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Prophesying was instituted by the Swiss Reformer Huldrych Zwingli to bolster the training of 

clergy. In a session open to the public, two or three ministers would exegete a biblical text and 

another would deliver a sermon. Participants in these exercises soon carried the practice with 

them to England.1 It was eagerly adopted by the Puritans, but its use exposed a central tension in 

the movement between the values of reason and inspiration, education and spiritual equality, and, 

finally, doctrinal conformity and openness to further light from God.2 While Elizabethan-era 

prophesying retained the purpose of clerical training, some Puritan authors argued that the laity 

cold receive and exercise the gift of prophecy. It appears that lay attendance at prophesying 

sessions, in which the godly may have asked questions and even offered their own insights, 

transformed the concept of prophecy into an exercise an ordinary Christian could undertake even 

in the primary Sunday service.3 Francis Johnson and John Robinson, leaders of the English 

Separatists settled in the Netherlands, endorsed lay prophecy, which was also included in the 

1596 Confession of the “Ancient Church” in Amsterdam.4 One church split among these 

Separatists, led by John Smyth, became the first Baptist congregation in 1609. Another portion 

of this community became the Pilgrims who sailed for America in 1620. 

 
1 Patrick Collinson, John Craig, and Brett Usher, eds, Conferences and Combination Lectures in the Elizabethan 
Church: Dedham and Bury St. Edmunds 1582-1590. Church of England Record Society Vo. 10 (Woodbridge, UK: The 
Boydell Press, 2003), xxvii-xxix. 
2 Cf. Francis J. Bremer, Lay Empowerment and the Development of Puritanism. Christianities in the Trans-Atlantic 
World, 1500-1800 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 6-8. 
3 Ibid., 18f. 
4 Ibid., 59. 
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 A century and a half later, when the Baptist minister Isaac Backus wrote his history of 

New England, he noted that early Baptist communities received better treatment in the area of 

Massachusetts that had been first settled as Plymouth Colony. He identified the cause as the 

greater acceptance of lay prophecy by the Pilgrims, stemming from the influence of Robinson.5 

But the practice was certainly not alien to Massachusetts Bay Colony, especially in its early 

years. The New England Puritans relied on preaching by well-regarded laymen to sustain the 

religious life of new settlements until an educated and ordained minister could be recruited. It 

was also customary for laymen to pose questions and engage in conversation with a minister 

after the sermon.6 John Cotton’s order of service produced in his True Constitution of a 

Particular Visible Church (1642) features the sermon, prophesying by two or three qualified 

laymen, an opportunity for others to exhort the congregation, and a periods of questions.7 But by 

this point in time, Cotton’s participatory approach to the Sunday service was increasingly 

exceptional. In 1653, the Massachusetts General Court imposed a regulation that no man could 

regularly preach or prophecy in a church without the approval of the elders of four neighboring 

churches or the county court. A chorus of protests moved the Court to repeal the law, but the 

implication was clear: lay prophecy should be strictly limited and managed by the ecclesiastical 

and civil elite. By 1656, Rev. Samuel Stone could describe the establishment clergy as “a 

speaking aristocracy in the face of a silent democracy.”8 

 But lay prophesying would be sustained by the dissidents and exiles who opposed aspects 

of the New England Way. In 1637, the Antinomian Controversy concluded with the banishment 

 
5 Isaac Backus, A History of New England with Particular Reference to the Denomination of Christians Called 
Baptists. 2nd ed. (Newton, MA: Backus Historical Society, 1871), I: 450-52. 
6 Bremer, Lay Empowerment and the Development of Puritanism, 81f. 
7 Ibid., 83. 
8 William G. McLoughlin, New England Dissent, 1630-1833 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), I: 57. 
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of Anne Hutchinson and many of her supporters. One of these was these was the physician John 

Clarke, only recently arrived from England. Clarke helped found several settlements that would 

become the core of Rhode Island.  Arriving at Baptist convictions, in 1644 he organized a church 

in Newport and served as minister for most of the next three decades. Clarke fully believed in the 

right of all laymen to prophesy, and not only when the appointed minister was unavailable. In his 

book addressed to the homeland, Ill News from New England, Clarke listed the “evils of New 

