song of Songs, vividly 

illustrates the rapid demystification of Scripture,” Hammond notes. “By the end of the century 

exegesis had historicized the Song as a collection of pastoral love lyrics whose inclusion in 

Scripture rested solely on their dubious attribution to Solomon” (236). Since Hammond reads 

Taylor’s use of Song of Songs as in some sense autobiographical and personal, this culmination 

marks both the end of Taylor’s allegorical use of Canticles and the end of scriptural allegory.  

 Ivy Schweitzer pushes this point the furthest by placing Taylor’s poems on Canticles in 

the context of Taylor’s paradoxical investment in desire and gender inequality. As Schweitzer 

sees it, Taylor exemplifies the male puritan saint’s repudiation of his masculinity: “women’s 

experience is appropriated as emblematic of man’s relations with God” (16).
101

 Schweitzer 

extends this point by invoking Louis Althusser’s concept of ideology and “interpolation of 

hailing” (31). Taylor exemplifies the hegemonic and disciplinary aspects of puritan ideology, and 

so “the cultural work that Edward Taylor accomplished in his celebrated verse is a cultural dead 

end. He is the product of fifty years of ideological consolidation” (39). As Schweitzer notes, she 

is so committed to this vision of Taylor as “dead end” that she organizes her study so that Taylor, 

in the book’s chronology, precedes Anne Bradstreet. Here Taylor is made to lead because 

nothing follows from him. As both culmination and cul-de-sac, his poetry stands testament to the 

ideology and hegemony that was already breaking down around him, and which would end, 

decisively, with the acceptance of Stoddarean standards by his own church just after his death.  

 Schweitzer’s invocation of Marxist modes of critique is salutary. But Schweitzer’s 

appropriation of Althusser’s concept of ideology marks both the extent and limit of Schweitzer’s 
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critique. Indeed, Taylor can serve as a model of puritan hegemony only by disappearing into a 

horizon that is inherently and eminently liberating—a point that is startling not least because that 

horizon also indicates the emergence of inchoate market thought and bourgeois relations that are, 

of course, precisely the objects of Marxist critique. In contrast, this chapter positions Taylor 

neither as the dead end of a tradition nor just as the opposite of more modern forms of collective 

union. No doubt, as H.C. Maddux notes in a recent article, “it is important to observe again how 

the work of a putative cultural conservative like Edward Taylor is both committed to and critical 

of its own past” (9-10). It is equally important to recognize how Taylor’s poetry contradicts later 

modes of collectivity not because it shares nothing in common with them but rather because it 

presents a vision of collective union that would need to be marginalized and, indeed, 

misunderstood in order for later modes to operate. By being more attentive to Taylor’s 

representation of longing we can also more clearly situate what is at stake in the association of 

gendered desire with error in the early eighteenth century, that is, not just gender as the basis for 

the order and hierarchy of society nor even the psychological or “cognitive effects” that Maddux 

accurately observes (10),
102

 but above all the relationship between Taylor’s association of 

longing with the very possibility of collective union. Taylor’s poetry is committed to gendered 

longing not only because it understands gender as indicative of conditions that precede debate 

but also because it sees longing as commitment to a particular position—a dispositional effect or 

collective practice—that is distinguished from the errors of others. Recognizing this may allow 

us to move our conversation on Taylor beyond whether his poetry registers the high water mark 
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of gender reversal and particular forms of hierarchy. It may allow us, that is, to reassess our 

understanding of Taylor’s conception of gender and its relationship to a shared object of desire.  

Gender and Canticles 

 Taylor’s reliance on Canticles extends and complicates the trajectory traced in the 

previous chapter. Like Mather and others, Taylor’s reading of Canticles has no immediate or 

direct application for public stations of power. And, in some sense, through its meditational form 

and the fact that Taylor did not seem to intend the poems for publication, Taylor’s poetry 

intensifies the focus on individual desire. This intensification provided early interpreters of 

Taylor evidence of his unorthodoxy, but Karen E. Rowe persuasively corrects this view.
103

 As 

Rowe demonstrates, Taylor’s reading of Canticles often relies rather straightforwardly on the 

work of James Durham. Rowe notes Taylor’s poem on Canticles 6.6, which includes a reference 

to this verse, “Thy Teeth are like a flock of Sheep that come up from Washing whereof everyone 

has […].” Rowe mentions that Taylor here, in a rare moment, includes the contradictory 

assertions of some commentators on the text, and like Durham resolves the contradictions in one 

“spiritualized” interpretation (Rowe 134-6). Durham’s Cantis Clavi, written in the 1660s, was 

conceived as a response to and correction of Catholic or medieval interpreters and also more 

contemporary exegesis. But if Durham, unlike Brightman and Cotton, finds not a historical 

allegory within Canticles but rather an outright allegory that applies to all times and to all 

believers, Durham is just as committed as Cotton to gender reversal. Desire for the savior, in 

Durham’s view, is an expression of his excellence. Here is Durham on the end of Canticles 

chapter five: 

From verse 10 to the end (which contains the forth part of the chapter) the Bride 

                                                 
103

 See Karen E. Rowe, “Sacred or Profane?: Edward Taylor's Meditations on Canticles.” Modern Philology, Vol. 

72, No. 2 (1974), pp. 123-138. 



Nielson 141 

 

speaks; and in answer to the daughters of Jerusalem their question […she is] 

ready to demonstrate Christ, her Beloved, his worth above all: and as impatient 

that any other should be put in competition with him, (especially by the daughters 

of Jerusalem, whose edification she studies by this to promote).  

Here as elsewhere in Durham, the excellence of Christ determines the unity of the Bride. 

Durham’s argument that the Bride will not be put in competition with the Daughters of 

Jerusalem is also a demonstration that the Bride’s preeminence reflects Christ’s own.  

 It would be a mistake not to acknowledge that Taylor’s poetry indicates in large part 

Durham’s influence, especially in the poetry’s emphasis on incorporation into the bride. Yet 

attention to this influence does not explain how the poems themselves conceptualize unity 

through a poetic meditative structure that depends not upon a communal set of speakers but an 

individual speaker. Inscribed in the very possibility of speech in Taylor’s poetry, it would seem, 

is the problem of how private desire can be intensified even as it dissolves into the body of the 

bride. Taylor’s poetry confronts this problem not just through its reliance on Durham (who is 

obviously one among a range of influences or determining factors for the poems) but also by 

foregrounding and rethinking reliance itself. “Ye Daughters of Jerusalem ne’er please,” Taylor 

says, “Your fancies with such thoughts as tell you do / That you may rob me of my Lord.” 

Beauty itself becomes a condition of union. 

  Whom Christ espouses is his Spouse indeed, 

   His Spouse or bride no Single Person nay. 

  She is an agrigate so doth proceed. 

   And in it sure and cant be stole away. 

   And if you thus be members made of mee. 

   He’l be your Bridegroom, you his Spouse shall be 

 

  Thus you in me enjoyned shall be made bright 

   And this united his Choice Spouse be made […] (2.133) 
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Here the unity of the bride, her beauty and eminence in Christ, is plainly a consequence of her 

being both “agrigate” and united. To be a member of the elect and to be filled with Christ’s grace 

means that, by definition, one can be “no Single Person.” Unity with the bride, that is, is 

presented as a function of a logical statement (“if you thus”) that locates spiritual eroticism as the 

condition for conversion. Taylor extends this point in the next stanzas.  

  Oh! let thy boundless Love my Lord, a kiss 

   Bestow on me and joyn me to thy Dove 

  That is but one, whose members have such Bliss 

   And in its blissful beams I’ll ever move 

   My portion then shall far excel the Share 

   Those Queens and Concubine and Virgins weare. 

 

  If one bright beam of this thy boundless Love 

   Do light on me, enlightened I shall bee 

  To Cooe thy praise as joined to thy Dove 

   And double back thy Love with songs to them. (2.133) 

 

The kiss that joins the speaker to the bride suggests both a fleeting glimpse (“one bright beam”) 

and eternal transformation (“in its blissful beams I’ll ever move”). The transformation or 

conversion is itself coincident with feminization, that is, of the feminized position’s being 

associated with the covenant of grace both because that covenant depends upon the sovereignty 

of God to bestow grace and because the covenant means that the soul then has the capacity to 

“double back” its reflective love and longing for Christ.  

 Longing for Taylor is thus by definition communal because the soul cannot desire Christ 

until it has already been transformed and made one with others in the church. Taylor’s poetry is 

invested in gender reversal above all because, first, gender summarizes ontological differences 

between Christ and the fallen world and, second, gendered longing articulates the relationship 

between those differences. The latter point means that the former both does and does not 

correspond to visible distinction. For if it would be inconceivable for Taylor to represent the 
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community of believers as anything but subordinate to Christ, it would be just as inconceivable 

for him to represent that subordination as effecting or enabling the state of grace. Far from it: in 

his poetry Taylor represents the unity of the communal body and the feminization of the soul as 

identical because the preeminent object of desire has already made possible that desire. In 

Meditation 127, for instance, Taylor traces the origin of mankind: 

  My Lord, when thou didst form mankind to hand 

   Of thine Omnipotency then did hold 

  The Vessell rightly well Engrained, and deast 

   From dist right stild Omniciences Mould 

   Wherein mankind was run shapt most bright 

   With Properties that fix on Objects right 

 

  Hence I have power to love and to desire 

   These brave Affects Choose such Objects which 

  Desirable and Lovely are t’infire 

   These bright affections that upon them pitch. 

   Such objects found by these affections sweet. 

   Desire draws in, and Love goes out to meet. (2.127) 

 

The divine object of love and desire is reflected by because it is identical with the various objects 

of love. Consistently in Taylor desire for Christ is accompanied by a recognition that true desire 

can be realized only by having already joined the visible and reflective beauty of the bride’s 

communal body, even if that means being one of the bride’s “Hairs” or a “toe” (2.137, 2.128). 

The incommensurable distance between Christ and the soul will then be closed by desire and the 

pleasure between bridegroom and bride: “That happiness lodg’d in her Glorious face / Will then 

when seen slide in our Hearts with Grace” (2.128). 

The erotic dimension of Taylor’s verse works in two directions at once: on the one hand, 

energizing and quickening the desire of the individual and, on the other, making possible the 

unity of communal love by positing beauty as the very condition for affiliation. Even as the 

poetry is expressive of a desire that has not been fulfilled, it argues for the degree to which all 
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reformed desire depends upon God by distinguishing between truth and error, beauty and its 

alternative. As such, rather than being a sign of merely its own failure, longing is precisely the 

opposite: as reformed desire, it becomes a sign of Christ’s presence. In Meditation 129 on Cant 

6.2, Taylor meditates on a verse of Canticles that is about absence: “My Beloved is gone in his 

Garden.” For Taylor, in the poem, the insufficiency of reason in describing the presence and 

absence of Christ is merely evidence of Christ’s sovereignty. The poem praises the “Heart 

Ravishments Delightful Joyes” and “highest inchantings” of Christ, what Taylor elsewhere calls 

Christ’s “glorious Charms.” The language of pleasure and desire allows Taylor to represent the 

relationship between the soul and Christ as one that emphasizes Christ’s authority and excellence 

without simultaneously rendering that relationship as coercive. As H.C. Maddux observes, 

“Choice and affective signs of choice are thereby at the foundation of covenant thought as it was 

expressed during Taylor’s tenure at Westfield, whether the discursive concentration was upon 

the redeemed or the reprobate” (17). Surely one of the reasons, after all, that Taylor focused so 

intensely on Song of Songs was that Canticles reproduces the theoretical categories of choice and 

coercion alongside truth and error. The soul is drawn to Christ because the “glorious Charms” 

are so alluring; it would, in fact, be a mistake to do otherwise. Indeed, if we conceive of 

conversion and the conditions for entrance to the Sacrament as tantamount to falling in love with 

an object of beauty, it is easy to see how such a moment, on the one hand, sets aside coercion, 

even as it is difficult to imagine, on the other, how such a moment is entirely a choice. Just as we 

might reasonably doubt the assertions of love from someone who has been forced against his or 

her will (from, say, imposing circumstances) to fall in love, so we might doubt that someone who 

has fallen in love has simply chosen, entirely of her own free will, to do so. Indeed, the very 

language of the phrase implies a loss of control that is, nonetheless, entirely pleasurable. 
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 Both gender fluidity and emphasis on desire are extensions of themes that can be found in 

a wide range of Taylor’s sermons, especially those on the Lord’s Supper. That ordinance is for 

Taylor fundamentally linked to poetry. As he says in Meditation 110, “with these Guests I am 

invited to it [i.e. the feast] / and this rich banquet makes me thus a Poet” (23-4 283). In his 

sermons Treatise on the Lord’s Supper, Taylor reminds his congregation of the necessity of 

wearing the “wedden garment” to the Lord’s Feast (365). “Consider the nature of the feast […] 

The King of Glory, King of Kings, the King Immortal and Eternal herein celebrates the 

espousals made between his own and only begotton Son, and heir of all things, and the souls of 

his elect drawn up in holy contract at the time of their particular conversions” (364-5). Certainly 

imagery of the feast in Taylor’s poems on Canticles represents taste and sense as abundantly 

pleasurable. Meditations 2.156, 2.157 A and B, for instance, celebrate the “sweet dainties (29) 

that make the speaker’s heart “[run] over with thy praise in sweetest song” (30). But evident also 

is a defense of the Lord’s Supper as suitable only for the elect. In fact, the logic of these poems is 

precisely an elaboration of Taylor’s defense of the ordinance against Solomon Stoddard’s 

decision to permit all believing members to partake of the Supper.
104

 Only a public confession of 

Christ’s graces makes one worthy of the sacrament and only Christ can author the desire and 
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marriage that makes such worthiness possible. 

To locate Christ’s beauty as an attribute of divine sovereignty is also to locate perception 

of and desire for that beauty as a function of grace. After all, if such beauty were naturally 

perceptible to all then it would depend not upon divine but human capacity, that is, not upon a 

covenant of grace but rather of works. Christ’s beauty is the best, then, both because such 

excellence logically follows from the sovereignty of Christ and because recognition of that 

beauty makes its excellence indisputable and undeniable. Just as importantly, failure to recognize 

and desire that beauty is sinful irrespective of whether one knows it. In Christographia, Taylor 

describes sin first of all as willfulness and disobedience: “Alas they slight Christ, and say in their 

heart, this man shall not reign […]” (191). And then he describes sin as a pursuit of false beauty.  

