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Lessons



John Winthrop and Puritan Society John Winthrop came from a wealthy, landowning family in East Anglia, England. Once he became an attorney, Winthrop often traveled to the kingdom’s capital to tend to legal business. There, the cosmopolitan nature of an international city disturbed Winthrop, who viewed the metropolis as reeking with immorality and debauchery. Along with men of similar sensibilities, he began to labor to “purify” the Anglican Church of England according to the teachings of the Protestant Reformation and to “cleansing” of English society. During the 1620s, however, King Charles I worked to solidify his power as king. Once the monarch of a kingdom or principality controlled the local church, he or she had a better chance of establishing absolute control of a state. Certain parliamentarians such as Sir Edward Coke, voiced strong objections to Charles’ consolidation of power. Many Puritans also expressed deep concern. Charles, in response, continued to oppress Protestant sects (along with Roman Catholics) that had rejected the established Church of England. He even repressed Puritans who only wanted to reform the Anglican Church. Many Puritans began to look to the American colonies to escape Charles’ dictates. Puritans formed the Massachusetts Bay Company in 1629 and began to settle in North America by 1630. Winthrop joined the company and was named the company’s governor. When the Puritan colonists of the Massachusetts Bay Company sailed for America on March 22, 1630, Winthrop and his fellow travelers left behind considerable family holdings and financial security for an uncertain, daring experiment in the American wilderness. The Puritans controlled considerable wealth in England and risked financial ruin with the expedition. Puritans came to America to preserve their version of Christianity and to shield their children from the “corruption” in England. The colonists entered into a covenant, promising to obey the commandments of God they found in the Scripture. They believed God would bless them in their new land, if they continued to follow him faithfully. Most of the Puritans reasoned they would establish a “holy colony” that would serve as an example for all of England and the entire world. John Winthrop expressed this Puritan understanding of the nature of their colony well in his “City upon a Hill” sermon. He warned the colonists they had to 8 CICERO © 2010



Lessons succeed as a Christian community, or they would bring the world’s scorn on Christianity and on their God. Winthrop believed the Christian settlement in Massachusetts would inspire Englishmen and other Christians throughout the world; nonetheless, the sermon became a theme for much American political thought throughout American history. Americans, throughout their history, often described themselves as the “New Israel” and America as the “Promised Land,” just as the ancient nation of Israel believed God had given them the promised land of Canaan. The idea that the United States was different (and even better) than other countries is known as “American Exceptionalism.”
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Puritans and America John Winthrop and American Exceptionalism Answer the following questions: 1. Who was John Winthrop?



2. What are Puritans?



3. What was the Massachusetts Bay Company?



4. What is American Exceptionalism?



Create a flow chart that shows the connection between John Winthrop and American Exceptionalism.
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