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An Excerpt from Errand into the Wilderness

It was a happy inspiration that led the staff of the John Carter Brown
Library to choose as the title of its New England exhibition of 1952 a
phrase from Samuel Danforth’s’ election sermon, delivered on May 11,
1670: A Brief Recognition of New England’s Errand into the Wilderness. It
was of course an inspiration, if not of genius, at least of talent, for
Danforth to invent his title in the first place. But all the election sermons
of this period—that is to say, the major expressions of the second
generation,2 which, delivered on these forensic occasions, were in the
fullest sense community expression—have interesting titles; a mere listing
tells the story of what was happening to the minds and emotions of the
New England people: John Higginson’s The Cause of God and His People
in New England in 1663, William Stoughton’s New England’s True
Interest Not to Lie in 1668, Thomas Shepard’s Eye-Salve in 1672,Urian
Oakes’s New England Pleaded With in 1673; and, climactically and most
explicitly, Increase Mather’s A Discourse Concerning the Danger of
Apostasy in 1677.

All of these show by their title pages alone—and, as those who have
looked into them know, infinitely more by their contents—a deép
disquietude. They are troubled utterances, worried, fearful: something has
gone wrong. As in 1662 Wigglesworth® already was saying in verse, God
has a controversy with New England; He has cause to be angry and to
punish it because of its innumerable defections. They say, unanimously,
that New England was sent on an errand, and that it has failed.

To our ears these lamentations of the second generation sound strange
indeed. We think of the founders as heroic men—of the towering stature of
Bradford, Winthrop, and Thomas Hooker’—who braved the ocean and the
wilderness, who conquered both, and left to their children a goodly
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heritage. Why then this whimpering?

Some historians suggest that the second and third generations
suffered a failure of nerve; they weren’t the men their fathers had been,
and they knew it. Where the founders could range over the vast body of
theology and ecclesiastical polity and produce profound works like the
treatises of John Cotton’ or the subtle psychological analyses of Hooker,
or even such a gusty though wrongheaded book as Nathaniel Ward’s
Simple Cobler, let alone such, lofty, and right headed pleas as Roger
Williams’ Bloody Tenent, all these children could do was tell each other
that they were on probation and that their chances of making good did not
seem very promising.

Since Puritan intellectuals were thoroughly grounded in grammar and
rhetoric, we may be certain that Danforth was fully aware of the ambiguity
concealed in his word “errand.” It already had taken on the double
meaning which it still carries with us. Originally, as the word first took
form in English, it meant exclusively a short journey on which an inferior
is sent to convey a message or to perform a service for his superior. In that
sense, we today speak of an “errand boy”; or the husband says that while
in town, on his lunch hour, he must run an errand for his wife. But by the
end of the Middle Ages, errand developed another connotation: it came to
mean the actual business on which the actor goes, the purpose itself, the
conscious intention in his mind. In this signification, the runner of the
errand is working for himself, is his own boss; the wife, while the husband
is away at the office, runs her own errands. Now in the 1660°s the problem
was this: which had New England originally been—an errand boy or a
doer of errands? In which sense had it failed? Had it been dispatched for a
further purpose, or was it an end in itself? Or had it fallen short not only in
one or the other, but in both of the meanings? If so, it was indeed a tragedy,
in the primitive sense of a fall from a mighty designation.

