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Baptists in Colonial America 

The Puritans who founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony, in 1630, did 

so for religious motives, but not for religious freedom. Under the 

leadership of John Winthrop and with a charter from King Charles I, 

the Puritans set out to establish their vision of a fully biblical order of 

church and state. They believed religious toleration and permissive 

laws only invited the judgment of God. 

Roger Williams arrived in Massachusetts, in 1631, as a Puritan pastor 

leaning toward Separatism. He ran afoul of the church in Boston by 

repudiating the Anglican Church and renouncing infant baptism. 

Williams founded the colony of Rhode Island on the principles of full 

religious liberty, separation of church and state, and democratic 

government. He established the first Baptist church in America in 

Providence, but Williams only remained a Baptist for a few months. 

In 1651, John Clarke, pastor of the second Baptist church in Rhode 

Island (Newport), Obadiah Holmes, and John Crandall were arrested 

for erroneous beliefs and practices, while holding a worship service in 

the home of an infirm member of their church. The three men were 

fined, but Obadiah Holmes refused to pay his fine as a matter of 

conscience. Following a trial, he was imprisoned for three months, 

then taken outside of Boston and whipped. Strengthened by the Lord, 

Holmes bore his punishment with great fortitude, though his body was 

severely lacerated. 

One of the laws passed by the Puritan leadership (1664) contained the 

following, which was intended to operate directly against Baptists. 

“It is ordered and agreed, that if any person or persons, within this 

jurisdiction, shall either openly condemn or oppose the baptizing of 

infants, or go about to secretly seduce others from the approbation or 

use thereof, or shall purposely depart the congregation at the 

ministration of the ordinance after due time and means of conviction – 

every such person or persons shall be sentenced to banishment.”  

In 1770, Massachusetts was under the rule of Puritan Presbyterians, 

and Baptists were heavily taxed, not only to build their meeting 

houses, but to support their pastors.  (More on page 2) 

 

 

The Real First Thanksgiving  
  

The Mayflower arrived in Plymouth in 

December 1620, after several weeks of 

exploring Cape Cod. Due to limited 

provisions and harsh weather, half of the 

colonists died during the first winter. 

Governor William Bradford was under 

orders from their financiers in England 

to organize a communal society. The 

colonists were to collectively clear and 

work the land, hoping for a bountiful 

harvest. 

The young men who were physically fit 

complained that they should spend their 

time and strength working for other 

men’s families without pay. Those who 

worked hard had no more division of 

food, clothes, etc. than the lazy. “This 

was thought injustice,” wrote Bradford 

in his journal Of Plimoth Plantation. 

The harvest of 1621, which modern 

Americans have been taught as the 

Thanksgiving story, was not a bountiful 

feast. The communal system encouraged 

and rewarded waste, laziness, and 

inefficiency; and destroyed individual 

initiative. 

Realizing that communalism was 

destroying Plymouth, the elders of the 

colony introduced private property rights 

and assigned each family a parcel of 

land of their own. The result was a 

bountiful harvest in 1623. 
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Ross & Dena Frierson 

Cardiff, Wales 

 

Ross & Dena Frierson are IMB missionaries 

serving in Wales, a country with little religious 

involvement. People who consider themselves 

nonreligious vastly outnumber church 

members. 

The Friersons started a small church in Cardiff 

that met in someone’s home. When the church 

began outgrowing the house, they found an 

empty church building, of which there are many 

in Wales. As faith has declined over time these 

old church buildings have been abandoned or 

converted to warehouses, pubs, or worship 

spaces for other religions. 

Ross Frierson and Dai Hankey, a Welsh pastor, 

opened Redeemer Church in 2017. A former 

English teacher in Missouri, Ross has been a 

pastor for 13 years. 

The Cardiff community in which Redeemer is 

located is described as transient, with a growing 

number of migrants and young professionals.  

“You hear all kinds of languages out on the 

street here,” Ross said, explaining that the 

government has resettled many asylum-seeking 

refugees in the area. The church’s website 

“welcomes” them in 15 languages, and recently 

there were 17 different ethnic groups 

represented among 40 people gathered for a 

Sunday service. 

 

 

 

 

 

Baptists in Colonial America 

The Puritans in early Connecticut had laws against 

all dissenters of the established church. In 1744, 

fourteen individuals were arrested for holding a 

Baptist meeting.  

“They were arraigned, tried, fined, and driven on 

foot, through deep mud, to New London jail, a 

distance of twenty-five miles. They were 

[imprisoned] without food, fire, or beds, and kept 

in dreadful sufferings several weeks.” If some 

fellow Baptists in New London had not taken 

provisions to the prisoners, they would have 

perished. 

The Quakers had been among the most radical of 

the English Protestant sects. William Penn set up 

Pennsylvania as a Quaker refuge, but with religious 

freedom for all. The first Baptist pastor in the 

colony came from Rhode Island. 

Maryland was founded as a haven for Roman 

Catholics, but freedom of worship was granted to 

all. The first Baptist church was formed near 

Baltimore in 1742. 

Baptists were persecuted in Virginia under the rule 

of the Episcopal Church (Church of England), for 

“preaching the gospel of the Son of God.” As many 

as thirty ministers were imprisoned in Virginia for 

this offense, in addition to suffering insults and 

abuses.  

The first Baptists were jailed in 1768 and such 

imprisonments continued until at least 1778, for 

sentences of up to five months. Among those 

prisoners were Lewis and Joseph Craig, who along 

with their brother Elijah, were involved in “The 

Travelling Church” that built Baptist churches in 

Kentucky. 

(To be continued next month.) 