England pedobaptism.” Among these was this charge against the Standing Order: “You shut out 

the exercise of the gift of prophesying, which in the Church of Christ does admirably tend to 

edification.” But in a true gospel church, every male servant of Christ has the privilege and the 

duty “to improve that talent which His Lord hath given unto him.” Every man may prophesy a 

word of edification, admonishment, or comfort.9 

 Despite the fierce rhetoric by which he denounced the Congregationalist establishment, 

Clarke was more moderate than radical. The exercise of prophesy under his supervision was 

characterized by a conventional, Puritan orderliness. Never himself formally ordained, Clarke 

regularly invited other men to serve as Sunday morning preachers. The main service did not 

include open conversation, but prophesying and extensive discussion, expressive of some 

theological diversity, were allowed in separate church meetings.10 His eventual co-pastor and 

successor, Obadiah Holmes, enacted a considerably more relaxed approach. Baptist historian 

Edwin Gaustad notes, “When Obadiah Holmes served the church, its worship was simple and 

extemporaneous. More didactic than ecstatic, the service allowed for the congregation and 

 
9 John Clarke, Ill News from New England, FULL CITE. 
10 Sydney V. James, John Clarke and His Legacies: Religion and Law in Colonial Rhode Island 1638-1750, ed. 
Theodore Dwight Bozeman (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 22, 25, 39ff. 
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minister to engage in extensive dialogue.”11 In a letter Holmes wrote to the Newport church late 

in his life, Holmes stressed that the exercise of prophecy and other gifts must arise from a patient 

“wait[ing] upon the Lord” and tend toward the benefit of the community. Rather than a descent 

into solipsism or anarchy, prophecy is an invitation to critical, collective discernment. Because 

no person can serve as an infallible interpreter of Scripture, all believers must be diligent 

students of the text who stand ready to consider and to challenge the perspectives that any 

proclaim before the body.12 

 The Massachusetts Bay Colony banned Baptists in 1645, but Puritan dealings with the 

emergent heterodoxy had barely begun.13 In 1654, Henry Dunster, the first president of Harvard 

College, adopted credobaptist convictions. The following year, his friend Thomas Goold, a 

wheelwright of Charlestown, refused to present his newborn daughter for baptism.14 Goold 

began to assemble several like-minded colonists for informal religious gatherings in private 

homes.15 These dissenters dared to oppose the twin establishment of ministers and magistrates on 

the basis of their personal study of Scripture.16 Far from being the anarchic individualists feared 

by the Puritan leadership, however, the gatherings of what would become the First Baptist 

Church of Boston were characterized by prophesying for mutual edification and discernment. 

Testimony from dissenters and Puritan commentators alike demonstrates that this community 

encouraged prophesying from its male members without regard to formal education or 

ministerial ordination.17 The church even wrote this practice into its confession of faith, which 

 
11 Edwin S. Gaustad, Baptist Piety: The Last Will and Testament of Obadiah Holmes (Grand Rapids: Christian 
University Press, 1978), 106. 
12 Ibid., 109f. 
13 Thomas S. Kidd and Barry Hankins, Baptists in America: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), ix. 
14 Ibid., 14. 
15 Nathan E. Wood, The History of the First Baptist Church of Boston (1665-1899) (Philadelphia: American Baptist 
Publication Society, 1899), 31, 55. 
16 Ibid., 26, 68f. 
17 Ibid., 41, 64, 135. 
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declared that “they may all prophesie [sic] one by one that all may learne & may be 

comforted.”18 

 The Massachusetts authorities deployed a variety of tactics in their efforts to stamp out 

the Baptist dissenters, including incarceration, fines, whippings, banishments, and other 

deprivations. After a series of civil punishments proved unsuccessful, the government took the 

extraordinary step of allowing a public debate at the Boston meetinghouse in April 1668.19 The 

Baptist communities of both Massachusetts and Rhode Island presented their best spokesmen to 

argue their case. According to the transcript of the debate, at least two of the representatives 

publicly included the practice of prophesying among their reasons for separation from the 

established church, and it was restated that a third had made another such public declaration five 

years previously.20 The most strident Baptist voice may have been William Turner:  

Show us where any mortal man is able to constrain him [that is, the individual Christian] 

to worship [God] in spirit and truth. Therefore I judge that the assemblies of God’s 

people may wait on him when he appoints. You would persuade us to sin against God 

and the light of our own souls.21 

 

Several other Baptist representatives, including Thomas Goold, joined Turner in basing Baptist 

faith and practice on the right of each person to discern the proper shape of faithfulness to God. 

