Covenanters

and
The American Revolution:

A Historical and Doctrinal Record of the Struggles
Of The Reformed Presbyterian Church in America
With its Reasons for Reorganizing a Presbytery
After the National Revolution.

Part 1: Historical, from Ref. Principles Exhibited, Pt. 1, Bk. 2, Ch. 3.

THE reformed presbytery was constituted in America for the first time, in the year 1774, by
three ministers, the Rev. Messrs. John Cuthbertson, William Linn, and Alexander Dobbin,
with ruling elders. These ministers had been sent over from Europe, in order to organize the
Church in America. [Linn’s name usually given as Matthew; surname spelled as Lind or Lynd.]

During the persecution, several members of the reformed presbyterian Church left their
native country to seek an asylum in the western world. These and their descendents were found
collecting into praying societies, as they were wont to do in their own land, upon the footing of
the reformation principles in the beginning of the 18th century. They kept themselves distinct
from the other worshipping societies which they found formed, or forming in the land in which
they were come to sojourn, as judging them no way disposed to enter into the full spirit of the
covenanted reformation. They considered themselves under obligations to walk by the rule of
their former attainments, and even essayed to renew their covenant with God, in a public social
manner. » About the year 1743, the covenanters in the Colony of Pennsylvania, met for the
renovation of their vows at Middle Octarara. This work was carried on with the assistance of
the Rev. Mr. Craighead. Mr. Craighead was a minister in connexion with a synod of
presbyterians, which several years before this time, had been organized in America. This
presbyterian body was a new organization, perfectly distinct from the presbyterian Churches in
any part of Europe. The ministers who composed it were not commissioned by any
ecclesiastical judicatory to organize a subordinate judicatory in America. Some of them had
emigrated from Scotland, some from Ireland and England, and providentially meeting in
America, they erected a presbytery for the better regulation of the Churches which they were
planting. Some congregational ministers from New-England having settled in the middle
states, chose the presbyterian system, and uniting with the other presbyterians, they after some
time organized themselves into a synod. » They adopted no fixed ecclesiastical standards.
They only professed adherence to the Westminster confession of faith in its essential doctrines,
and each person was to be judge in his own case of what was essential. In this constitution
were laid those seeds of discordant principles and general debility which have since



characterized the presbyterian Church in this country, under the direction of a general
assembly. Mr. Craighead, with apparent fervency, objected to the deficiency of the system
upon which the presbyterian synod was constituted, and with seeming sincerity, joined himself
to the support of the languishing cause of the Reformed presbyterian church.

He did not, however, possess stability. Overstrained zeal is seldom permanent. This man,
after having co-operated with the covenanters, with an ardour which appeared to some of them
enthusiastic, left his profession and vows, and turned to the flocks of his former companions.

The societies which he now had forsaken, were again left destitute of a fixed pastor. Eight
years they continued in this distressed condition, until moved by their entreaties, Mr.
Cuthbertson arrived in America, from the reformed presbytery in Scotland, in the year 1752.

Twenty years did Mr. Cuthbertson serve alone the Church in America. He visited the
different societies which were formed throughout the different colonies upon reformation
principles. He animated them to perseverance. Exposed to danger almost constantly from the
servants of the British crown, who were then endeavouring to confirm over the American
colonies the doubly grievous yoke of tyranny and episcopacy, he endeavoured to inspire his
friends with confidence in the justice of their cause, and with hopes that God in his Providence
would, in his own time, deliver them from bondage. Mr. Cuthbertson received assistance in the
year 1774. Messrs. Linn and Dobbin were sent to this country by the reformed presbytery of
Ireland. Upon their arrival, a judicatory was constituted, and the reformed presbyterian Church
put on a regular appearance as an organized visible society in the colonies of America.

Soon after this event, the American war commenced. The inhabitants of the colonies met in
the city of Philadelphia, by their representatives, and declared themselves an independent
nation on the 4th of July, 1776. When the revolutions of nations are considered as a work of
the head of the Church, for the sake of his peculiar people, the @ra of American independence
will be reviewed as important. The declaration of independence, and the subsequent state of
the American republic, demand the serious attention of the christian divine and the moral
philosopher.