Hence we See what attractiveness there are in Christ to draw Sinners to him, and 

what unreasonableness there is in men, that betake not themselves to him. Honour 

is attractive; Beauty is attractive: Riches are attractive. How do men enslave 

themselves for these things? But such as are most enthrawled in their desires unto 

these things, will tread them under their feet to Save their Lives. […] Hence all 

the Sovereign attractives to draw persons unto him are in him. O most lovely 

Jesus! O most wonderful One! O most necessarie unto the Sons of men. (191) 

The logic of divine beauty here operates like grace. It is because of beauty that the converted turn 

away from sin to Christ, but for them to do so without enslaving themselves to the false beauties 

that surround them requires grace beyond their fallen capacity. Only God can infuse this 

reformed desire into the soul. As Taylor says, “he is altogether Lovely Can. 6. 16, the Chiefe 

amongst ten thousand, v. 10. And in all things have the Preheminency Col. I 18. And thus I have 

Considered this Fulness as to the Nature of it as Grace” (248-9).  
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 By now it should be evident that, for Taylor, to be imputed with Christ’s grace means 

also to be feminized. Ivy Schweitzer critiques the dependence of this process on “gynesis,” a 

term she borrows from Alice Jardine. In puritan gynesis, discourse by and through women posits 

“‘a woman-as-effect’” (112). Schweitzer argues that “the Spouse’s very existence as a 

theologico-cultural entity reinforces patriarchal domination of women” not least because the 

bride’s position is maintained by her consenting (and by her incapacity not to consent) to stay in 

a position that thus “derives from her complicity with androcentrism” (111). In this way, 

Schweitzer persuasively argues, Taylor’s self-representation in the poem both depends on and 

effaces the female gender. In a recent article, Nathan Hitchcock explicitly extends this thesis to 

argue that Taylor’s gynesis is also a defense of the purse, that is, both money and testicles.
105

 

Taylor “presents himself as the empty wallet,” Hitchcock says, and quotes Meditation 1.229: 

“Yet may I Purse, and thou my Mony bee.” While Hitchcock’s critique of Taylor’s “divine 

‘coinage’” accurately recognizes Taylor’s investment in older forms of social hierarchy (340), 

Hitchcock frames this critique on Taylor’s own motivations and desires. Taylor’s “heavenly 

wedlock” allows him to “return to the public world and to enjoy the eucharist and govern his 

congregation” and thereby to “claim his patrimony through sexed, devotional gymnastics” (347-

8). Even Clark (who recognizes that Taylor’s images of gold, for instance, entail transformation) 

makes a surprisingly similar argument. The transformation of base material to gold, Clark 

argues, is intrinsically linked in Taylor’s poetry to the transforming power of grace, which itself 

has an affective inflection, “a feeling a mood, a state of mind.” Thus “[t]hrough the course of 

each of these works, Taylor’s mood seems to ‘lighten up’ or change color. His imagination, his 

outlook, his way of seeing and processing, as well as his spiritual condition, is transmuted” (35). 
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Taylor’s desire for gold is reducible to Taylor’s own desires as minister and poet.  

The link between money and social unity, however, may bear on Taylor’s poetry in 

broader and more pressing ways. Debates on paper currency abounded at the time Taylor turned 

to writing his poems on Canticles; arguments for paper currency as a means to solve the shortage 

of metal coin often centered not only on authority but also on the equalizing social cohesion that 

a widely circulated currency provides.
106

 As we’ve seen, in seventeenth-century New England 

gender reversal was embedded within a context of social hierarchy, and a shift of these social 

relations may indicate a shift in the understanding of gender and desire. According to Thomas 

Laqueur, the transition from a one-sex to a two-sex model was not simply a consequence of 

scientific exploration or, indeed, to empirical observation, in part because the very minimal set of 

facts which are now used to demonstrate the anatomical difference between the two sexes were 

not recognizable: “[…] epistemology alone does not produce two opposite sexes;” Laqueur says, 

“it does so only in certain political circumstances” (11). Recently, scholars of early American 

literature and culture have investigated the relationship between money and social change. 

Jennifer J. Baker’s elegant study Securing the Commonwealth, debt, speculation and writing in 

the making of early America (2005) joins, as she recognizes, a larger body of scholarship that is 

attentive to “money’s linguistic nature” in an approach that is both historical and post-

structuralist.
107

 My attention to and reading of the currency debates in Massachusetts is indebted 

to, as it were, these scholars’ attention to debt.  

Inscribed in the transition to paper currency is an investment in a communal network or 

web of dependence. Although paper currency had been in use in the colony since the new charter 
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(Cotton Mather had been an early advocate) such currency had been authorized by the 

government and had since become devalued relative to silver currency, or, as it was known 

simply at the time, as money. The high value of money was to no small degree a consequence of 

its scarcity, since it was often carried off from the colonies to European countries of trade. 

Because of its scarcity and the devaluation of paper bills, colonists in Massachusetts found it 

hard to pay debts and even to conduct daily trade. In 1714, a group of merchants proposed a 

solution through a private “land bank” that would print paper bills at six percent interest. In the 

debate that followed, which continued directly into the 1720s and indirectly until the 1740s (and 

later), at least two issues were salient: first, whether the formation of the land bank constituted a 

breach of the prerogative of the crown and hence of the body politic, and, second, whether the 

paper bills were doomed to fail because they were not intrinsically but only extrinsically 

valuable. Such extrinsic value could only, so the argument went, lead to inflation and devalued 

currency because paper bills, as paper, had no real value. Yet at least one advocate of paper bills, 

John Wise, argued in A word of comfort to a melancholy country. Or The bank of credit erected 

in the Massachusetts-Bay, fairly defended by a discovery of the great benefit, accruing by it to 

the whole province; with a remedy for recovering a civil state when sinking under desperation by 

defeat on their bank of credit. By Amicus Patriae (1721) that paper bills were actually superior to 

money because gold or silver coin has a “secret charm attending [it]; and carrying so much a 

Tyranny in its nature that Men who have it seem infatuated by it, and are inclined thereby to 

violate the Rights of other Men, without regard to reason or justice” (22). In contrast, “the Bills 

have another look and influence with them, and more readily yield to Mens Equal Demands in 

what they have to sell” (23). Wise denies that the lack of intrinsic value will lead to deflation; 

bills are kept valuable by “Prudence, and not from any intrinsick value” (40). It is the “Power of 
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thought” that makes the bills “as good yea better than money (46).
108

   

Paper Currency 

John Wise’s pamphlet condenses a number of these changes even as it argues for the 

simultaneous subordination and encouragement of individual interests. For Wise, the 

preservation of the body politic can take place only with the replacement of money that contains 

a “secret charm” which causes men to “violate the Rights” of others (22). The mediating 

“influence” of bills simultaneously guards against oppression. Indeed, as far as Wise was 

concerned, it is money itself that is the oppression. Money is a “meer Extortioner, or but little 

better than a common Robber” (34). Had not the original experiment with paper bills been 

commenced “within the last Thirty Years, it seems to me, we had been in danger of a Mutiny for 

this irresistible Oppression” 13). Gold and Silver cause “Moneyed Men [to] higgle down 

everything, and use many unfair Artifices to sink and lower the price of what comes to the 

Market” (22). Money is dangerous for Wise because it attacks the members of the body politic, 

specifically, the laboring body of the farmer. For the problem with metal coin is that its scarcity 

means it lowers the price of commodities for which the farmer has worked so hard. It 

discourages, in other words, the farmer from labor: “The Farmer must be duly, and sufficiently 

incouraged or you ruin all” Wise says (23). Although the court had in the seventeenth century 

guarded against high prices to prevent sloth, in 1721 high prices encouraged labor rather than 
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discouraged it, and it is this encouragement that Wise says paper bills will ensure: 

But Trade with him [the farmer] upon free and reasonable Terms, and the Bills in 

very nature admit of it, for they allow of a quicker dispatch, and fuller Price and 

with more Equity, and this it ought to be; and this animates the Farmer, keeps him 

to his Plough; Brightens and involves all his Rurall Schemes; Reconciles him to 

all his hard Labor, and makes him look Fat and Cheerful. And I must note unto 

you, you must keep up your Farmers hart; for if he fails, you are in danger to 

Starve all, and also he is the best Wall to his Country; the King and all Men must 

be maintained out of his Field. (23) 

Here Wise appeals to the members of the body politic and the laboring body specifically as the 

foundation of social welfare, and this shift from the head to the body characterizes changes in the 

eighteenth century that scholars associate with the rise of liberalism. Clearly, Wise makes an 

appeal to equality, but he centers his appeal upon equal relations that require a web of social 

cohesiveness. This cohesiveness is derived from and is productive of prudence, which Wise says 

gives the bills value. Once the bills are in circulation, prudence itself will also be circulated. 

“Now such a prudent Temper Circulating and influencing the Principal Members of such a 

Grand Community,” Wise says “Will soon become a Law for all other Men” (51). Wise argues 

that both bills and the “private and Publick Good” can be kept safe. “Such a temper of Mind will 

for ever, not only secure the Currency of our Bills; but will most certainly keep up their Value 

equal with Money” (30). In such a way he denies money its intrinsic value. 

To be sure, Wise denies the intrinsic value of money—but only to reaffirm its intrinsic 

charm. In fact, Wise’s argument is predicated on the charm of coin in order to explain why so 

many horde it. Only by overcoming the “secret charm” of money by turning to paper currency 
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can the economy, and indeed, desire, be reformed. That is, paper money substitutes a currency 

that everyone knows is worthless (paper) for one that everyone assumes has value (metal coin). 

Therein lies its promise. By using a currency they do not actually want or desire (because it 

clearly has no intrinsic value) New Englanders demonstrate their own self-discipline and, just as 

importantly, their own awareness of and dependence on others, or, in short, their commitment to 

equal exchange. No one can drive up prices by hording currency if no one really wants it in the 

first place. To put this more generally, for Wise communal unity is a function not of subjection 

to the head of the communal body (whether that head is the king or otherwise) but of the 

contractual suppression of private desire as soon as it becomes public. Wise is opposed not so 

much to the seduction of gold as to seduction itself. In this way, Wise’s argument relies upon the 

intrinsic “secret charm” of money in order to demonstrate that it cannot help but lead to 

oppression of the communal body because it seduces the individual to place his interest and 

desire above his network of connection to (and reliance on) others.  

In 1721, Wise presents a mode of communal unity opposed to Taylor because it is 

opposed in principle to a universal object of desire. After all, the problem with gold is that 

everyone already wants it; indeed, everyone cannot help but want it. Still, even though Wise is 

opposed to desire for metal coin, he is in no way opposed to desire itself. That is the point, after 

all, about encouraging the farmer and keeping up the farmer’s heart. It is not a question of 

whether the farmer’s desire is right or wrong; it is merely a question of whether the farmer’s 

desire can exist alongside other desires without “oppression.” The desire of the farmer is 

necessary for the farmer, but the desire of the farmer is not the same as the desire of “the King 

and all men” except insofar as the King wants to ensure the farmer’s production. Wise, in other 

words, imagines a multitude of interests and desires mediated (and thereby multiplied) through a 
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shared object that no one desires. 

I have spent so much time retracing the context of Wise’s argument because Wise 

demonstrates that debates about intrinsic value intersected with assumptions about desire. What 

is challenged by Wise is not desire itself but the possibility of one’s being swept up by what is 

already desired. Or, to put it another way, what is challenged is the ontology of collective union 

that is predicated on an object that mobilizes universal desire. In this way, I would suggest, 

arguments about intrinsic and extrinsic value—arguments given shape by the scarcity of metal 

coin—themselves impinged on understandings of collective union conceived through gendered 

longing. Alongside debates about the Lord’s Supper and about paper currency, we can recognize 

also a debate about collective unity that includes both Taylor and Wise. The point here is not to 

collapse the differences between discourse on spiritual longing and discourse on paper currency 

by suggesting that Taylor’s position is synonymous with Wise’s opponents. The point is that the 

very emergence of the debate in which Wise is engaged has implications for our understanding 

of Taylor since, unlike the puritan discourse we have traced so far in the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries, Wise not only identifies a particular form of desire as dangerous to the 

social body but also refuses to provide a higher form of desire as an alternative. 

Beauty and Truth  

From this standpoint, the difference between Taylor and Wise is not just then the 

difference between contradictory investments in social forms, that is, between just what 

collectivity should look like. It is rather the difference between what it even could look like. In 

contrast to puritan desire that is linked to belief (whereby the soul recognizes that it is a member 

of the elect and longs for God because it believes in the tenets of the church and is committed to 

the practices of the congregation), new forms of imaginary community made beliefs and desires 
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seem less constitutive of and more incidental to the ontology of collective union. To be sure, the 

paper currency debates have already been recognized as implicated in transitions of publicity. 

Michael Warner, most notably, sees the debates as one step in the transformation of print and the 

public sphere. For the purposes of this chapter, I am reading Wise as one example of what John 

L. Brooke the “consensual public sphere” (322). And I follow Nancy Fraser insofar as she 

locates the source of this shift in a foundational investment in consent as a means of social and 

political domination through the emergence of capitalism. As Fraser suggests, there is a 

"Gramscian moral from the story: the official bourgeois public sphere is the institutional vehicle 

for a major historical transformation in the nature of political domination. […] The official 

public sphere, then, was, and indeed is, the prime institutional site for the construction of the 

consent that defines the new hegemonic mode of domination" (Calhoun 117). 