‘If the children were in grave doubts about which had been the
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original errand—if, in fact, those of the founders who lived into the later
period and who might have set their progeny to rights found themselves
wondering and confused—there is little chance of our answering clearly.
Of course, there is no problem about Plymouth Colony. That is the charm
about Plymouth: its clarity. The Pilgrims, as we have learned to call them,
were reluctant voyagers; they had never wanted to leave England, but had
been obliged to depart because the authorities made life impossible for
Separatists. They could, naturally, have stayed at home had they given up
being Separatists, but that idea simply did not occur to them. Yet they did
not go to Holland as though on an errand; neither can we extract the notion
of a mission out of the reasons which, as Bradford tells us, persuaded them
to leave Leyden for “Virginia.” The war with Spain was about to be
resumed, and the economic threat was ominous; their migration was not so
much an errand as a shrewd forecast, a plan to get out while the getting
was good, lest, should they stay, they would be “intrapped or surrounded
by their enemies, so as they should neither be able to fight nor flie.” True,
once the decision was taken, they congratulated themselves that they
might become a means for propagating the gospel in the remote parts of
the world, and thus of serving as stepping-stones to others in the
performance of this great work; nevertheless, the substance of their
decision was that they “thought it better to dislodge betimes to some place
of better advantage and less danger, if any such could be found.”® The
great hymn’ that Bradford, looking back in his old age, chanted about the
landfall is one of the greatest passages, if not the very greatest, in all New
England’s literature; yet it does not resound with the sense of a mission
accomplished—instead, it vibrates with the sorrow and exultation of
suffering, the sheer endurance, the pain and the angmsh with the
sombermness of death faced unflinchingly:
May not and ought not the children of these fathers rightly say:
Our fathers were Englishmen which came over this great ocean, and
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were ready to perish in this wilderness; but they cried unto the Lord,
and he heard their voyce, and looked on their adversitie. ..
We are bound, I think, to see in Bradford’s account the prototype of the
vast majority of subsequent immigrants—of those Oscar Handlin® calls
“The Uprooted”: they came for better advantage and for less danger, and
to give their posterity the opportunity of success.

The Great Migration of 1630 is an entirely other story. True, among
the reasons John Winthrop drew up in 1629 to persuade himself and his
colleagues that they should commit themselves to the enterprise, the
economic motive frankly figures. Wise men thought that England was
overpopulated and that the poor would have a better chance in the new
land. But Massachusetts Bay was not just an organization of immigrants
seeking advantage and opportunity. It had a positive sense of
mission—either it was sent on an errand or it had its own intention, but in
either case the deed was deliberate. It was an act of will, perhaps of
willfulness. These Puritans were not driven out of England (thousands of
their fellows stayed and fought the Cavaliers)}—they went of their own
accord. ’

So, concerning them, we ask the question, why? If we are not
altogether clear about precisely how we should phrase the answer, this is
not because they themselves were reticent. They spoke as fully as they
knew how; and none more magnificently or cogently than John Winthrop
in the midst of the passage itself, when he delivered a lay sermon aboard
the flagship Arabella and called it “a Modell of Christian Charity.” It
distinguishes the motives of this great enterprise from those of Bradford’s
forlomn retreat, and especially from those of the masses who later have
come in quest of advancement. Hence, for the student of New England and
of America, it is a fact demanding incessant brooding that John Winthrop
selected as the “doctrine” of his discourse, and so as the basic proposition
to which, it then seemed to him, the errand was committed, the thesis that
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God had disposed mankind in a hierarchy of social classes, so that “in all
times some must be rich, some poor, some highe and eminent in power
and dignitie; others mean and in subjeccion.” It is as though,
preternaturally sensing what the promise of America might come to
signify for the rank and file, Winthrop took the precaution to drive out of
their heads any notion that in the wilderness the poor and the mean were
ever so to improve themselves as to mount above the rich or the eminent
in dignity. Were there any who had signed up under the mistaken
impression that such was the purpose of their errand, Winthrop told them
that, although other people, lesser breeds, might come for wealth or pelf,
this migration was specifically dedicated to an avowed end that had
nothing to do with incomes. We have entered into an explicit covenant
with God, “we have professed to enterprise these Accions upon these and
these ends”; we have drawn up indentures with the Almighty, wherefore if
we succeed and do not let ourselves get diverted into making money, He
will reward us. Whereas if we fail, if we “fall to embrace this present
world and prosecute our carnall intencions, seekeing greate things for our
selves and our posterity, the Lord will surely breake out in wrathe against
us, be revenged of such a pericured people and make us knowe the price of
the breache of such a Covenant.”