The visible Church in the United States, at the commencement of the revolution, was very
much divided. All the national Churches of Europe, whether popish or protestant, appeared
here in miniature, and all the sectaries arising from each of the European establishments, were
also to be found in the land. Those religious denominations which had in Europe laboured
under restrictions, finding themselves at liberty in America, acquired additional animation.
Various other circumstances contributed to give an enterprising turn to the minds of men in this
country. Emigration always produces enterprise. Necessity calls for invention. Success
encourages further endeavours. A new country, settled from old kingdoms, in which poverty
and oppression were the portion of the majority of the inhabitants, could not fail to excite the
mental faculties, by rewarding industry with power and wealth. Men were thus prepared to act
with less caution, and with more boldness, than formerly, in religious affairs. » It is not at all



surprising, that we find instances of unsteadiness and enthusiasm very frequently among the
inhabitants of the United States. A deficiency in the system of education also fosters ignorance
and enthusiasm. Seminaries of literature are as yet in their infancy. The plan of instruction is
universally frivolous and unsubstantial. The youth are especially neglected as to religious
education, and those who publicly officiate as the ministers of religion, are often altogether
illiterate, and too generally superficial scholars. In this state of society, men mingling with one
another daily in their callings, without respect to national or religious peculiarities, are likely, in
the present degenerate state of our nature, to exchange bigotry to ancient systems for a specious
liberality, participating of the nature of indifference to religion under every form. The
acquisition of national independence, by cherishing enthusiasm for civil and religious liberty,
did, by a very natural perversion, contribute to render the public mind impatient of the
restrictions of a regular ecclesiastical system.

Many persons, notwithstanding, were sensible of the propriety of those principles which
declare the visible church One body; and were determined to use exertions for uniting those
Churches into one, which were already supposed to hold the head Christ, and to embrace the
leading doctrines of the gospel. Men cannot easily divest themselves of selfish principles.
These were powerful motives to the ministers to seek a general union. Their support in the
United States depended on the voluntary contributions of those who waited on their ministry.
The salary thus collected, was often inadequate to supply ministers with the necessaries of life.
The diversity of opinion among the people was, of course, a peculiar uneasiness to the
ministers, while it was very injurious to the people themselves in depriving them of a regular
ministration of the ordinances of religion. The descendants of the Church of Holland, of the
English puritans, and of the presbyterians of Great-Britain and Ireland, were numerous in the
United States. It was thought proper to use means for uniting them.

The forms of national policy are very apt to warp the judgment of the best men. It is the
effect of human wisdom; and even Christian ministers are prone to substitute the maxims of
human prudence for the precepts of inspiration. In America there were now several
independent states united under a general confederation, which exercised a general government
over the whole in matters of common concern to all; and yet guaranteed to each its own
independence, of every other state in the union. In conformity to this plan, it was expected
Churches retaining their peculiar habits and prejudices, might be preserved distinct bodies, and
yet united by certain general regulations which should be obligatory on all these
denominations. This plan would have subverted the form of Church government established in
divine revelation. The Church of Christ ought to be one visible society in every nation under
heaven; and the subordinate parts regularly governed by the superior representative
judicatories.

This plan has proved abortive. There is, however, a correspondence regularly maintained
between the general assembly of the presbyterian Church, and the general association of the
congregational Churches. A union also was formed by the Reformed presbytery, and the



Associate presbyteries; by which, instead of combining two denominations into one, a third one
was formed by the junction of some parts of the other two, which continues under the name of
the Associate Reformed Church. This new Church has adopted the name commemorative of its
origin. From the reformed presbytery, the term Reformed is adopted; and from the Associate
Church, the former epithet.