Taylor’s investment in a universal object of desire contradicts these emerging forms of 

community because it contradicts the possibility that an object of desire could be repudiated 

unless another object is already better and more attractive. Consider the way the object of desire 

comes into view in Taylor’s poems. Certainly, it does so through physical objects, either 

metonymical (such as gold) or synecdochal (such as lips). But these objects themselves are not 

desired except insofar as they are identical with the divine object; what is desired, in other words, 

is their category of being the best. That is, the very aspect of excellence that sets them apart. The 

desire for gold, as gold, in other words, is a function of gold being superior to its alternatives. “If 

thy bright Image do upon me sit / I am a Golden Angel in thy hand” (127). In this surprising 

way, Taylor is not interested in the properties of gold as an object at all. Gold simply signifies 

the possibility of adjudication and desire. That is, its attribute of being excellent or better than its 
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alternative, rather than its properties as an object, constitute its importance of Taylor.
109

 That is 

why Taylor’s poetry expresses longing not just for the object of desire but also for the possibility 

even to desire such an object. As we’ve seen, a significant portion of Taylor’s poems on Song of 

Songs terminate with the speaker affirming an if/then or when/then construction. Almost 

invariably, the speaker will ask for God’s grace and then follow with an enumeration of the 

praise that will be a consequence: 

  May I a member be, my Lord, once made 

   Here of thy Spouse in truest Sense, though it be 

  The meanest of all, a Toe, or Finger ’rayde 

   Ist have enough of bliss, espoused to thee. 

   Then I in brightest glory er’t being 

   Will Honour thee singing that Wedden Song (2.138) 

 

The syllogistic nature of the formulation points to Taylor’s commitment to sanctification as 

being merely a sign but not a cause of justification. The structure of the poems is itself a sign of 

the degree to which closure depends upon the authority of Christ. And that is why the poems 

consistently look forward and backward, from the origin of longing to its millennial 

fulfillment.
110

 However lost the speaker is in desire and praise, only Christ’s grace can author 

that desire in the first place and make him a “member” of the spouse “in truest sense.”  

That feminized longing doesn’t depend upon the object but only upon whether it is 

consistent with the best object, the fairest among ten thousand, has consequences not only for the 

administration of the sacrament but also for interpretation. The attractiveness of honor, beauty 

and riches are enthralling objects because their attractiveness mimics the best object of desire. 

But if desire can lead to mistake, then how can the redeemed soul stabilize the direction of its 
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 Indeed the opposite could be said for Wise’s view of paper currency; he thinks paper currency is preferable 

precisely because people do not prefer it, because, that is, they do not desire it and will not horde it.  
110

 As Hammond notes, “Like the Bible, which also pointed to a time when all texts would be needless, and like the 

ordinances that God provided as guides through the wilderness, the poems were destined to be replaced with the 

celestial praise that united redeemed with Redeemer. By rehearsing a music that would be perfected only in heaven, 

Taylor could rehearse a self whose full glory would be realized there as well” (234-5). 
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longing? Only, it turns out, by relying more securely on the desire already imputed to it. The 

tautology of this dynamic marks both the achievement and anxiety of Taylor’s association of 

longing with belief. Once the soul has glimpsed Christ’s beauty it longs to relive the revelation 

of such self-evidence. As Elaine Scarry reminds us in On Beauty And Being Just, such a moment 

is structurally linked to questions of truth and error:  

a beautiful person or thing incites in us the longing for truth [..] The beautiful, 

almost without any effort of our own, acquaints us with the mental event of 

conviction, and so pleasurable a mental state is this that ever afterwards one is 

willing to labor, struggle, wrestle with the world to locate enduring sources of 

conviction—to locate what is true. (31) 

Scarry’s comments shed light on Taylor’s relationship to divine beauty. For Taylor, as we’ve 

seen, the emphasis on Christ as the source of desire is also an emphasis on reformed desire as the 

contradiction of sin. Certainly, this point, more than any personal doubt on Taylor’s part, 

explains Taylor’s repeated calls to Christ to ignite the speaker’s “chilly love” (1.1)  For Taylor, 

longing for truth is necessarily feminized while the agency that makes possible this condition is 

masculinized as Christ’s power alone. That is why positions of femininity in Taylor’s poetry and 

his repeated emphasis on “when/then” are not just indicative of gender relations above all of 

positions of conversion and belief that enunciate the logical operation of grace. 

More than an argument about beauty and more even than an argument about a particular 

reading of Canticles, Taylor’s poetry on Canticles makes an argument about the possibility of 

truth that comes into focus as a function of its beauty. Taylor’s repeated call to Christ that he 

make Taylor a “member of thy spouse, in other words, is itself a response to a complex of fears 

and needs, just as the future of “if/then” constitutes a particular kind of assurance. Indeed, in 
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three poems Taylor wrote in 1719 before his illness in 1720, he emphasizes and mixes metaphors 

of garments and clothes. These metaphors, in turn, stress the erotic relationship with Christ 

“With Christs rich praise who lips do distill / Upon his Spouse such ravishing dews to gust / with 

Silver Metaphors and Tropes bedight” (359). The poems 151, 152, and 153 on Canticles 7.4, 7.5, 

and 7.6 repeatedly, far from resolving desire, raise its pitch, while at the same time emphasizing 

the structure I identified at the outset. Consider poem 152, where Taylor first notes that “The 

inward Tacles and the outward Traces / Shine with the Varnish of the Holy Ghost / Are th’Habit 

and the Exercise of Graces” and then asks God to transform him.  

  Then make me Lord a member of thy Spouse 

   Thus Varnisht with thy Spirit, a part of Gold, 

  A Toe, a Foot, a Naval, Nose or brow, 

   An Arm, a Hand a lock of hair, or fold 

   All sparking with thy Grace in brightest rays 

   And golden Tunes I ever sing praise. (2.152) 

 

Here Taylor affirms and reprises the hierarchy that is consistent in and indeed constitutive of the 

Canticles poems. The “Habit” becomes both internal grace determined by God and outward 

beauty, both behavior and apparel. That this “habit” is made possible only by God’s determining 

authority is manifest even more in one of the most beautiful poems of Preparatory Meditations, 

Meditation 163 on Cant 2.3 “His fruit was sweet to my Tast”.  

  Sweet Lord, all sweet from top to bottom all  

   From Heart to hide, sweet, mostly sweet.  

  Sweet Manhood and sweet Godhood ere shall.  

   Thou art the best of sweeting. And so keep. 

   Thou art made up of best of Sweeting brast. 

   Thy Fruit is ever sweet unto my tast. 

  […] 

  Then glut me Lord, ev’n on this dainty fare, 

   Here is not surfeit took upon this dish: 

  All is too little to suffice, this fare 

   Can surfeit none that eatest; none eat amiss, 

   Unless they eat too little: So disgrace 

   The preparation of the banquit place. 
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  While I sat longing in the shadow here 

   To tast the fruite this Apple tree all ripe 

  How sweet these sweetings bee. Oh! sweet good Cheere 

   How I am filld with sweet most sweet delight. 

   The fruite, while I was in its shady place 

   Was and is to mee now sweet to my tast. (2.163)  

 

The object of longing cannot surfeit desire because it is predicated on excess. Although the final 

poems of Preparatory Meditations support Jeffery Hammond’s claim that the poems center on 

and exhibit eschatological themes and desires, they do so not by articulating what Hammond 

calls “Taylor’s identity as Bride” (225) but rather by representing the desire for incorporation 

into a bride who wears Christ’s grace and who reflects it back with her desire.  

Longing in Taylor’s poetry is, as we can see, predicated on alternativity because beauty 

exposes particular differences and discrepancies of error. Longing must make distinctions and 

discriminate in order to draw near to Christ, and these distinctions occur not just between objects 

but above all between ontologies. The ontological difference between grace and sin can be 

signified by the difference between gold and brass, but longing for grace is clearly not identical 

with longing for gold. Communal unity, in this sense, is possible not just by disciplining desire 

but also by desiring what is true, that is, not the inferior alternative but the fairest among ten 

thousand. For that reason Taylor’s poetry cannot, surprisingly, escape the possibility of 

disagreement because the poetry depends upon an awareness of error.  

 One way to understand the place of Taylor’s poems on Canticles in the turbulent period 

of the early eighteenth century is as the climax of a set of earlier puritan practices, social 

hierarchy and investment in general reversal. No doubt, seeing gender reversal in the poems as 

informing and proceeding from social practices indicates Taylor’s investment in royalist and 

aristocratic hierarchies. Another way to understand the place of Taylor’s poems on Canticles, 
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this chapter is suggesting, is as an indication of the difficulty of reading a mode of desire that, by 

the late eighteenth century, would not be seen as universal. In this way, Taylor’s poems on 

Canticles can be thought of as attempts to understand the logical, even the tautological, 

conditions that both restrict and enable the distinction between truth and error. And this point 

means that, even though Taylor (like Wise) wants to reform desire, for Taylor the notion of 

reforming desire though the circulation of communal dependence alone is incoherent. The 

repudiation of, for instance, the secret charm of money would be possible only if another charm 

is better and more attractive.   

Locating Taylor, and especially his poetry on Canticles, within the context of disputes on 

communal unity does more than complicate our understanding of Taylor’s place in the early 

eighteenth century. In the last chapter, I argued that changes in the interpretation of Canticles 

meant that longing was applied less to public stations of power. Certainly, Taylor’s poetry seems 

to extend this trajectory; after all, not only were the poems meditations on the self, but they were 

never made public or printed. But while such changes mark a strategic or historical shift, they 

could not themselves stabilize the structure of belief that depends upon alternatively. As we have 

seen, the logic of puritan readings of Canticles is in tension with the project of erasing 

disagreement because its desire depends on distinguishing error from truth. More importantly, in 

Taylor’s poems, avoiding neither alternativity nor seduction is feasible because alternativity is 

already written into desire (i.e. the preference for the best object) and because seduction by that 

best object follows from a commitment to truth.  

So far, I have tried to trace historical change while avoiding the moment of before and 

after. Certainly, part of my point here is that any understanding of desire for (and following only 

from) the best object hinges upon a set of beliefs that are already accepted as true. In that way we 
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can see how gender reversal in Taylor, especially in the 1710s and 1720s, locates both the 

operation of belief and the necessary preference and adjudication belief entails. No doubt 

Taylor’s conception of longing indicates a deep investment in the unified purpose of covenantal 

society and the unified order of monarchal rule, but Taylor’s repeated call to God in the poems is 

also simultaneously a look forward and a look backward. Most broadly, it resembles in structure 

if not exactly in content John Cotton’s millennialism, which located in Canticles the historical 

narrative of church history and located its desire both in primitive practice and millennial 

fulfillment. Certainly, to recognize this is to recognize that the instantiation of this longing has a 

historical component, one that is realized differently in the 1650s than in the early 1700s; it is 

also to recognize puritan longing as quite distinct from the later eighteenth understanding of 

longing that often contained an element of nostalgia for an object lost or distanced.  Puritan 

longing, as I’ve suggested, is not just about loss or disappearance of the object but also about 

ontological difference and ontological transformation, not, that is, about objects that are 

reducible to contingent temporal or spatial locations but rather about an object of divine love 

that, like grace, neither stands nor falls by what is visible to the carnal eye.  

 Clearly relationships with the object would achieve a central place in eighteenth century 

aesthetics, and it would be of utmost importance to Hume and Kant. But in this and previous 

chapters I have tried to show how early modern commitments to gendered desire and to beauty 

registered both a series of hierarchical and often aristocratic relationships that can (and would) be 

repudiated and, just as importantly, a set of structural relationships that can neither be embraced 

nor repudiated because they are a function of belief. No doubt a fuller treatment of Canticles in 

the later eighteenth century would allow us to understand how the intensification of gendered 

desire contributed to the Great Awakening and Edwards’s later work. After all, in 1722 Jonathan 
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Edwards wrote in Miscellanies that “The believing soul is the bride and spouse of the Son of 

God. The union between Christ and believers is very often represented to a marriage. The 

similitude is much insisted on in Scripture—how sweetly it is set forth in the Song of 

Songs!”(38). In 1729, Edwards preached a sermon on Canticles entitled, "Spiritual Appetites 

Need No Bounds” (Canticles 5:1).
111

 And in his Personal Narrative (1739), Edwards says that, 

when he was younger,  

Those words, Cant. 2:1 used to be abundantly with me: “I am the rose of Sharon, 

the lily of the valleys.” The words seemed to me, sweetly to represent, the 

loveliness and beauty of Jesus Christ. And the whole Book of Canticles, used to 

be pleasant to me; and I used to be much in reading it, about that time. And found, 

from time to time, an inward sweetness, that used, as it were, to carry me away in 

my contemplations […]. (184)  

In his Personal Narrative, Edwards, moreover, describes his own conversion as longing: “I had 

vehement longings of soul after God and Christ,” Edward says (285), a word that he also uses to 

describe conversions of the Great Awakening in a “Letter to Rev. Dr. Benjamin Colman” 

(1735).
112

 And while the Awakening certainly fulfilled one aspect of Canticles I’ve traced above, 

its capacity to dissolve contestation, it just as often, famously, effected later divisions.
113
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 The verse reads “Eat, O friends; drink, yea, drink abundantly, O beloved.” In the sermon, Edwards argues 

“Persons need not and ought not to set any bounds to their spiritual and gracious appetites. Man, when he was first 

created, was made with two different kinds of appetites: with natural or animal appetites, and with holy and spiritual 

appetites. The former were given only to be as servants unto the latter, and so were to be in subjection to them” (10). 

See, Works of Jonathan Edwards Online, eds. Harry S. Stout, Kenneth P. Minkema, Caleb J.D. Maskell, 2005-. 

http://edwards.yale.edu/ref/5654/e/p/10. 
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 “Some persons have had those longing desires after Jesus Christ, that have been to that degree as to take away 

their strength, and very much to weaken them and make them faint,” Edwards tells Colman, adding, “There have 

been some instances of persons that by only an accidental sight of the Bible, have been as much moved, it seemed to 

me, as a lover by the sight of his sweetheart” (494). One pious woman in particular felt God’s glory so strongly that 

she had the sense of “her own unworthiness, her longing to lie in the dues, sometimes her longing to go to be with 

Christ, and crying out of the excellency of Christ” (495). 
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 Although Edwards notes in his letter to Colman that “Persons are soon brought to have done with old quarrels; 

contention and intermeddling with other men’s matters seems to be dead amongst us” (493), this did not persist, 
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This chapter has argued that puritan longing is intimately associated with belief because 

it depends upon the difference between truth and error. It has argued Taylor’s poetry articulates 

not just a gendered dynamic between men and women nor even a personal quest to recognize in 

himself the signs of grace but above all a logical dynamic in which love for Christ is by 

definition love for highest excellence. For Taylor, desire and beauty is certainly the precondition 

for communal cohesion, and thus to imagine communal unity without desire is to commit an 

ontological mistake. Even so, the appeal to longing for Christ as a ground of civil and church 

government is coherent only if, as we saw in previous chapters, it ends up doing precisely what 

would upset so many puritans, namely, destabilizing itself by realizing itself. Placing Taylor in 

this context accounts for different interpretations that have been posed about Taylor’s poems and 

also locates them within the broader framework of colonial anxiety and transition, anticipating 

the eventual eclipse of the widespread use of Song of Songs in New England. 