Well, what terms were agreed upon in this covenant? Winthrop could
say precisely— “It is by a mutuall consent through a specially overruleing
providence, and a more than ordinary approbation of the Churches of
Christ to seeke out a place of Cohabitation and Consorteshipp under a due
form of Government, both civill and ecclesiasticall.” If it could be said
thus concretely, why should there be any ambiguity? There was no doubt
whatsoever about what Winthrop meant by a due form of ecclesiastical
government: he meant the pure Biblical polity set forth in full detail by the
New Testament, that method which later generations, in the days of
increasing confusion, would settle down to calling Congregational, but
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which for Winthrop was no denominational peculiarity but the very
essence of organized Christianity. What a due form of civil government
meant, therefore, became crystal clear, a political regime, possessing
power, which would consider its main function to be the erecting,
protecting, and preserving of this form of polity. This due form would
have, at the very beginning of its list of responsibilities, the duty of
suppressing heresy, of subduing or somehow getting rid of dissenters—of
being, in short, deliberately, vigorously, and consistently intolerant.
Regarded in this light, the Massachusetts Bay Company came on an
errand in the second and later sense of the word: it was, so to speak, on its
own business. What it set out to do was the sufficient reason for its setting
out. About this Winthrop seems to be perfectly certain, as he declares
specifically what the due forms will be attempting; the end is to improve
our lives to do more service to the Lord, to increase the body of Christ,
and to preserve our posterity from the corruptions of this evil world, so
that they in turn shall work out their salvation under the purity and power
of Biblical ordinances. Because the errand was so definable in advance,
certain conclusions about the method of conducting it were equally
evident: one, obviously, was that those sworn to the covenant should not
be allowed to turn aside in a lust for mere physical rewards; but another
was, in Winthrop’s simple but splendid words, “we must be knit together
in this worke as one man, wee must entertaine each other in brotherly
affection,” we must actually delight in each other, “always having before
our eyes our Commission and community in the worke, our community as
members of the same body.” This was to say, were the great purpose kept
steadily in mind, if all gazed only at it and strove only for it, then social
solidarity (within a scheme of fixed and unalterable class distinctions)
would be an automatic consequence. A society despatched upon an errand
that is its own reward would want no other rewards: it could go forth to
possess a land without ever becoming possessed by it; social gradations
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would remain eternally what Ged had originally appointed; there would be
no internal contention among groups or interests, and though there would
be hard work for everybody, prosperity would be bestowed not as a
consequence of labor but as a sign of approval upon the mission itself. For
once in the history of humanity (with all its sins), there would be a society
so dedicated to the holy cause that success would prove innocent and
trivmph not raise up sinful pride or arrogant dissension.

Or, at least, this would come about if the people did not deal falsely
with God, if they would live up to the articles of their bond. If we do not
perform these terms, Winthrop warned, we may expect immediate
manifestations of divine wrath: we shall perish out of the land we are
crossing the sea to possess. And here in the 1660’s and 1670’s, all the
jeremiads (of which Danforth’s is one of the most poignant) are
castigations of the pebple for having defaulted on precisely these articles.
They recite the long list of afflictions an angry God had rained upon them,
surely enough to prove how abysmally they had deserted the covenant:
crop failures, epidemics, grasshoppers, caterpillars, torrid summers, arctic
winters, Indian - wars, hurricanes, shipwrecks, accidents, and (most
grievous of all) unsatisfactory children. The solemn work of the election
day, said Stoughton'® in 1668, is “Foundation-work” —not, that is, to lay a
new one, “but to continue, and strengthen, and beautifie, and build upon
that which has been laid.” It had been laid in the covenant before even a
foot was set ashore, and thereon New England should rest. Hence the
terms of survival, let alone of prosperity, remained what had first been
propounded:

If we should so frustrate and deceive the Lords Expectations,
that his Covenant-interest, in us, and the Workings of his Salvation
be made to cease, then All were lost indeed; 'Ruine upon Ruine,
Destruction upon Destruction would come, until one stone were not
left upon another.