The Associate Church is a secession from the revolution Church of Scotland. The present
Erastian establishment of religion in Scotland opened a wide door for acts of mal-
administration in the Church. Ministers were imposed upon congregations, against their will,
by the pernicious act of patronage. This evil required redress. The Rev. Mr. Ebenezer Erskine,
a minister of the establishment, preached a discourse before one of the subordinate synods, in
which he inveighed with bitterness against this infamous invasion of Christian privilege. This
discourse gave great offence to the prevailing party in the ecclesiastical courts, both superior
and subordinate. It gave rise to an altercation which ended in a rupture. Mr. Erskine, and those
who took part with him, protested against the decisions of the majority in the Church, and
erected a new religious society under the name of the Secession or Associate Church. This
event took place in the year 1732. » Some of the seceders were influenced to separate from the
establishment, on account of radical defects in the constitution; together with the various acts of
mal-administration which flowed from it. Others were influenced by the latter consideration
alone. They testified not against the constitution, but the administration. In the year 1746, the
secession body was rent into two, and have since been known under the designations of
Burgher and Antiburgher Seceders. The division was occasioned by diversity of sentiments
respecting the burgher oath. In some towns in Scotland, those who were admitted to the
privileges of citizens, were obliged to take a certain oath, which implied an acknowledgement
of the religion established by the laws of the land. Such of the seceders as considered the
constitution of the Church of Scotland radically defective, condemned this oath as perjury to a
seceding juror. They were called Antiburghers. » Those, however, who separated from the
Church merely upon the ground of the abuses in the administration, thought themselves at
liberty to swear that they approved of the true religion as it was established by law. These were
called Burghers; and, on account of their supposed heresy, were solemnly excommunicated
from the fellowship of the visible Church, by their Antiburgher brethren. Without submitting to
this awful sentence, these burghers erected themselves into an independent Church. Both
branches of the secession professed an attachment to the covenanted reformation. They held
themselves bound by these vows to covenant duties, and expressed their approbation of the
constitution of both Church and state, as settled by the reformation between the years 1638 and
1650. They adopted as their ecclesiastical standards the attainments of that period.

The Reformed Presbyterian Church beheld with joy, the early rise and progress of the
secession. They expected, that, having left the tents of the apostate establishment, the seceders
would have come forward to the ground upon which they had stood ever since that period,
which, by the most solemn acknowledgement of seceders themselves, had been the most pure



and regular. These new contenders for the faith were invited to join a virtuous minority, who,
steadfastly adhering to their oaths and covenants, had continued a consistent testimony against
the revolution settlement, in Church and state. Conferences were held for this purpose.
Arguments were used to persuade the secession body to embrace the whole reformation
settlement. They were, however, unavailing. » Seceders did not find it convenient to proceed
so far. They condemned the constitution of the [Revolution] Church as Erastian, but they
justified the state constitution which produced the evil. They considered it a duty to refuse
submission to the administrations of the ministry of the Church, because the ministry had been
corrupt; but a heinous sin to refuse submission to the civil administration, which corrupted the
ministry. They deemed it criminal to incorporate with a religious society, whose supreme
judicatory could not act independently of the king’s commissioner; but they enforced allegiance
to the king himself, although to be head of the Church of England is essential to his crown.
They blamed the Church of Scotland for the evils of the revolution settlement, and prayed for
its reformation, while they professed allegiance to the throne, which was founded upon the
ruins of the covenanted reformation, and prayed for its establishment and prosperity.

The seceders knew, from the history of the sufferings of the covenanters, that it was less
dangerous to their worldly ease and comfort to despise the censures, and disown the authority
of the Church, than to dissent from the civil constitution, by condemning its principles, and
disowning its magistracy.

Both the associate bodies have vehemently opposed the Reformed Presbytery, for dissenting
from the constituted authorities of both Church and State. The practice of Reformed
Presbyterians was consistent with their principles. They lived peaceably, acted the part of good
members of society in private life, and endeavoured, as far as in them lay, to answer the end of
civil government; living in all godliness and honesty. [1 Tim. 2.2.] The constitution of Great-
Britain they considered to be immoral, and to an immoral establishment they could not own
allegiance. They adhered, as a small minority, to a civil constitution, to which the nation was
bound by oath; and although overturned by perjury, they contended it was still the law of the
land. They of course dissented from the resolutions of the majority. » They also viewed the
throne and the prelacy, inseparably connected in England, as stained with the blood of their
martyred brethren, and as one of the pillars of antichristianism. They could not, therefore, wish
for its establishment. They would not pray to God for prosperity to a system which they really
desired to see removed, and which they knew must be overturned when the Redeemer should
establish his kingdom upon the ruins of the man of sin. The difference between them and the
Seceders became daily greater. From false principles consistency must produce erroneous
conclusions. » Every effort to defend by argument the Secession opposition to the principles
of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, led them on to multiply erroneous sentiments. The
Associate Church maintained, that Christians had nothing to do about the constitutions of civil
government, but submit to whatever order men should establish, whether good or bad. They
taught that the proper submission, even to immoral governments, did not consist merely in a