In this respect, it is easier to see that America in the early eighteenth century was engaged 

in debates about collective union because new forms of imaginary communities offered 

competing versions of reform that predicated value on what was not already universally desired. 

Later modes of collective union made possible competing interests of commerce and the market 

even as they defined themselves as above interest. Such a transition was, as this chapter has 

argued and as the next chapter will explain more fully, already implicated in changes in 

understandings of gender. In charting puritan desire in the chapters thus far, this dissertation has 

argued that for puritans longing was a means of collectivity and thereby of reforming 

institutional relations. Puritan longing was a means of contestation, but it was a contestation that 

                                                                                                                                                             
especially when Edwards in 1744 disciplined young men of his congregation in the Bad Book Case. Ava 

Chamberlain sees the affair as a crucial moment of gender transformation in early America. See Ava Chamberlain 

“Bad Books and Bad Boys: The Transformation of Gender in Eighteenth-Century Northhampton,”  New England 

Quarterly, (2002) pp. 179-203 
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was a function of “spiritual combat,” that is, that was organized along religious lines. Later 

modes of imaginary community revise the very terms of collectivity (and by implication, 

gendered longing) by making what the condition of collective social body not desire but the 

choice not to be swept up with what is already desired. I have tried to suggest that this was a 

gradual process that took place throughout a number of cultural sites, from scriptural exegesis to 

scientific study, from a burgeoning language of natural difference to debates on paper currency. 

But we have not yet seen how this makes possible the phenomenon of religious pluralism 

through the recognition of one’s true collective identity that is distinguished from what one 

already believes. In that next chapter, I will argue that a realignment of the understanding of 

brotherhood and friendship—one that necessitated the erasure of gender reversal—made possible 

the encouragement of religious difference alongside cultural and collective union even as that 

union is understood to be at odds with the interests of commerce and society.   

If the turn away from Song of Songs and gender fluidity promised a more successful 

stabilization of affiliation and interpretation, it could do so only by simultaneously repudiating 

seduction and, in turn, stabilizing desire. Here I want to end with an excerpt from a passage by 

Isaac Watts that looks both forward and backward. Watts was very interested in New England, 

and though he did not sympathize with all aspects of puritanism, his ecumenical spirit went far 

enough that in 1736 he wrote Benjamin Colman that he would hang his picture in his hall along 

with other divines, including Cotton Mather, so that they could all be face to face in silence and 

peace.
114

 In 1737, Isaac Watts, in the preface to Elizabeth Rowe’s Devout Exercises of the Heart, 
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 Watts writes on Sept. 16, 1736 to Colman to thank him for a gift of a picture: “I have put it in a frame that it may 

hang in the same rank with Dr. Increase and Dr. Cotton Mather, in the front of my study. I have there near eighty 

philosophers, and divines surrounding me; their spirits are copied in their books, and their faces adorn my beloved 

place of retirement. There Heathens and Christians, Papists and Protestants, Calvinists and Arminians, Presbyterians 

and Episcopalians, all meet in silence and peace. Were you to see my cohabitants, you would say I was a man of 

catholicism. Most of them I hope to meet in the regions of peace and love.” 
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characterizes writing about Song of Songs in a way distinctly different from either Edward 

Taylor or Jonathan Edwards. Watts says,  

Let it be observed, that it was much the Fashion, even among some Divines of 

Eminence in former Years, to express the Fervours of devout Love to our Saviour, 

in the Style of the Song of Solomon: And I must confess that several of my 

Composures in Verse, written in younger Life, were led by those Examples 

unwarily into this Track. But if I may be permitted to speak the Sense of maturer 

Age, I can hardly think this is the happiest Language in which Christians should 

generally discover their warm Sentiments of Religion, since the clearer and more 

spiritual Revelations of the New Testament. Yet still it must be own’d, there are 

some souls favoured with such beautifying Visits from Heaven, and raptur’d with 

such a Flame of divine Affection, as more powerfully engages all animal Nature 

in their Devotions, and constrains them to speak the purest and most spiritual 

Exercises in such pathetic and tender Expressions, as may be perversely profaned 

by an unholy Construction. (iv-v) 

What is surprising about this passage isn’t so much Watts’s awareness of the extensiveness of 

what he calls “the Style of the Song of Solomon” as his willingness to describe it as a function of 

“Fashion.” After all, the widespread Protestant uses of the Song of Songs derived from a long 

history of Christian exegesis that itself drew from Rabbinical interpretations. It might seem a 

remarkable case of willful ignorance or forgetting, then, that Watts points out that “even some 

Divines of Eminence in former Years” express love for God by relying on the Song of Solomon. 

But the forgetting here points to an even more relevant recognition: that there are still “some 

souls favoured with…beautifying Visits from Heaven.” Even though (or perhaps because) Watts 
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downplays the general significance of such expressions, then, he nonetheless emphasizes the 

uniqueness, and indeed the gender, of Rowe’s composition. As Sharon Achinstein argues, 

Watts’s “defense of both Rowe and her marriage […] resorts to the personal” (415).
115

 Watts 

opposes the style of Song of Songs both to the “Sense of a maturer age” and to the clarity of the 

New Testament in order to cancel the seductive interpretive risks of “devout love.” But the point 

of this chapter has been that agreeing or disagreeing has nothing to do with first agreeing or 

disagreeing to be swept up or seduced by belief. That is what makes interpretation so hard. And 

yet, as Richard Sibbes might say of the experience of grace, when we fall we keep coming 

back.
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 See Sharon Achinstein. “Romance of the Spirit: Female Sexuality and Religious Desire in Early Modern 

England.” ELH - Volume 69, Number 2, (Summer 2002), 413-438. 
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 In Bovvels opened, or, A discovery of the neere and deere love, union and communion betwixt Christ and the 

Church, and consequently betwixt Him and every beleeving soule  (1639) Sibbes argues that “Those that are his he 

will not leave them without grace, whereby they shall seeke him againe. Nay, the falling out of lovers, shall be the 

renewing of fresh and new love, more constant then ever the former was. Thus our blessed Saviour goes beyond us 

in our deserts, taking advantage (even) of our security (for our greater good) making all worke to good in the issue, 

which shall end in a more neere and close communion between Christ and his Church, then ever before” (268). 
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Chapter Five 

Love without Desire 

 To observe the consequences of the eclipse of gender reversal on friendship and brotherly 

love in the eighteenth century, consider the following painting. When the painter John Trumbull 

chose Joseph Warren, the prominent physician, General and Revolutionary war hero as the 

subject of his 1786 painting The Death of General Warren at the Battle of Bunker’s Hill, 17 June 

1775, Trumbull was following the precedent not only of other paintings by, for instance, West 

and Copley who had recently painted the deaths of generals but also of the numerous poems, 

sermons and musical scores that had eulogized Warren. Trumbull’s painting went beyond these 

representations that praised the heroic character of the general by focusing on a moment in which 

the enemy British Colonel Small tried to save the life of Warren. In the painting, Colonel Small 

is shown grabbing the bayonet of a British soldier in order to protect Warren, who is already near 

death. Trumbull describes the scene: 

Colonel Small (whose conduct in America was always equally distinguished by 

acts of humanity and kindness to his enemies, as by bravery and fidelity to the 

cause he served) had been intimately connected with General Warren—saw him 

fall, and flew to save him. He is represented seizing the musket of the grenadier, 

to prevent the fatal blow, and speaking to his friend; it was too late; the general 

had barely life remaining to recognize the voice of friendship; he had lost the 

power of speech, and expired with a smile of mingled gratitude and triumph. (qtd 

in Burnham 44) 

Whether or not Trumbull was right about the friendship between Warren and Small (some 

contemporaries doubted it [44-5]), his painting without a doubt dramatizes the sympathetic 
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moment of enemies who are also friends. This gesture of friendship for Warrant apotheosizes 

Warren even further. In the painting, Warren falls backward, like Christ in the pieta, into the 

arms of a fellow militiaman who, like Small, pushes back the fatal blow. But the religious 

iconography of the scene, as contemporaries well recognized, is subordinated in the painting to 

civic ideals. As Abigail Adams says in reference to the sketch of the scene, 

[Trumbull] is the first painter who has undertaken to immortalize by his pencil 

those great actions that gave birth to our nation. By these means he will not only 

secure his own fame, but transmit to posterity characters and actions which will 

command the admiration of future ages and prevent the period which gave birth to 

them from ever passing away into the dark abyss of time. (qtd. in Cooper 50) 

The sympathy the painting evokes and the friendship it represents become instruments for 

national and civil purposes and for creating monuments of “the great actions that gave birth to 

this nation.” The interlacing of masculine friendship and national ideals becomes even more 

layered when we consider that Warren was not just a physician or a soldier but also a Freemason, 

a Grandmaster, in fact, of the Ancient Lodges in Boston. His contemporaries would have been 

aware that Warren had been given a large Masonic parade in 1775 and that in 1776 his body had 

been dug up and reinterred with a full Masonic funeral. In An oration, delivered at the King's 

Chapel in Boston, April 8, 1776, on the re-interment of the remains of the late most worshipful 

Grand-Master Joseph Warren, Esquire, president of the late Congress of this colony, and major-

general of the Massachusetts forces; who was slain in the Battle of Bunker's-Hill, June 17, 1775, 

Perez Morton compares Warren’s death to the death of the “great Master builder of the Temple 

of old [who fell] by the Hands of the Ruffians [and is now] raised in Honor and Authority.” 

Indeed, the link between Masonry and Warren’s death is so strong for Morton that he says “the 
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World may cease to wonder, that [Warren] so readily offered up his life, on the Alter of his 

Country, when they are so told, that the main Pillar of Masonry, is the LOVE OF MANKIND” 

(12). 

 Just what, then, is that attenuated “voice of friendship” that Trumbull says Warren is 

barely (just barely) able to recognize with a “smile of mingled gratitude and triumph”? Is it the 

aristocratic sympathy of officers, the recognition between racial equals, the masculine friendship 

of virtue, the universal Christian love of a neighbor, or the brotherly love, the “Pillar of 

Masonry” that Morton celebrates? The difficulty in answering these questions, or at least, the 

degree to which the answer seems to include all of the above itself points to the way in which the 

ideals of Freemasonry overlapped with other commitments in eighteenth-century America that 

were subsumed into a new national narrative. And the degree to which Trumbull’s painting 

accommodates these elements and incorporates a religious iconic pose while at the same time 

deflecting sectarian argument exemplifies a new moment of American national art and literature 

in which the sympathetic, national “voice of friendship” can be heard over and against discord.  

 This chapter begins with Trumbull’s painting in order to dramatize the difference 

between the brotherly love that we’ve traced in previous chapters and the brotherly love that 

emerges in the middle and late eighteenth century, a brotherly love that was influenced and 

encouraged by Freemasonry. This chapter will offer an analysis of Freemasonry’s contribution to 

the importance of unity and public virtue through universal brotherhood. Scholars of 

Freemasonry, largely from the fields of history and sociology, tend to focus on the nineteenth or 

twentieth century instantiations of Freemasonry, in part perhaps because of the thinness of 

Masonry in the eighteenth century (and in turn the lack of widespread records) and in part 

because the nineteenth century saw the full flowering in the 1840s and 1850s of fraternal 



Nielson 169 

 

institutions. As Mark C. Carner reminds us, the last third of the nineteenth century was called in 

1897 the “Golden Age of Fraternity,” and, indeed, in a population of nineteen million in 1896, 

five and a half million men were members of some sort of fraternal order (1). Mary Ann 

Clausen, in her insightful study of nineteenth-century Masonry Constituting Brotherhood: Class 

Gender and Fraternalism (1989), suggests, in an observation with which this chapter agrees, that 

“Freemasonry expressed an ideal of secularism in its reduction of religion to the level of an 

individual ‘Persuasion’” (76-7). Indeed, this latitudinarian aspect of Freemasonry is frequently 

cited as one way that Masonry spread the ideals of the Enlightenment.
117

  

But if this ideal had already been established by the nineteenth century, at what point can 

we trace this “reduction of religion to the level of individual “Persuasion,” and how can we avoid 

understanding this process as merely “the rise of ‘individualism’ at the expense of ‘community’” 

(Taylor Modern 17)?
118

 While Margaret C. Jacob argues that in Continental Europe Freemasons 

were part of the “Radical Enlightenment,” Stephen Bullock  emphasizes American Masonry’s 

“institutional fragility” (76). “Like so many other aspects of the fraternity,” Bullock says, 

“colonial Masonry’s fragility was closely related to the social and cultural experiences of the 

urban elite—indeed, perhaps too closely related. Masonry fitted so well into emerging 

institutions that it never gained independent significance” (77).  My argument will follow 

Bullock’s point about the institutional fragility of Masonry from the 1730s until the late 

eighteenth century—but only to reposition our perspective on the meaning of that fragility. 

Rather than noting Freemasonry’s failure to make an impact on eighteenth century American 
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 In Modern Social Imaginaries (2004), Taylor argues that “we tend to read the march of this [modern] new 

principle of order, and its displacing of traditional modes of complementarity, as the rise of ‘individualism’ at the 

expense of ‘community.’ Yet, the new understanding of the individual has as its inevitable flip side a new 
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society, we should recognize that Freemasonry’s very thinness, the very difficulty we have in 

bringing it into focus, is what makes Masonry exemplary of a diverse range of gestures in favor 

of gendered unity. What Freemasonry offered, I will suggest, was a unity that seemed both to 

deny and to accommodate religious difference by imaging sociality that was not divided along 

lines of belief or desire. But the point of Freemasonry was not merely to point out differences or 

to create unity. I will suggest that Freemasonry operated primarily by imagining a pure sociality 

and friendship that Americans saw as a way to improve society without ever quite being identical 

with society. One way to put this is to say that for early Americans Freemasonry offered a new 

and competing way to envision what it is that first of all comprises the unity of friends and more 

generally comprises the unity of virtue. Freemasonry, like puritans, turned to Solomon as a 

figure for communal love, but what they found there was not a lover who stood as a type for 

Christ but rather a foundation for a secret brotherhood.  