According to Benanual Bowers, “The spirit of God in every Christian tells him whether the other 

be right or in form only.”22  

 As Francis Bremer notes with reference to Clarke in Lay Empowerment and the 

Development of Puritanism, lay prophesying was not a practice foreign to the mainstream of 

 
18 Ibid., 66. 
19 William G. McLoughlin, Soul Liberty: The Baptists’ Struggle in New England, 1630-1833 (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1991), 37. 
20 Ibid., 70, 75, 88. 
21 Ibid, 62. 
22 Ibid., 65. 
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Puritan faith and order.23 McLoughlin similarly comments that, in the old country, the Puritans 

had themselves had deployed the allied concepts of doctrinal mutability, personal conscience, 

and lay ordination to justify their separation from Church of England. Once in power, however, 

they turned to circumscribe the forces they had unleashed.24 But, as political theorist Hannah 

Arendt quipped, “The most radical revolutionary will become a conservative the day after the 

revolution.”25 Over the course of the seventeenth century, the Puritan establishment approved 

resolutions and enacted legislation that resolved the perennial tension of order versus liberty 

increasingly in favor of the former. Dissent from the orderly commonwealth was defined as 

sinful arrogance and dangerous anarchy. In a letter to Increase Mather, the Puritan minister 

Thomas Cobbett wrote that the rejection of infant baptism logically entailed that the 

Congregationalists filled false churches with false Christians. Consequently, there were no actual 

freemen with the power to organize the government.26 All at once, the whole conceptual 

framework crashes down. 

 The American political theorist Sheldon Wolin drew a distinction between two 

expressions of democracy, which he called managed democracy and fugitive democracy. Wolin 

identified managed democracy as “a political form in which governments are legitimated by 

elections that they have learned to control.”27 In this polity, elites aim to apply managerial skills 

of efficiency in order to contain the forces of popular participation. Wolin considered the 

contemporary arrangements of power in the United States to be the principle example of 

 
23 Bremer, Lay Empowerment and the Development of Puritanism, 130. 
24 McLoughlin, Soul Liberty, 50. 
25 Idem., “Reflections on Civil Disobedience, The New Yorke in order to r (12 September 1970), available online via 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1970/09/12/reflections-civil-disobedience.  
26 McLoughlin, Soul Liberty, 53. 
27 Sheldon S. Wolin, Democracy Incorporated: Managed Democracy and the Specter of Inverted Totalitarianism. 
Kindle edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), loc. 1115. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1970/09/12/reflections-civil-disobedience
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managed democracy. Opposing this restrictive form, fugitive democracy acknowledges and 

expresses the inherent instability of true democracy.28 The label “fugitive” indicates the 

restlessness of this political ethos, ever eluding settled structures.29 In other words, managed 

democracy sees the political as a noun – democracy is x – but fugitive democracy emphasizes the 

political as a verb – democratization is ever waxing and waning, in need of rediscovery and 

reinvention.30 Wolin saw fugitive democracy manifested in popular movements such as 

abolitionism, the suffragettes, trade unions, Progressive-era campaigns, and the civil-rights 

protests. 

 Wolin was a philosopher identified with the movement in political theory known as 

radical democracy. Radical democrats contend for a deeply participatory politics in which 

difference and contestation are essential components. My previous research has explored points 

of intersection between radical democracy and Baptist ecclesiology. Baptist churches operate 

according to a recognizably democratic form of government, one which I have argued expresses 

significant resonance with this constellation of political theories in practice and theological 

articulation. My efforts at juxtaposing Baptists and radical democrats are aimed at helping the 

former better interpret and enact their ecclesiology and offering the latter a lived experience of 

participatory politics that may inform or critique existing theory. 

