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John Winthrop: A Puritan’s Views on Liberty in Relation to Authority


John Winthrop, one of America’s earliest Founders, is best known as the man who envisioned New England as “a city on a hill”—a model of Christian piety for all the nations, as well as for his role as the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  He truly saw New England as an opportunity for establishing and promoting Puritanism and used his magisterial position to found and maintain his Christian community ideal.  Winthrop’s governorship allows us to see how Biblical principles shaped the Founder’s thoughts on liberty in relation to authority as New Englanders formed the habit of self-government that led to American independence.  

Winthrop’s Background
Winthrop was born in 1588 in Suffolk, England to Adam Winthrop and Anne Browne-- members of the English elite.  Suffolk’s Stour Valley, where Winthrop grew up on his father’s manor, thrived with religious reformers, evangelical preachers, and was, “… a region where godly magistrates controlled most of the institutions of local authority…”
  This community environment had profound influence on Winthrop and he would later try to emulate this godly commonwealth as governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  The clergy and godly men of the Valley placed great emphasis on education
 and at age 15, Winthrop entered Cambridge for two years of college study, and later studied law in London.  He was married at age 17, but after the deaths of both his first and second wives, his marriage to Margaret Tyndall would last for the next 30 years.  A strict Puritan Calvinist, Winthrop had a strong sense of Christian duty
 and characteristically subjected himself to rigorous self-examination.  He struggled with moderating his passions and giving preeminence to heavenly affections while remaining engaged in the world.
  However, he battled these struggles early on and later in his life, as governor of Massachusetts Bay, he was most noted as a voice of moderation—a necessary and commendable virtue in political life where the combination of passion and authority can be most devastating.
  

Winthrop’s Decision to Settle in New England


Though content with his life in England, the opportunity of sailing to New England with the Massachusetts Bay Company was one that Winthrop thoughtfully considered.  The main reason he took it so seriously in the first place is because the Massachusetts Bay Colony was to be given an unusual opportunity to practice self-government.  Its members would take the company Charter delineating rights and privileges with them to New England, thus allowing them control over the government and magistrates.
  He finally wrote up a list of additional reasons in favor of settling a colony across the ocean which included the furtherance of the gospel, refuge from religious, academic, and economic corruption, available lands for tilling, and the establishment of a Church in the New World.
  Winthrop was very sensitive to the Separatist distinction made by Puritans that determined to remain in England and fight religious contamination.  Winthrop however, not only as a colonist but as the Colony’s newly elected governor, had an equally formidable task ahead of him both in attempting to settle in the wilderness and in establishing and furthering New England’s Church.  He would not be accused of escapism or abandonment.
  In fact, he argued that by setting an example of true Christian community, his Colony would serve to bring the Church of England back from corruption.

“A Model of Christian Charity”
So, with Charter in hand, Winthrop and all those aboard the Arbella sailed to New England with high hopes for a fresh start.  As indicated in Winthrop’s reasons for choosing to sail with the Colony, New England would not be merely a refuge from various forms of corruption, but was to be a light to the world, as indicated in one of our Founding’s most famous speeches, “A Model of Christian Charity,” delivered on board the Arbella to the would-be settlers.  The speech is best known for its characterization of their community as a “city on a hill”—a parallel his audience would have been well familiar with as it matches Christ’s charge to his followers in Matthew 5:14.  The reference is pregnant with implication.  It ties in to the idea of covenant—a very prominent subject in Calvinist theology.  As Christians, the Puritan community understood themselves to be part of the New Covenant of grace.  The Old Covenant of law that God made with Israel set that nation apart as consecrated to God and they were to be a blessing to the nations by serving as a paradigm of how God works.  John Winthrop’s message to the colonists on board the Arbella was that they were essentially the new Israel.  By making New England a model of piety, they could replace Israel’s former role as a blessing to the nations, and they had every intention of establishing a society that reflected God’s providence and glory.
  His message was so strong that Americans ever since have been influenced by the concept of “manifest destiny”—an idea rooted in this original speech.  


Winthrop also emphasized the necessity of mutual dependence.  He begins his address by stating that, “God Almighty, in His most holy and wise providence, has so disposed of the condition of mankind, as in all times some must be rich, some poor, some high and eminent in power and dignity; others mean and in subjection.”
  Winthrop, in anticipation of the great difficulties that lay ahead of the Colony in taming the wilderness and raising a Church, purposed to impress upon the people the necessity of cohesion, especially in light of the disparities between men.  As Winthrop accentuated the importance of unity in family, Church, and local community, he stressed that they function as “one body in Christ.”
   Love would be central to the colonists’ ability to live together in Christian communion.  Just as God established a covenant between Himself and man, man was also bound in covenantal relation to each other.  This would be especially important as it pertained to government and the magistrates’ authority in the founding of Massachusetts Bay.
  