 The differences in affiliation were tied to a new emergence of what Thomas Laqueur 

calls “a biology of incommensurability in which the relationship between men and women was 

not inherently one of equality or inequality but rather of difference that required interpretation” 

(154). This new model of biological incommensurability could manifest itself subtly. After all, 

there is an apparent continuity between the sociality of the virtuous imagined by Freemasons and 

more general Protestant modes of conduct, specifically the body of the elect to which puritans 

were committed. Certainly in both of them the language of “friendship” and “love” were 

prevalent, and both clearly positioned themselves as in some sense different from society in 

general. Yet the social body imagined by Freemasons was one clearly and unequivocally 

identified as male. The thinness of their identifying beliefs as Freemasons is thus in contrast to 

the thickness of the means of gender division and exclusion. As Ivy Schweitzer argues in her 
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study of American friendship, transatlantic writers in “reconceiving bonds of passion and 

coercive authority,” turned to affiliation “modeled on the voluntary egalitarianism of friendship” 

(23). More importantly, the friendship and unity of Freemasonry defined itself against an earlier 

puritan order founded on men seeing themselves as women in order to long for union with 

Christ. In imagining a pure masculine sociality that incorporated religions but mitigated their 

particular differences, Freemasonry in early America turned to love that made belief no more 

universal than desire. And it did this, I argue, precisely as a means of reforming not just society 

but also the problem of belief that constitutes the possibility of its divisiveness.  

Freemasonry’s challenge and contribution is in this way, I argue, a theoretical one, and it 

can be seen not only across a broad range of eighteenth-century American texts but also in the 

artifacts and symbols of Masonry. The Masonic appeal to its ancient origins and biblically based 

lore about Solomon’s Temple sit alongside its ability to accommodate a range of religious views 

in its members. A number of texts serve as markers of the practices of early Masons, none more 

important than James Anderson’s The Constitutions of the Freemasons, Containing the History, 

Charges, Regulations of that Most Ancient and Right Worshipful Fraternity. For the use of the 

Lodges (1722), which Benjamin Franklin reprinted in Philadelphia in 1737. Anderson writes that 

Masons had to recognize that “Religion in which all Men agree” (24). Indeed, as Bullock notes, 

“The very first charge read to new brothers after they had completed the deliberately obscure 

rituals told them that the fraternity no longer required conformity to prevailing local beliefs. ‘’Tis 

now thought’ the charge pointed out, ‘more expedient only to oblige them to that Religion in 

which all Men agree, leaving their particular opinions to themselves…,by whatever 

Denominations or Persuasions they may be distinguished’” (33). The religion in which all men 

agree is not a religion that, it turns out, requires them to give up their particular religious belief. 
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On the contrary, it preserves these beliefs, but it preserves them only in order to unravel and 

multiply their particular differences and disagreements in the name of true brotherhood that 

never can be particular. In its symbolism, speculative Freemasonry transformed building utensils, 

tools, and the geometry of architecture itself into lessons for moral improvement. Inscribed in 

this symbolism was an appeal to balance and symmetry over and against individual partisanship 

and difference. Thus, as Patrizia Granziera notes, the square compass, level, and plumb each 

stood for such things as justice, moral restraint, equality and uprightness the point of these 

symbols was for improvement: quoting Anderson, she says, “The unhewn stone, or rough ashlar, 

that is part of the furniture of every Masonic lodge, is said to represent ‘man in his infant or 

primitive state, rough and unpolished’” (44). The polishing that Masonry would perform would 

not, however, eradicate or oppose religion directly (not least because the fraternity required 

profession of belief in God from all of its members). If this is not exactly the moment Charles 

Taylor identifies as the secular—in which the conditions of belief shift so that religious belief 

becomes merely one position among others—it does mark a moment in which the particular 

differences among religions are trivialized. What matters for Freemasonry is not that one belongs 

to this or that religion but that as a friend and brother (a gendered position that only biological 

men can inhabit) one recognizes one’s connection to others not as a consequence of particular 

commitments but in spite of them.  

Colonial Masons made powerful claims about what Morton calls “the Pillar of 

Freemasonry” in the eighteenth century, but none was more important than the ideal of brotherly 

love that itself intersected public virtue. Central to this notion was that brotherhood condensed 

and transcended the lessons of religion without ever being identical with or reducible to any 

religion in particular. In this way, its geometric symbolism powerfully announced its 
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transcendence of dispute and partisanship, claims that would be publicly ratified after the 

Revolutionary War with Masonic displays and ceremonies such as Warren’s reinternment in 

Boston or George Washington’s procession in 1793 with the Masonic lodge of which he was 

once a master.
119

 Of course, historical reality of Freemasonry was more complicated, since 

Masons as much as religious sects were susceptible to disputes and schisms, and nothing attests 

to this more than the split between Ancients and Moderns in 1765. But this apparent 

contradiction between freedom from dispute and the persistence of dispute itself points to the 

way that Freemasonry articulates the operation of virtuous affiliation in the eighteenth century, 

an ideal that was more powerful only by being individually unachievable. To be a Freemason in 

eighteenth-century America, in other words, is to suspend as neither true nor false beliefs that 

one already holds as true in order not to let them divide one from others in the brotherhood. 

Colonial Freemasonry attenuates the power of religion, and, more broadly, belief in general, by 

making it a feature of the individual and by making unity and brotherly love a negation or 

unraveling of individual particularities. And it is in this way that Freemasonry exemplifies a 

particular characteristic of colonial eighteenth-century America, that is, its surprisingly powerful 

articulation of unity and the common good through dissolution of individual commitment.
120

  

 In focusing on the attenuation of religious beliefs, the account of Freemasonry I offer 

should not be confused with an argument about the determining influence of Masons. Certainly 

they were merely one part of the emergence of what John L. Brooke has called the “consensual 

public sphere” (322). Historians and even Freemasons themselves have long recognized that the 
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claims made by Masons in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries about their 

importance in the Revolutionary War were exaggerated, not just because Masons were 

committed to both sides of the conflict (generally the split occurred between Modern and 

Ancient Masons) but also, as Steven Bullock notes, because of the (relatively) low membership 

of the society and the degree to which Colonial Masons imbued Masonry with their own colonial 

assumptions and “recreated the fraternity in their own image” (51).  

To be sure, insofar as we register the importance of colonial Freemasonry as the degree to 

which it created a visible impact as an institution, then colonial Freemasonry, in which members 

enjoyed far greater diversity (even laxity) in rituals compared to the more extensive and codified 

rituals of the nineteenth century, was far from influential, a point that can be seen in another way 

if we consider that an anti-Masonic Party did not emerge until the nineteenth century (though 

there were a few anti-Masonic murmurs earlier). But I would suggest that this very plasticity of 

Freemasonry in the eighteenth century, the way in which, as Bullock notes, “American Masons 

did not create formal procedures for either teaching rituals or superintendence by a central body 

until the next century” (64) itself shows the importance of Masonry in colonial American 

because it allowed Masonic ideals to blend into questions of national good. Indeed, the way in 

which Freemasonry operated as an institution without ever quite becoming visible as one itself 

forms part of my argument. Freemasonry’s liminal status as both a religious (in a sense that 

entrance to Freemasonry required the profession of belief) and secular (in the sense that it 

privileged no religion in particular) fraternity provides a unique perspective on the beliefs of 

eighteenth-century Americans about the benefits of what Trumbull calls the “voice of 

Friendship” in the face of divisive problems of belief itself.  

 Which was certainly a concern of Benjamin Franklin, who joined the Freemasons in Feb. 
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1731. In his Autobiography, Franklin argues that although religion often contains elements or 

degrees of virtue it is just as often “mix’d with other Articles which without any Tendency to 

inspire, promote or confirm Morality, serv’d principally to divide us and make us unfriendly to 

one another” (100). Scholars have been especially attuned to what Michael Warner calls the 

“negativity” (88) of Franklin’s rationality and virtue. But the “virtuous citizen” (82) Warner 

persuasively identifies with print ideology is also, as Franklin explains, a function of his 

relationship with and distinction from religion. For in a remarkable moment in his 

Autobiography Franklin says that he resolved upon the project of “raising a united Party for 

virtue.” He notes that later he made a sketch “purporting to be the Substance of an intended 

Creed, containing as I thought the Essentials of every known Religion, and being free of 

everything that might shock the Professors of Religion” (116). And lest we think that Franklin is 

later misremembering or projecting back his later ideas, he quotes in full the plan wherein he 

conceived the united party of virtue, only a few months, in fact, as Stephen Bullock notes, “after 

joining the Masons” (58). Three months to be precise: And the similarity to the Masonic ideals 

put forth in Anderson’s constitution should not escape our notice. Here is Franklin’s 1731 plan: 

That the great Affairs of the World, the Wars, Revolutions, etc. are carried on 

and effected by Parties. 

   That the View of these Parties is their present general Interest, or what they 

take to be such. 

   That the different View of these different Parties occasion all Confusion. 

   That while a Party has gain’d its general Point, each Member becomes intent 

upon his particular Interest, which thwarting others, breaks that Party into 

Divisions, and occasions more Confusion […] 
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   There seems to me at present to be a great Occasion for raising an united Party 

for Virtue, by forming the Virtuous and good Men of all Nations into a regular 

Body, to be govern’d by suitable good and wise Rules, which good and wise Men 

may probably be more unanimous in their Obedience to, than common People are 

to common Laws […] 

Franklin’s observation contains two main points: first, that the “general” interest of the “different 

Parties” operates just like the logic of each individual’s “particular private interest”; for just at 

the moment when a Party has “gain’d its general point” it collapses into confusion through “each 

Member [becoming] intent upon his own particular Interest” (115). Second, the solution to this 

problem doesn’t come from having a strong party but from having no parties at all. Or rather, it 

comes from having a “United Party of Virtue” that is a party only insofar as it has a “View to the 

Good of Mankind,” a view, that is, that dispenses with the problems of parties and the problems 

of particular interest altogether. Anderson’s constitution, printed in London in 1723 and reprinted 

by Franklin in Philadelphia in 1734, also argues that virtue is more important than religion: 

A Mason is obliged by his Tenure to obey the moral Law; and if he rightly 

understands the Art, he will never be a stupid Atheist, nor an irreligious Libertine. 

But though in Ancient Times Masons were charg’d in every Country to be of the 

Religion of that Country or Nation, whatever it was, yet ’tis now thought more 

expedient only to oblige them to that Religion in which all Men agree, leaving 

their particular Opinions to themselves; that is, to be good Men and true, or Men 

of Honour and Honesty, by whatever Denominations or Persuasion they may be 

distinguish’d; whereby Masonry becomes the Center of Union, and the Means of 

conciliating true Friendship among Persons that must else have remained at a 
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perpetual Distance. (48) 

Yet the main point of all the charges, Anderson says, is to “[cultivate] BROTHERLY LOVE, the 

Foundation and Cap-Stone, the Cement and Glory of this ancient Fraternity, avoiding all 

Wrangling and Quarrelling” (55). What both Franklin and Anderson emphasize is unity, and if 

Franklin goes beyond Anderson in arguing that this unity follows only from a negation of private 

interest, his commitment to that point will be echoed by Freemasons through the colonial era 

who insist on brotherly love not as toleration but as negation of “particular interest.” 

 Or, to put it another way, particularity itself. The descriptions of Freemasonry that were 

circulated in early America emphasized two things: its encouragement of brotherly love and also 

its virtuous influence on society. Indeed, in many cases, brotherly love is represented as the very 

condition of societal improvement. William Smith, for instance, in A sermon preached in Christ-

Church, Philadelphia; before the provincial grand master, and general communication of Free 

and Accepted Masons in 1755, says “That the whole human species are one Brotherhood […] 

and that we were designed for social Life, being by Nature both fitted and designed to encrease 

each other’s Happiness, and incapable of any tolerable happiness in a solitary state” (9). But if 

Smith here emphasizes the condition of sociality in brotherly love, what one might call the social 

conditions of that love are themselves also part of the problem, because these social conditions 

breed distinctions and disagreements. So it is that Smith argues that “The Principle purity 

constitutes a kind of Universal Religion, and eternal an immutable Object, and whatever 

Associations we may for particular Purposes, the grand end proposed upon the whole should be 

to enable us the more effectually to act in Conformity to this Obligation” (9-10). That is why 

Smith says that “Party difference” is entirely lost in the “Spirit of Love” (12). Society constitutes 

both the problem and solution. 
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 In this restricted sense Freemasonry might be said to represent both the origin and ideal 

of society. Indeed, just as Smith calls the fraternity “our ancient Society,” Arthur Browne, in The 

advantages of unity. A sermon preached in Portsmouth, New-Hampshire, before the right 

worshipful lodge of Free and Accepted Masons (1758), refers to it as an “ancient and honourable 

Society” and his whole point is that “no society can ever be supported or effectually maintained 

without” what he calls the “Advantages” of “Unity” (21). From a broad perspective, his point 

seems absolutely just. The very condition of unity, one might say, goes hand in hand with the 

social, whether that social is imagined as society that shares particular beliefs or commitments or 

is imagined as the shared conventions that constitute the possibility of being social, of being, that 

is recognized as part of the ensemble of social arrangements. But the unity that both Smith and 

Brown are imagining goes beyond even as it encompasses these possibilities precisely because 

both possibilities unavoidably promote not just unity but also discord, and it is this very discord 

that Freemasonry aims to reform. Thus Browne can at once argue that Masonry is the foundation 

of society and that the reality of society is what keeps it excluded from the brotherhood: 

In these principles is the unity of an ancient SOCIETY founded, and in them we 

glory, in the midst of envy, obloquy, and reproaches—Let the people then 

wonder, let them imagine vain things, they cannot dismay us, but may greatly 

abuse themselves, by exposing their own ignorance, whilst they revise and 

asperse a Fraternity that never offended them, and whose distinguishing 

characteristic must forever remain a secret to all those who are so unhappy, as 

not to be admitted into the society. (10) 

The distinguishing characteristic remains a secret to those who are not admitted to the society 

because that characteristic cannot be distinguished by the means or conventions of society. The 
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“envy, obloquy and reproaches” which follow from and indeed are constituted by social 

arrangements are here imagined as precisely what keeps the social from truly being social, that 

is, from truly ever quite realizing the foundations of brotherly love. Browne selects one aspect of 

the social “without which no society can ever be supported or effectively maintained” and makes 

it the means by which other aspects of the social can appear not only incidental but indeed 

excludable. As such, Freemasonry stands not just as the foundation of society but also as an 

example of what society, as a society, has made (or has deemed) impossible. 