 In their acceptance that the Scripture may be interpreted and applied by the individual, 

but also submitted to the community for dialogical discernment, the early Baptists of colonial 

New England exemplified a form of fugitive ecclesial democracy. These dissenters resisted the 

contention of local authorities that the essential doctrinal questions had been settled by previous 

 
28 Cf. Hauerwas, FULL CITE, 546. 
29 Cf. Pecknold, FULL CITE, 98. 
30 Wolin, Democracy and Difference, FULL CITE, 42f. 
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form and that the authority to interpret was now concentrated in duly trained, vetted, and 

installed clergy. [say more here?] The Puritan establishment, meanwhile, curtailed the very 

provisionality that had previously been supported, doing so out of a conviction that they must 

order society well to prevent anarchy and avoid divine judgment. Ongoing conversations 

concerning the shape of Baptist identity and theology will benefit from remembering that early 

Baptists were willing to reclaim the vision of the Church as reformed and ever reforming, even 

in the face of stout persecution. 

 What does the example of these early Baptist congregations have to say to radical 

democratic political theory? Three interrelated conclusions emerge. First, the context in which 

they emerged helpfully reminds partisans of participatory governance that elites may adopt a 

managerial form of democracy out of sincere motives rather than naked self-interest and material 

gain. The Puritan ministers and magistrates sought to establish a godly commonwealth in the 

“wilderness,” constructing a unified body politic according to time-honored beliefs about social 

harmony and coherence. Second, the fact that these Baptist communities held only one principal 

difference from the Congregationalists – the proper subject of baptism – restates the truth that 

resistance is not necessarily a Manichaean struggle between abjectly opposed force. Rather, as 

radical democrats such as Chantal Mouffe stress, resistance is built into the fabric of all 

differential relationships as rival conceptions of proper democratic practice compete for 

hegemony. Finally, these points should encourage radical democrats and other readers of Wolin 

not to overdraw the typology of fugitive versus managed democracy, as there are no pure 

expressions of either pole. Fugitive expressions of democracy resolve into settled patterns as 

fervor fades and preference for stability rises. Managed democracies ossify and spur efforts at 

reform by insiders and outsiders alike. Lay prophesying as a fugitive practice did not endure; few 
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contemporary Baptist churches can identify similar patterns of ecclesial practice. The question of 

who interprets Scripture, and how and when, remains a theopolitical concern for Christian 

communities. It embodies in specific form a more general question for all participatory polities: 

how are we to properly balance the need for core principles and stable structures with the 

necessary openness to new, often uncomfortable, ideas that reimagine and reinvigorate our 

common life? All may prophesy, declared the confession of the Boston church, but they do so 

one by one.   

  

OLD ENDING 

 

Wolin’s typology of fugitive and managed democracy was crafted to explain the political 

dynamics of a postwar United States characterized by the expansion of corporate power. While it 

does not neatly map onto the social realities of 17th-century New England, it is a useful heuristic 

for interpreting the politics of Scriptural interpretation via lay prophecy. The Puritan mainstream 

and the Baptist dissenters agreed on congregationalism as the appropriate governance structure 

for Christian churches. Both accepted the self-determination of each gathered community, 

including the right of the laity to select and ordain their clergy. But their shared affirmation of a 

democratic form did not correlate with a shared democratic ethos. As the Standing Order sought 

to manage the forces they had previously unleashed, many of the Baptists came to trust that 

fugitivity was a means by which God would reform and redeem the Church. For all Protestant 

Christians, the Church had fallen into grievous error before. How then, could the Puritans be so 

certain they had finally rebuilt the city upon the hill? Every man must have his own particular 

judgment, declared William Turner in the debate of April 1668. For the Baptists of Boston and 

Newport, that judgment could, indeed must, be brought into the community for mutual insight, 

challenge, and correction. In claiming that all may prophesy, these communities of dissent 

resisted the settled and complacent democracy of the Puritan elite with a democracy of the Spirit 

who, like the wind that blows where it chooses, can never be managed according to human 

expectations. 

 

Tending vs. intending? 