Winthrop on Liberty in Relation to Authority


As governor of the Colony, Winthrop wanted a clear delineation between rulers and ruled, and he favored aristocratic government as opposed to democracy.
  After once being accused and acquitted from overstepping the bounds of his authority, Winthrop delivered a famous “little speech” on liberty that outlines and defends much of his thought on liberty and authority.  He identifies two different kinds of liberty: natural and moral.
  Natural liberty, he says, exists between man and man as each has the liberty to do as he chooses, whether for good or for evil.  Moral liberty, however, exists between man and God.  Winthrop states, “This liberty is the proper end and object of authority and cannot subsist without it; and it is a liberty to that only which is good, just and honest.  This liberty you are to stand for, with the hazard of your lives, if need be….This liberty 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.”
  This concept of liberty, shared with the later American Founders, is one that regards liberty not as licentiousness, but as the freedom to obey the authorities that have been instituted by God to govern according to His moral law, thus demanding obedience only to what is good, just and honest.
  “So we come again to the one effective check which Winthrop puts upon the magistrate:--his duty, as a Christian called to office by divine authority, to be guided by the divine law.”

Winthrop chides his accusers by pointing out their responsibility to subject themselves to the authorities ordained by God and reminding them that the basis of his authority results from their election of him.  

It is yourselves who have called us to this office, and, being so called by you, we have our authority from God, in way of an ordinance….if you will be satisfied to enjoy such civil and lawful liberties, such as Christ allows you, then will you quietly and cheerfully submit unto that authority which is set over you, in all the administrations of it, for your good….so shall your liberties be preserved in upholding the honor and power of authority amongst you.
  

The colonists were obligated to civil obedience by the covenant they had sworn to in establishing their government.
  Though not authorized to act arbitrarily, the magistrates had a great responsibility in being accountable to God and were deserving of the respect by those under their authority.
  

Winthrop’s Governorship: Threats to His Authority
As Winthrop sought to establish his authority as governor and to enlighten the colonists on the proper relation between liberty and authority, he faced several significant affronts to his authority that he saw as a threat to the maintenance of his Puritan community.  America’s tradition of self-government that carried her to independence from England began with colonial government and leaders like John Winthrop.  For him, liberty meant not only submission to governing authority, but also freedom from British interference.
  Though the Colony had possession of its Charter, Archbishop William Laud set out to disrupt Puritan settlements by revoking those charters.  In 1637, Laud appointed a royal governor to sail to Massachusetts Bay and rule the colony, but this governor never arrived and a replacement was never sent in his stead.  Then, in 1638, Laud ordered Massachusetts Bay to send its Charter back to England on the next ship and an ongoing dispute ensued between Laud and Winthrop over the control of the Colony.  Meanwhile, the Colony’s leaders decided to resist any government that England tried to institute among them and Winthrop went about building up the militia.  However, the Laud Commission dropped its case without further incident and the Colony maintained its practice of self-rule.

On top of trying to deal with English interference, Winthrop was also battling the Separatists led by an outspoken Roger Williams, who had left England with none of the inhibition that Winthrop had wrestled with.  He was now denouncing the motherland for its anti-Christian Church and boldly declaring that the King had no authority in Massachusetts Bay.
  The passionate Williams was mostly concerned with individual religious freedoms whereas Winthrop emphasized order.
  Winthrop, ever the voice of moderation, would have none of Williams’ fanaticism and Williams eventually took his zealous efforts elsewhere.
  

Another movement that threatened Winthrop’s Puritan community, the Antinomian crisis instigated by Anne Hutchinson, challenged the authority of the magistrates and threatened to contaminate Puritan religious truth.  Hutchinson preached that the indwelling of the Holy Spirit within the believer was enough to guide a person’s actions, thereby diminishing the role of the moral law that the magistrates relied upon to keep people subject to their political authority.
  The rigorous self-scrutiny and good works that accompanied sanctification no longer held weight because the, “Assurance of oneness with God frees the Christian from obeying rules and laws and from deferring to those who articulate, interpret, and enforce them.”
  Antinomianism proved to be one of Winthrop’s greatest challenges in protecting his Colony from heresy and the General Court eventually banished Anne Hutchinson from the Colony. 

Winthrop also struggled against the admittance of non-church members into community leadership.  Winthrop believed that rulers needed virtue, learning, and wisdom and only church members were allowed the privilege of freemanship—or voting and office-holding rights--so as to safeguard the community against demagoguery.
  However, in 1646, Robert Child and William Vassall led a movement to enlarge the scope of such privileges—privileges that they would have retained in England--to include non-church members.  The Massachusetts Bay Charter, however, did not allow for non church members to carry the rights of freemanship and the court upheld the Charter as it stood.  Thus, the battle for extended freemanship was crushed.


John Winthrop governed with the Bible and Massachusetts Bay Charter and he derived and defended his authority from each.
  He took very seriously his responsibility as an administrator of divine law and demanded the people’s respect in return.  His thoughts on authority, liberty, and self-government and his fortitude in applying those ideas to practice throughout his governorship laid a solid foundation for later American Founders that continued the fight against increasing British encroachment.  Through Winthrop’s faithful guardianship of religious truth in his community, he imbued an adherence to moral law and a respect for authority, and he stressed the importance of political order and local community, thus leaving a legacy that has greatly contributed to our American heritage.
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