 The problem, one might call it the incommensurable gap that exists between 

Freemasonry and society even as Freemasonry provides the foundation and ideal for society, was 

fully recognized by proponents of Masonry. Zabdiel Adams, in Brotherly love and compassion, 

described and recommended, in a sermon, preached before a society of the Most Ancient and 

Honourable Free and Accepted Masons, in Lancaster, New-England, (1778), goes so far as to 

say that complete agreement is “absolutely impossible” (9): 

Mankind never did, and never will think alike, or entertain the same sentiments in 

matters of a speculative and less important nature. We are no more to expect that 

they will be on the same mind in this sense of the word, than that they will be of 

the same features and complexions. Such is the diversity of men’s 

understandings, advantages, temperaments, education, connexion, prejudices  

and enjoyments, that the near that can reasonably hope for, is, that they will agree 

as to the fundamental part of religion. (9-10) 

Adams argues for the reality of difference of opinion and belief as an analogue to the physical 

differences (and, it should be noted, the individual differences) of features and complexions. And 

this appeal seems by no means unreasonable. The recognition of diversity in social 
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determinations, that is, that different individuals have different understanding, advantages, 

prejudices and enjoyments does seem to require a recognition that diversity of thought or 

sentiment will naturally follow from them. But Adams’s point of the whole analogy is not just 

that disagreement is as natural as individual difference; it is that disagreement in some real sense 

follows from those differences. For the real force of comparing the social determination that 

produces the singularity that of one’s opinion with the biological differences that produce the 

singularity of one’s features is to underscore the way that real disagreement in the “fundamental 

points of religion” in some way requires the evacuation or attenuation of individual difference 

and commitment, thereby leveling the “diversity of men’s understanding.” And this evacuation 

can be achieved, for Adams, through “brotherly love,” which is the ideal, of course, not only of 

Christianity but also of Freemasonry.  

 Adams recognizes the impossibility of complete agreement on all trivial points, and this 

impossibility is highlighted, again, through the analogy to faces. Surely, after all, one cannot be 

expected to erase the particular differences that comprise one’s particular face and at the same 

time be recognizable as an individual. Here again individual difference provides the problem 

which Masonry addresses. For if the problem with diversity of, say, prejudices is that they 

produce disagreement and, if changing one’s opinion means that one will end up inhabiting 

merely another particular position (as different from others as any other particular face is 

different from other faces), then the only possibility for true agreement is one not founded at all 

upon particularities, one that cannot be recognized in the same way that one recognizes an 

individual through his features. And the very attenuation of difference of understanding and 

belief that such a process requires is just, of course, what Freemasonry claims to do. That 

Freemasonry’s goal is not to erase the multitude of religious forms but rather to offer a way to 



Nielson 181 

 

negotiate their diversity should be clear from Freemasonry’s requirement of religious belief 

while refusing to uphold any tenet of religious belief in particular. What made Freemasonry so 

appealing, and presumably, so dangerous in the eighteenth century was the very difficulty in 

decoding who a Freemason really was. No distinguishing opinions or religious dogma 

distinguished a Mason from his brethren in society, or only one: for perhaps the most 

distinguishing characteristic of Freemasonry, made by both those inside and outside the 

fraternity, was that it harbored ancient secrets. 

The secrets of unity 

 Secrecy in Freemasonry established the means both to mark a boundary between itself 

and society and to authorize its own authority. As we have seen, certainly part of the purpose of 

Masonic secrecy in early America was to highlight the lack of virtue in society by marking its 

distance from the secret associations of Freemasonry. By such demarcations the voluntary 

associations of Freemasonry, in practice, provided spaces of oppositional authority. In this way 

Freemasonry engaged in at times conflicting ways with what scholars have traced as the 

emergence of a bourgeois public sphere. In view of this, it is important to acknowledge the 

unprecedented oppositional consequences that followed from Masonic secrecy. By being secret, 

Masonic meetings could authorize alternative locations of social organization and social 

interaction. Fraternal affiliation thus contained the potential to bypass the normative modes of 

social exchange and discourse; Freemasons could authorize with relative safety affiliations and 

values that had no correlation or precedent in public life. Certainly, one aspect of Masonry was 

its social protection. It allowed for social help during a period of increasing insecurity, especially 

in cities.
121

 This aspect of Masonry can be seen most clearly in Prince Hall Freemasonry, 
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founded by Prince Hall in 1787. Joanna Brooks has gone furthest in demonstrating how Prince 

Hall Masonry provided the framework not only for an “African American lexicon” but also for a 

discursive space whose influence extended beyond the Masonic lodge (214).
122

 Brooks examines 

John Marrant’s Sermon to the African Lodge of the Honorable Society of Free and Accepted 

Masons (1789) and Prince Hall’s Charges to the Lodge at Charlestown (1792) and Metonomy 

(1797) in order to demonstrate that Masonry became the space in which African-American 

affiliation and Ethiopianism was founded. “Thus the ‘Africans’ of this organization [Black 

Freemasonry] could exercise a degree of self-governance unparalleled among the proliferation of 

similarly named groups in the Northeast” (201). The emergence of voluntary affiliation 

sanctioned revolutionary spaces of opposition and reform in the late eighteenth century that 

allowed not only for protection and the moral and material betterment of Prince Hall members 

but also a platform for the critique of slavery. One other place in which this socially 

transformative aspect of Freemasonry becomes especially visible is in Hannah Mather Crocker’s 

short-lived St. Ann’s group. Although it lasted only a short time, Crocker writes in a Series of 

Letters on Free Masonry (1815) that, at a time when women were “by some esteemed as only 

‘mere domestick animals,’” she has “reason to think this institution gave the first rise to female 

education in this town, and our sex a relish for improving the mind” (4-5). Clearly, for Crocker, 
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Masonry provided a framework for critiquing the changing the conditions of women.
123

  

 Another main consequence of Masonic secrecy is less historical than theoretical. And it 

can be seen just as clearly in Prince Hall’s and Hannah Mather Crocker’s writings as in the 

Masonic sermons we have already reviewed: Freemasonry’s secrecy entailed the commitment to 

virtue and brotherly love as the attenuation of particularity and thereby the negation of 

disagreement. Or, as William Symmes says in An oration, delivered in the meeting house of the 

First Parish in Portland, June 24th, 5796. At the request, and in the presence of the lodge of 

Free and Accepted Masons, congregated there, it being the anniversary festival of St. John, the 

Baptist (1796) religion in the form of “particular creeds” is “an improper vehicle for anything 

good or useful” because it “divides the minds of men” (7). Thus “Masonry conceives the sublime 

idea of reuniting the human race by the remembrance of the friendship which existed before the 

separation, the ties of fraternity, and the sacrifice of all discordant opinions” (8). And like 

William Smith and Arthur Browne, for instance, Prince Hall saw “love and benevolence to all 

the whole of mankind” as fundamental to Masonry (Charges, 1792). Or, as he puts it in his 1797 

Charge, “it is our duty to sympathize with our fellowmen under their troubles…but this, after all, 

is not to be confined to parities or colors, nor to towns or states, nor to a kingdom, but to the 

kingdoms of the whole earth” (97). Hannah Mather Crocker likewise argues, to counter worries 

about the “imprudence of some who style themselves Masons” that “on the contrary, from the 

universal benevolence it extends to the Brotherhood, it has a tendency to make man, mild, and 

sociable to man” ( 9-10). What binds these appeals together with the Masonic sermons above is 

their commitment to unity and universal virtue and their indifference to particular claims from 

competing interests. 
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Take for instance the rituals performed in eighteenth-century Masonic Lodges.
124

 

Accounts of these secret rituals were, of course, not publicly revealed by Masons in good 

standing but, often, by those wishing to embarrass the fraternity. Samuel Prichard’s Masonry 

Dissected, printed in London 1730, for instance, is an early example. Prichard’s account is of 

course a biased exposé; it does offer, though, a window into what may have been the rituals 

performed in early lodges.
125

 Prichard’s exposure of Masonic rituals includes mostly a long 

series of catechisms for each of the three degrees, the Apprentice, the Fellow-Craft, and Master. 

In each case Solomon’s Temple is crucially important, nowhere more so than in the Master’s 

ritual. The Fellow Craft ritual, for instance, permits the initiate to imagine having worked on 

building Solomon’s Temple: 

 Q. Why was you made a Fellow-Craft? 

 A. For the sake of the letter G. [i.e. Geometry.] 

 Q. Did you ever work? 

 A. Yes, in the Buildings of the Temple. 

 Q. Where did you receive your wages? 

 A. In the Middle Chamber. 

Whereas the second degree offers the initiate an invented history of labor, the third degree of the 

Master Mason recounts the story of the death of Master Hiram. The Hiramic Legend is a 

Masonic extrapolation of passages on the construction of Solomon’s Temple in Kings 7:13-14 

and 2 Chronicles 2:13-14. In the legend, Master Hiram is attacked by three disgruntled builders 
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who demand his Master’s word. When he does not answer, they kill him and bury him. Fifteen 

days later, in the account by Prichard, he is discovered by fifteen brothers, who had “agreed that 

if they did not find the Word on him or about him the first word [uttered by a Brother on finding 

the body] should be the Master’s Word.” After he was found by “one of the Brothers being more 

weary than the others” he is reinterred by the order of King Solomon. The Master’s ritual 

therefore involves not only the symbolic raising of a dead body but the brush with death by one 

of the brothers who was most “weary” when he found the Master’s body. The ritual ends with 

this exchange: 

  Q. Where was Hiram inter’d? 

A. In the Sanctum Sanctorum...he was brought in at the West-Door of the Temple. 

Q. Give me the Master’s word. 

A. (Supported by the Five Points of Fellowship the Candidate whispers 

“MACHBENAH” into the Master’s ear, which signifies: the Builder is smitten.”) 

The secrecy of the ritual is indistinguishable from loss, or, to put it differently, from the negation 

of the secret’s particularity. Regardless of whether the word that the weary brother recovered is 

the same as the loss word of Master Hiram, it repeats his loss by its recovery. The utterance of 

the word reenacts the loss of the Master. The irony of Prichard’s exposé of Masonic secrecy, 

then, is that the Master’s secret is not necessarily revealed. This may explain in part why 

Franklin was so eager to argue, in 1730, that “Their Grand Secret is, That they have no Secret at 

all” (qtd. in Bullock 53).  

 Certainly the secrets of the rituals bound the social ties of the members who may not have 

shared a common background. But the relationship between infinite deferral of the Masonic 

secret and the geometric symmetry of the claims of brotherly love also has theoretical 
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implications. In fact, Jodi Dean argues that Masonic secrecy is intrinsic to the logic of the public 

sphere (which was not eroded by but found its fulfillment in contemporary technoculture). Dean 

points out that even Habermas recognizes the importance of Masons in the Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere.
126

 For Dean, the secret is the condition for publicity 

because it promises the exposure of information for public deliberation: “Publicity holds out the 

promise of revelation, the lure of the secret. Its pervasive mistrust drives the will to seek out and 

expose" (632). Yet the pervasive mistrust and urge to expose that is seen in later conspiracy 

theories (many of which, of course, were directed against the Masons themselves in the early 

nineteenth century) ends up embodying actually existing public communication: 

…Theoretically, this restrictive focus renders democracy as a failure in advance: 

because the public can never live up its promise (a failure marked by the secret), a 

dynamic of suspicion and surveillance (now materialized in technoculture) is 

installed as the next best thing. In this respect, what passes as democratic politics 

seems to depend on not telling the biggest secret of all: that despite the rhetoric of 

publicity, there is no public. (648) 

For Dean, therefore, Masonic secrecy is the key to later forms of technocultural ideology. Dean's 

critique of the ideology of publicity has been seen as an opportunity to address the decline in 

civic engagement. In a provocative article entitled “Death by Publicity: U.S. Freemasonry and 

the Public Drama of Secrecy,” Joshua Gunn tries to recover Freemasonry’s capacity to 

encourage civic participation. Gunn argues that publics are created not just, as Michael Warner 
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 As Habermas says, “The decisive element [of Freemasonry] was not so much the political equality of the 

members but their exclusiveness in relation to the political realm of absolutism as such: social equality was possible 

at first only as an equality outside the state. The coming together of private people into a public was therefore 

anticipated in secret, as a public sphere largely existing behind closed doors” (35). 
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argues, “by virtue of being addressed” but also through “inexhaustible mystery” (252).
127

 Gunn’s 

point clearly takes account of the (inexhaustible) loss at the heart of Masonic ritual, but Gunn 

misunderstands the thrust of Dean’s critique even as he, like Dean, fails to account for the 

explicitly gendered element of this secrecy.
128

 In the context of the Masonic sermons we have 

already seen, I would argue that eighteenth-century Freemasonry, at least, understands its ties of 

brotherhood as emerging not because the object of its formation is inexhaustible but rather 

because it cannot ever be particular. That is, unlike the understanding of objects that we saw in 

the last chapter, where objects may or may not reflect the loveliness of the true object of longing, 

the logic of eighteenth-century Freemasonry centers on geometry and loss in order to attenuate 

particular commitments and reinforce symmetry. In making this argument, I do not mean to 

suggest that Freemasons were able to practice it. Indeed, the whole point is that they could not.
129

 

Nor am I concerned with exceptions from the rule because, as we have seen, these exceptions 

can be set aside to demonstrate the need for the rule.
130

 This theoretical commitment, contra 

                                                 
127

 Joshua Gunn, “Death by Publicity: U.S. Freemasonry and the Public Drama of Secrecy.” Rhetoric and Public 