peaceable behaviour without tumult or disturbance, but in a conscientious allegiance and
support to them, as the ordinance of God. They condemned all distinction between such rulers
as happened in Divine Providence to have the power of a nation upon unlawful principles, and
such as ruled by the divine approbation. The only question which they would permit a
Christian to ask, is in respect to the matter of fact—Is there any person actually in power? if so,
he must be recognized as the ordinance of God. The powers that be are ordained of God. The
Scottish seceders exceeded the university of Oxford itself, in maintaining the doctrine of
passive obedience.

Discussion Questions:

Q 1. Who are the three men, briefly mentioned at the beginning of this history, who first constituted a
Reformed Presbytery in America in 1774?

A. John Cuthbertson, William Linn / Matthew Lind (so on gravestone,) and Alexander Dobbin.

Q 2. What minister in Pennsylvania assisted the Covenanters in renewing the Reformation Covenants
prior to the organization of a presbytery?

A. Alexander Craighead in 1743.

Q 3. Was the early mainline Presbyterian Church’s presbytery a missionary planting of the Church of
Scotland under its authority and having specific direction from that (or any other) body?

A. No. They adopted their own standards as the organization developed.

Q 4. What do the authors observe would have made it very difficult for Mr. Craighead to persevere
with constancy in his efforts.

A. Overstrained zeal. They observe that some found his manner enthusiastic. This enthusiasm
burned out and he left the covenanters.

Q 5. After losing Mr. Craighead's services, who was sent by the Reformed Presbyterian Church of
Scotland to help the Covenanter Societies in America, and how long did he labor alone?

A. John Cuthbertson. He served alone for 20 years.
Q 6. From what source did Mr. Cuthbertson and the Societies receive assistance in 1774?
A. Two ministers were sent by the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland.

Q 7. What factor in North America contributed to make many individuals susceptible to the influences
of Enthusiasm?

A. Lack of education: especially religious education. [Note: Joseph Smith activity begin in 1820s.]

Q 8. When men were lacking religious education, and increasingly under the influence of liberality and
indifference in doctrine, what proposition would many religious people be ready to embrace?

A. Plans for unifying churches formerly divided — including hasty plans without a biblical basis.

Q 9. What plan proved abortive among churches, which had been suggested by the nature of American
political associations?



A. The effort to unite churches under general regulations while they still preserved distinct bodies.
In some ways this compares to NAPARC and organizations of our day.

Q 10. When a union was proposed between the Reformed Presbytery and the Associate presbyteries,
what resulted?

A. Rather than two churches joining to form a single church, three churches resulted.

Q 11. What Scottish minister is mentioned in summarizing the formation of the Secession or Associate
Church?

A. Ebenezer Erskine.

Q 12. What were the two parties that opposed one another as the Secession movement developed? and
what difference among those who left the Revolution Church contributed to produce their
differences in this conflict?

A. There were parties known as the Burghers and Antiburghers. The authors trace their conflict to
the fact that some men joined the Secession only because of faults of administration in the
Revolution Church, while others separated from the Revolution Church because of defects in its
constitution.

Q 13. In what did the Seceders not agree with the Covenanters, even among those who condemned the
constitution of the Revolution Church?

A. Though they condemned the reformation-overturning constitution of the Church, they would not
condemn the reformation-overturning constitution of the State, but justified it and enforced (a
kind of) allegiance to the king, praying for the establishment and prosperity of this government.

Q 14. What was the only question that seemed proper to Seceders in determining whether they were
called to honor a ruler or support a government as the ordinance of God?

A. Only: Is there any person actually in power?