Affairs, Vol. 11, No. 2,( 2008), 243-78. As Gunn says, “Dean’s and Warner’s theories imply that a public ceases to 

exist when the common object of their address disappears. I argue that for a public to continue, the object of its 

formation cannot be exhausted of meaning or enjoyment; some aspect of that object must remain mysterious or 

beyond comprehension. For shorthand, I term this kind of object of public formation the inexhaustible secret” (252-

3). 
128

 Gunn’s point, drawing from the work of Jodi Dean, is not necessarily about eighteenth-century Masonry but 

more generally about the structure of publicity and its relationship to Freemasonry. Gunn quotes this important 

passage from Dean: “The secret marks the constitutive limit of the public […] a limit that the public sphere cannot 

acknowledge. That this limit cannot be acknowledged, that it in fact stimulates not simply the continued imposition 

of the public but the explosion of networked media, points to the ideological function of publicity in the information 

age. How do we know when we have enough information, when the ultimate secret has been revealed? We don’t” 

(251). Gunn’s arguments are provocative, but I am troubled by what I see as his implicit conflation of the irreducible 

structure of communication with one historical feature of the public sphere. Indeed, if the constitutive limit of the 

secret is only the impossibility of coming to what Richard Rorty calls a foundation that can “serve as common 

ground for adjudicating knowledge-claims” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 317), then the secret marks 

simply the condition of communication and interpretation.  
129

 Indeed, this is especially clear in the case of the Ancient Lodges or Prince Hall Masons. For the whole point of 

their commitment to the improvement of the lives of artisans or African Americans means that they could not be 

committed to the ideals of universal love without simultaneously being committed to the interests of one particular 

group. 
130

 That is why Adams, in the sermon I cited above, argues that “The Principle purity constitutes a kind of Universal 

Religion, and eternal an immutable Object, and whatever Associations we may for particular Purposes, the grand 
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Dunn, in fact confirms Jodi Dean’s arguments about the ideological element of Masonic secrecy 

at the same time that it demonstrates why this secrecy was coded as masculine: brotherly love 

was unity as such that was prior to desire and belief. Masonic secrecy fostered a double anxiety, 

on the one side from those Masons who regarded society as contaminated by dispute and party, 

and on the other from anti-Masons who regarded Masonic divergence from their ideals as 

evidence of sinister motives or corruption.
131

 

Benjamin Franklin understood the dangers of Masonic secrecy, since he was briefly 

implicated in the Daniel Rees scandal in 1737 when Rees died from injuries received in a mock 

ritual.
132

 Still, Franklin’s comments on universal virtue in his Autobiography extend the 

geometric logic of Masonic principles. By this time Franklin’s relationship with the fraternity 

                                                                                                                                                             
end proposed upon the whole should be to enable us the more effectually to act in Conformity to this Obligation” (9-

10). 
131

 This anti-Masonic element emerged early in America. It came, of course, to its climax in the early nineteenth 

century with the Anti-Masonic Party. A 1750 poem Entertainment for a Winter’s Evening by Joseph Green of 

Boston gives an example of the way that anti-Masonic criticism often turned Masonic claims of brotherly love on 

their head: 

  While other sects fall out and fight 

  About a trifling mode or rite, 

  We firm by Love cemented stand, 

  ’Tis Love unites us heart and hand, 

  Love to a party not confin’d 

  A Love embracing all mankind, 

  Both catholick and protestant, 

  The Scots and eke New-England saint 

  […] 

  Did there not (for the Secret’s out) 

  In the Last LODGE arise a rout? 

  Mackenzey with a fist of brass 

  Laid Trail’s nose level with his face, 

  And scarcely had he let his hand go, 

  When he receiv’d from Trail a d— blow, 

  Now parson, when a nose is broken, 

  Pray, is it is friendly sign or token? (qtd. in Bullock 81) 

Green’s poem is satiric. Later accounts often emphasized the essential conspiracy at the heart of Masonry. See 

chapter one, “The Origins of Antimasonry” in William Preston Vaughn’s The Antimasonic Party in the United 

States: 1826-43. The University Press of Kentucky: Lexington, 1983. 
132

 Franklin was not directly involved, but he knew those who injured Rees by throwing burning spirits on his face in 

order to scare him. A newspaper accused Franklin of complicity. See Bullock, pp 50-2 and 66-7. 
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had become complicated,
133

 and Franklin does not explicitly mention Masonry in his 

Autobiography. But while Franklin’s goals were surely in their own way unique, like Anderson’s 

Constitution and the Masonic sermons above, Franklin wants to rise above the claims of party as 

well as the elements of particular religions “which without any Tendency to inspire, promote or 

confirm Morality, serv’d principally to divide us and make us unfriendly to one another” (100). 

And what makes Franklin’s appeals to virtue and reform surprising in the Autobiography is that 

in some sense he recognizes that the method that he envisions to encourage them actively makes 

them impossible. Consider, for instance, Franklin’s plans of gaining “moral perfection”: he 

imagines a series of virtues that encompass all the virtues taught by various religions. In the 

process, he creates a chart in which he organizes his own relationship to the virtues on the page, 

and although such a map allowed him great improvement in each of the virtues, he finds that “I 

never arrived at the Perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining” (110). But he is nonetheless 

happy. 

 In some sense he is happy because he never arrived at such perfection. Indeed doing so 

might have made him the object of scorn or envy; it might be productive, in other words, of 

disagreement and division itself. Franklin says that “something that pretended to be reason was 

every now and then suggesting to me, that […] a perfect character might be attended with the 

Inconvenience of being envied and hated, and that a benevolent Man should allow a few Faults 

in himself, to keep his Friends in countenance” (110). I would suggest that Franklin’s passing 

thought doesn’t have just the appearance of being reasonable; it indeed logically follows from his 

commitment. On the one hand, Franklin wants to acquire habits that summarize the various 

virtues of religion. But on the other hand he wants to soften or disallow such habits in particular 

                                                 
133

 Part of this, as Bullock notes, is simply a consequence of the rise and predominance of the Ancient Lodges in 

Colonial Masonry. Franklin, of course, belonged to the (nevertheless older) Moderns. See chapter three, “Where is 

Honour? The rise of Ancient Masonry, 1752-1792,” of Revolutionary Brotherhood, especially pp. 85-6. 
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because they inhabit a position that is different from and hence in potential contradiction to any 

other. That’s why Franklin explains his point through writing: 

…tho’ I never arrived at the Perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining, but 

fell far short of it, yet I was by the Endeavor made a better and a happier Man 

than I otherwise should have been, if I had not attempted it; As those who aim at 

perfect Writing by imitating the engraved Copies, tho’ they never reach the 

wish’d for Excellence of those Copies, their Hand is mended by the Endeavor, 

and is tolerable while it continues fair and legible. (110)  

Here we can see print bears the same relation to the individual that the “universal party of virtue” 

bears to particular religion. Franklin transforms print from something that, like religion, 

encourages disagreement to something that, unlike religion, becomes a flawed but legible copy. 

For it wouldn’t make much sense for any particular religious sect to describe its set of beliefs as 

imperfect imitation of truth that could just as well be found elsewhere. Indeed, as we’ve seen in 

previous chapters, even when Congregationalists or Presbyterians believe that human 

interpretation of God’s truth is always flawed, they certainly don’t mean that tenets of the church 

are flawed. On the contrary, it is God’s grace that reforms the members of that church and 

thereby makes the church, far from being merely one flaw among others, identical with God’s 

truth. Franklin’s point is different. Franklin imagines legibility as following from the attempt, 

frustrated but not without reward, of trying to rise above individual difference. And in doing so 

he makes print the touchstone of excellence and legibility. Print becomes the exemplar of 

commonness because it can never be particular. 

 He achieves this by reversing the terms. Rather than print being a copy of the hand, the 

hand becomes a copy of print. The particular differences of handwritten texts fall short of the 
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excellence and commonality of the printed letter. Indeed, the excellence of the printed letter 

follows from the fact that it can’t be altered by any hand in particular. More importantly, the 

difference between the handwritten and printed text has nothing to do with what they’re actually 

saying or committed to. What makes this point work is that the printed letter isn’t any specific 

text or utterance; it is arguing for no position or commitment. Were it so, it would be harder to 

see why a handwritten version would fall short of the printed version as long as it met the bare 

standard of legibility, as long as, that is, its letters were at least recognizable. The meaning of a 

handwritten argument for, say, the benefits of not arguing with one’s neighbors would not, by 

definition, be inferior to a printed text that argued the same thing. But it would be inferior if what 

it meant to copy was not a particular difference, the argument of the text, but the negation of 

difference, the printed letter over the handwritten letter. In this sense, the hand falls short because 

it betrays (like the unhewn stone, and unlike the Masonic compass or square) the marks of 

particularity.  

Masonry and the Revolution 

 The widespread interest in transcending not only self-interest but also the interest of 

sectarian difference means that this commitment to the ontology of brotherhood etherealized and 

attenuated, in theory at least, differences of belief but not of gender. Indeed, the stability of 

gender was essential to Masonic claims of unity. If these claims fractured into disagreement and 

schism in 1765 when a number of artisans were denied entry, they were reinforced in a different 

way with the formation of Ancient Lodges of Masons and Prince Hall Masonry in 1787. Far 

from abandoning the exclusionary practices of (what was now called) Modern Masons, these 

new Lodges merely reinterpreted their consequences. They were no less committed to unity that 

incorporated particular belief by attenuating its particularity. Even so, if this was the case, what 
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exactly was being excluded? It was not just atheism or libertinism, since religion, almost any 

religion in America at the time, did a fine job of excluding them. And it wasn’t any particular 

creed, exactly, since Freemasons welcomed different Christian sects and even Jews. What 

colonial Freemasonry excluded, besides women, the poor, non-whites (except in the important 

instance of Prince Hall) and the non-virtuous, was particular instantiations of belief. One’s 

beliefs, even if these beliefs were religious beliefs incompatible with the beliefs of other 

religions, were less important than the fact that one was now united in a company of brothers. 

And we see this logic as consistently in Franklin’s arguments about virtue as we do in 

Freemasonry’s claims about brotherly love. The attenuation or unraveling of any particular 

commitment operates in two directions at once, for just at the moment in Masonic sermons when 

it seems that Masonic appeals to brotherly love is itself a characteristic that distinguishes its 

members from others, such an appeal disappears into the most universal claims of Christianity.  

 The commitment to the attenuation of self-interest makes Warren’s death all the more 

resonant, then, because in Warren’s case the theoretical commitment to the unraveling of 

particular self-interest becomes the sacrifice of self for the good of mankind. Or at least that’s 

how Perez Morton describes it in An oration, delivered at the King's Chapel in Boston, April 8, 

1776, on the re-interment of the remains of the late most worshipful Grand-Master Joseph 

Warren, Esquire, president of the late Congress of this colony, and major-general of the 

Massachusetts forces; who was slain in the Battle of Bunker's-Hill, June 17, 1775, which 

rehearses in public the Masonic legend of Hiram’s death. And in what follows I will demonstrate 

how this conflation of negated self-interest and universal sacrifice paradoxically authorizes a 

growing investment in difference even as it mistakes the consequences of its own position. For 

Morton, in his celebration of Warren, represents Warren’s commitment to that “most honourable 
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of all detached Societies, the FREE AND ACCEPTED MASONS” as indistinguishable from his 

being “deaf to the Calls of Interest” more generally, both in his profession as a physician and in 

his sacrifice as a soldier (7). “In public Life,” Morton says, “the sole Object of his Ambition was, 

to acquire the Conscience of virtuous Enterprizes...When the Liberties of America were attacked, 

he appeared an early Champion in the contest” (9). As Sandra M. Gustafson says in the context 

of a discussion of Morton’s sermon, “Warren’s death in 1775 made him one of the first figures in 

an emerging national symbolic and helped to translated a local idiom of martyrdom into a 

national political language” (198).  

Yet, according to Morton, Warren’s death cannot be reduced to national defense because 

his motivating energies followed exclusively from universal virtue. Morton makes this clear by 

distinguishing him from other glorious heroes. Charlestown shall be more “memorable for thy 

Fall,” Morton intones of Warren, “than the Plains of Abraham are for that of the Hero of Britain. 

For while he died contending for a single Country, You fell in the Cause of Virtue and Mankind” 

(11). It is tempting to see Morton’s comments as merely the conventional hyperbole of eulogy. 

But while it is true that Morton’s Funeral Oration on Warren is like so many others, without a 

doubt it is also distinct. Or, at least, Morton wants his audience to understand that it is distinct. 

And he gestures to that distinction by positioning Warren’s death as the mediating figure 

between the particular (Charlestown and the defense of America) and the universal (the Cause of 

Virtue and Mankind). Paradoxically, Warren will make Charlestown more memorable by not 

fighting (only) for it. Defending a single country, like defending a single cause, may be glorious, 

but it is not wholly virtuous. Only a defense of the “Cause of Virtue and Mankind” merits the 

universal fame of, as it turns out, a particular place and a particular cause. 

 Warren’s death is not just, then, the incorporation of Warren into a larger communal or 
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national order; it is also an incorporation of that order into universality. And as the above 

example demonstrates, such sacrifice exalts and memorializes the particular even as it 

dismembers the particular. Through Warren’s sacrifice Morton tells his audience that Warren 

was also living up to Masonic ideals: So much so that he says it is as though the “Fates” had let 

Warren, “like the great Master-builder in the Temple of old, to fall by the Hands of Ruffians, and 

be again raised in Honor and Authority” (8). Reminding his audience that Warren resembles the 

great Master-builder also reminds them that the Grand Master’s murderers had no access to his 

secret. Only when the apprentices came back and incorporated themselves together as Masons 

was the secret both secure and in circulation; implicitly, then, those who united together to 

memorialize Warren were likewise mirroring those founding moments of Masonry. “[T]he 

World may cease to wonder,” Morton says, that Warren “so readily offered up his Life, on the 

Alter of his Country, when they are told, that the main Pillar of Masonry, is the LOVE of 

MANKIND” (8). At that moment his audience is invited to experience that love of mankind 

through not only their love for but also the awareness of their loss of one particular man, himself 

motivated by universal virtue and “deaf to the Calls of Interest” (7). 

  But, in view of such deafness, how can the distinction between contending for a single 

country and the cause of virtue and mankind be recognized? Or, to put it another way, why is 

Warren more like the Grand Master than the Hero of Britain? After all, both that hero and 

Warren were fighting for the cause of a single country. The dilemma that Morton deploys here 

reverberated throughout mid and late eighteenth century America. In fact, twenty years earlier, 

Jonathan Edwards wrote one of his most sophisticated essays The Nature of True Virtue (1765) 

on precisely this problem. There Edward distinguishes between love for Being in general and 

private love for particular beings. Both kinds of love, it turns out, can be manifested in love for 
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particular beings, but only one has “the great system of universal existence, for its direct and 

immediate object.” True virtue, or love for Being in general, often means the “disposition” to 

love particular beings is surprisingly more likely than when a particular love opposes such virtue. 

“But my meaning” Edwards says, “is that no affections toward particular persons, or beings, are 

of the nature of true virtue but such as arise from a generally benevolent temper, or from that 

habit of mind, wherein consists a disposition to love Being in general” (246). This disposition, 

Edwards goes on to say, will “seek the good of every individual being unless it be conceived as 

not consistent with the highest good of Being in general” (249).  

At first glance it would seem that Edwards merely reformulates or provides another way 

of putting Morton’s distinction between dying while fighting for a single country and falling for 

the cause of virtue and mankind. Love for Being in general would then be like Warren’s deafness 

to the “Calls of Interest” (Morton 7). But while Edwards certainly does see “private affection” 

that “sets up its particular or limited object above Being in general” as inferior to true virtue 

(225), his point is not that true virtue is interchangeable with the suppression of the individual 

disposition to love. Indeed, he sets aside such a possibility as absurd from the beginning. And by 

doing so he sets aside the possibility that all love arises from self-love, at least so far as such a 

phrase is conventionally understood. An individual’s love clearly entails pleasure and happiness 

from the thing loved, but such happiness, Edwards says, may be taken two ways, either 

“universally” or as an expression of “private and separate good” (259). Such a distinction shows 

that the irreducibility of self-love is merely the irreducibility of the capacity or “disposition” to 

love: 

If by self-love is meant nothing else but a man’s loving what is grateful or 

pleasing to him, and being averse to what is disagreeable, this is calling that “self-
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love” which is only a general capacity of loving or hating; or a capacity of being 

either pleased or displeased: which is the same thing as a man’s having a faculty 

of will. For if nothing could be either pleasing or displeasing, agreeable or 

disagreeable, to a man, then he could incline to nothing, and will nothing. […] 

But if this be what is meant by “self-love,” then there is an impropriety and 

absurdity even in putting of the question, Whether all our love, or our love to each 

particular object of our love, don’t arise from self-love? For that would be the 

same to inquire, Whether the reason why our love is fixed on such and such 

particular objects is not that we have the capacity of loving some things? (259) 

Here Edwards demonstrates the irreducibility of individual inclination. A person’s disposition to 

love particular objects is not interchangeable with what Edwards calls private love because both 

private love and love for Being in general depend upon that capacity. The disposition to love is 

not the same as the minimization of love for particular objects because, as we have seen, love for 

being in general actually can be—must be—directed toward particular beings.   

 Edward makes his point by proposing an example of a crew who is planning a mutiny. 

The crew will murder the “master” and “run away with the ship, and turn pirates.” At the last 

minute, one of the mutineers has second thoughts, repents, and reveals the plot to the captain. 

The rest of the conspirators are held accountable. They are furious at their fellow conspirator for 

his betrayal, and try to seek revenge. Of course, by feeling as though they have been betrayed at 

all, the conspirators reveal their own investment in justice, albeit inconsistently.  

Thus, if thieves or traitors may be angry with informers that bring them to justice, 

and call their behavior by odious names, yet herein they are inconsistent with 

themselves; because, when they put themselves in the place of those that have 
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injured them, they approve the same things they condemn. And therefore such are 

capable of being convinced that they apply these odious terms in an abusive 

manner […] But yet they are capable of being convinced that they use these terms 

inconsistently, and abuse language in it, and so having their mouths stopped 

However else we understand this scene, it is hard to see how the conspirators can be convinced 

without also conceiving of the possibility of disagreement. How else to convince them they are 

wrong to seek revenge if not to contest their mistaken notion of justice? Here we see Edwards 

affirming not the same conditions as Freemasonry but rather the contradiction of Freemasonry’s 

universality insofar as it depends only on a negation of particular commitment and the attributes 

that constitute particularity. For, as we have seen, the problem with the conspirators is not that 

they are committed to justice but that they are committed to the wrong application of justice; 

indeed, only because they are already committed to a version of justice through their feelings of 

revenge can they be at all convinced that they are wrong. 

The point of this digression to Edwards has not been to pit Edwards against Morton and 

certainly not to defend religious claims above others. The point is rather to demonstrate that a 

belief depends for its legibility on a background of beliefs. Edwards argues that love for 

particular beings is best achieved through love for Being in general. But how is such Being in 

general recognizable? In the examples Edwards provides love for Being in general and for 

particular beings (who are not in contradiction with Being in general) is simultaneous. One does 

not love particular beings by first locating love to Being in general, in other words; one loves 

being in general by loving particular beings. Or to put it more precisely, when one loves 

particular beings one has already expressed (or failed to express) love for Being in general. And 

while Edwards’ example seems to favor authority over the mutineers, clearly it is possible to 
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imagine ways that the conspirators could be the ones doing the convincing. Imagine that the 

captain were a despot, one who ruled his ship mercilessly and unjustly. Far from being 

convinced that they had acted wrongly by trying to mutiny, then, it is just as likely that the 

mutineers could (rightly) argue that their actions were justified.  

While it is easy to imagine the conspirators arguing about the application of justice or 

truth, it is more difficult to imagine Warren in Morton’s Masonic Sermon or Trumbull’s painting 

as engaged in such an argument because his position is constituted by its negation of 

disagreement. In Trumbull’s painting, the moment of Warren’s death is also the moment when it 

is most difficult to see what one should be committed to except for sympathy. The British officer 

does not turn the bayonet away, presumably, because he thinks that the British cause is simply 

wrong. And this negation of a particular cause is even more clearly realized in Morton’s Masonic 

Sermon. As we have seen, for Morton Warren is embodying the sacrifice of the original Mason. 

Such a gesture goes beyond the desire for unity that we have seen in previous chapters because, 

this chapter has argued, it imagines unity as following from the attenuation and acceptance of 

particularity. That is why the geometric logic of temple and monument are so important because, 

within the confines of the Masonic Lodge, they replace the individual for the geometric, the 

arbitrary for the Masonic square, the commitment that can be contested for the sacrifice that is 

deaf to the interests of contestation.  

Of course, Warren was in support of something, or to phrase it differently, his defense 

and service followed from his commitment to a particular set of beliefs that he did not view as 

false. It would be tempting, then, to say that in order to be faithful to the principle of this form of 

Masonic brotherly love or universal virtue one must violate it. But it would be more accurate to 

say that one can be neither faithful nor unfaithful to it. Either option would be possible only if it 
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were possible to inhabit a position that was not a function of beliefs one already holds. But if one 

has a perspective that a particular belief is interchangeable with other beliefs it means just that 

one is no longer committed to that belief. After all, being committed to a belief means precisely 

that it is true, that it is, after all, better than its alternatives. Regardless of the protests of 

Freemasonry, distancing oneself from one’s beliefs, practices, or habits cannot allow one to step 

outside of the possibility of prejudice or disagreement because the moment of distance is 

impossible unless one steps into a new set of beliefs, practices or habits that seem preferable and 

therefore better. Yet Freemasonry does not encourage its members to jettison their particular 

religious beliefs in favor of other beliefs. Indeed, that is just what the logic of early American 

Freemasonry tries to avoid. Although the theoretical goals of Freemasonry are manifestly 

unachievable, it would be inadequate (but not entirely inaccurate) to describe Freemasonry in 

eighteenth-century American as incoherent. More is at stake, I would suggest. In its negation and 

proliferation of difference (negating because it strives to rise above particular commitment and 

proliferating because it never really leaves those particular commitments behind by disproving 

them) Freemasonry transforms religious belief into a feature of the individual and thereby 

authorizes religion’s multiplicity and plurality. After all, if difference of belief is nothing more 

than the difference between, as Zabdiel Adams says, “features and complexions” (9), then it 

makes no sense to choose between them or even to see them as opposed.  

Let me clarify this. I have criticized eighteenth-century Masonic notions of brotherly love 

not merely to demonstrate their structural incoherence or inconsistency; I have criticized them 

rather to demonstrate how, on one hand, they could undo puritan communal longing in order to 

replace it with gendered friendship that was prior to desire, while, on the other, they could be so 

broadly attractive to Americans in the eighteenth century and especially in the early Republic. 
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The 1780s and 1790s, as John L. Brooke argues, saw a debate not only about the possibility of 

public authority but also about the texture of the public sphere. At a moment when Federalists 

and Republicans were proposing radically different ideas about national unity, Freemasonry 

offered a symbolic apparatus that rose above parties even as it insisted on the unity of men 

whose brotherhood was not a function of shared desire. As Brooke says, “The formative role of 

voluntary societies in the public arena lay in their nonpartisan appearance” (283).  Freemasonry 

encouraged the possibility of reaching through one’s commitments to find a truer set of ties in 

the ontology of brotherhood. Such claims seemed especially well suited for the new republic. 

Certainly, if one example is John Trumbull’s 1786 painting The Death of General Warren at the 

Battle of Bunker’s Hill, 17 June 1775 another is Thomas Smith Webb’s The Freemason’s 

Monitor; or, Illustrations of Masonry (1797). There Webb argues “though friendship, considered 

as the source of universal benevolence, is unlimited, it exerts its influence more or less 

powerfully as the objects it favors are nearer or more remote. Hence the love of friends and 

country takes the lead in our affections, and gives rise to that true patriotism which […] creates 

the best and most disinterested virtue” (6).  

Such a notion of friendship and brotherly love oscillates between the claims of individual 

religions (which never quite need to be left behind) and universality (which never quite come 

into view). It articulates a notion of friendship among men in which desire is not, strictly 

speaking, possible. In this way, Freemasonry foreshadows the diversity of sects and voluntary 

organizations that would appear in the nineteenth century because it preserves difference of 

belief even as it promises masculine unity. And in this way, Freemasonry inaugurates the more 

general possibility of establishing a critique of embattled national interest through the lens of self 

sacrifice. By now, it should be clear that my argument is made not to suggest that Freemasonry’s 
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claims are trivial but rather that they are in some sense central to the new republic and to new 

bourgeois relations. And while, certainly, after the revolution, Masonic would become 

vulnerable to criticism both from Federalists and various religious interests,
134

 rather than being 

opposed to what Paul Goodman calls a “Christian Republic,” I am suggesting that Freemasonry 

is theoretically consistent with it (and in some sense set the stage for it).
135

 Later critiques of 

Freemasonry would turn its claims of unity inside out but would in turn produce similar claims. 

Eighteenth-century Freemasonry thus represents one mode of gendered voluntarism, a public 

sphere dependent on contract, a point that would be just as important to anti-Masons who 

likewise emphasized consent, contract and unity.  

 This chapter has tried to make the equivalence between brotherly love and the negation of 

individual difference (and hence religious commitment) clearer by historicizing and criticizing a 

notion of fraternal unity. Benjamin Franklin, complaining of his Presbyterian minister, notes in 

his Autobiography that “his discourses were chiefly either polemic arguments, or explications of 

the peculiar doctrines of our sect, and were all to me very dry uninteresting and unedifying, since 

not a single moral principle was inculcated or enforc’d, their aim seeming to be rather to make us 

Presbyterians than good citizens” (101). Masonic brotherly love offered one avenue in which 

eighteenth-century Americans addressed the problem Franklin names. While such brotherly love 

that promised equality depended upon gender stability, certainly it was not without consequences 

for women, men who desired other men, or, for that matter, anyone whose domination was 

                                                 
134

 Vaughn notes that “According to Richard Rush of Pennsylvania, the United States has more to fear from secret 

societies than did any other nation, since popular sovereignty, the basis of this country’s liberties, required perfect 

freedom of public inquiry and judgment. Many Antimasons believed that Masonic secrecy concealed the members’ 

‘unconditional loyalty’ to an autonomous state, and this allegiance far exceeded loyalty to the nation” (14-15). See 

William Preston Vaughn, The Antimasonic Party in the United States 1826-1843 (Lexington: The University Press 

of Kentucky, 1983). 
135

 See chapter five, “Women and Antimasonry, the Defense of Republican Domesticity,” of Paul Goodman’s 

Towards a Christian Republic, Antimasonry and the Great Transition in New England 1826-1836 (New York, 

Oxford University Press, 1988). 
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concealed by immanent new social relations. The transition from Solomon as a king and lover to 

Solomon’s kingdom as the location for the emergence of the secret fraternity of Freemasons is 

also a transition from unity predicated on desire for a higher authority to unity prior to 

particularities of belief and desire. This transition promised to reform the ills of society, but it 

located the source of that reform outside the boundaries of its operation in order to produce new 

forms of gendered domination. 

Morton’s Oration on Warren eulogizes his “bright Example he set us, to live within a 

Compass, and act upon the Square” (12). Insofar as this means distance from and thus the 

interchangeability of belief, it is also control over its unstable operation. The erasure of 

particularity is in some sense mastery over it because, even if one does not choose the content 

and direction of one’s beliefs and commitments, one can choose the means of their suspension. 

Although this dissertation calls into question the possibility of such suspension, its argument is in 

no way meant to glorify dispute or polemic, religious or otherwise. Quite the reverse, actually: it 

only insists that disagreement and mistake are irreducible because they are the conditions for 

interpretation and the adjudication of truth. The truth is Freemasonry cannot imagine desire 

between (male) friends because it imagines their universal friendship as love without desire, and 

it cannot imagine an end to domination because it preserves and invents new forms of it. 

Freemasonry’s hostility to particularity as universal struggle disqualifies in advance any credible 

challenge to bourgeois social relations. To return to the concerns with which I ended my 

Introduction, we need new ways of coming together. 
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