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In 1801, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in America and the 

General Association of the Congregational Churches in Connecticut entered into a formal 

Plan of Union. This relationship was to be the occasion of much unrest in the Presbyterian 

Church in the first part of the nineteenth century, culminating in 1837 with the abrogation of 

the Plan and the Old School/New School split. The apparent gulf in ecclesiology between 

the two denominations raises the questions of why and how it was ever thought a workable 

arrangement. The primary reason usually given for the Plan of Union is the desire to avoid 

duplicating evangelistic efforts among the rapidly expanding frontier of the Old Northwest.1 

Such an explanation, however, answers the question “unto what,” and thus deals only with 

the proximate cause. It does not adequately elucidate the question “from whence,” ignoring 

the significant previous historical context for such a merger. A recent history of 

Presbyterianism in America does indeed note the “decades of informal cooperation and 

good will between the two denominations” as the basis for official collaboration.2 Another 

author even goes so far as to argue that the initial efforts toward the Plan of Union “go back 

at least thirty-five years to the first convention of Presbyterians and Congregationalists” 

during the years leading up to the Revolutionary War.3 These conventions were in fact the 

most significant precursors to the epochal event of 1801, but it is the claim of this paper that 

in order fully to appreciate from whence the Plan of Union came, the historian must go back 

even further. The following pages will argue that the Plan of Union of 1801 was the 

culmination of interactions between the two polities from the earliest days of New England 

                                                 
1 See, for example, Randall Balmer and John R. Fitzmier, The Presbyterians (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 
1994), 47; Morton Smith, “The Southern Tradition,” in Reformed Theology in America, ed. David Wells (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1997), 196; Clifford M. Drury, “Missionary Expansion at Home,” in They Seek a Country, ed. 
Gaius Jackson Slosser (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1955), 174; Douglas Horton, “The Plan of Union 
of 1801 in the United States,” Reformed and Presbyterian World 26 No. 6 (1961): 246, 248. The Old Northwest 
included New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. 
2 D. G. Hart and John R. Muether, Seeking a Better Country (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2007), 102.  
3 Robert L. Ferm, “Jonathan Edwards and the Plan of Union of 1801,” Journal of Presbyterian History 42 
(December 1964): 286.  
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colonization. The seeds of 1801 are found both in the period when Congregationalism was 

distinguishing itself from Presbyterianism, and in the ecclesiological developments of the 

English Heads of Agreement of 1690 and the Connecticut Saybrook Platform of 1708. This 

latter document in particular brought the two bodies closer together than at first glance they 

might seem. Without understanding the relationship between Presbyterians and 

Congregationalists from colonial days, and the developments at the turn of the eighteenth 

century, the story of the Plan of Union is incomplete and not adequately grounded in 

history.  

 

I. Congregationalists and Presbyterians in the First Decades of New England 

Colonization 

Immigrants to New England in the seventeenth century predominantly held a 

Congregational ecclesiology, as nineteenth century Presbyterian theologian Charles Hodge 

acknowledges.4 As we shall see, however, Presbyterians were not completely absent in those 

days, nor was seventeenth century Congregationalism absolutely opposed to all Presbyterian 

principles. The affinities of the two systems would lead ultimately to efforts at a closer union 

as the Presbyterian Church organized formally in the eighteenth century.5  

                                                 
4 Charles Hodge, Constitutional History of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Part I (Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1851), 19. 
5 Hart and Muether argue that it is impossible to talk about Presbyterianism as a movement or denomination 
until 1706: “The older histories of America Presbyterianism often begin with brief narratives of the earliest 
congregations that emerged during the British colonial settlement of North America…Some of these authors 
may even attempt to link the origins of American Presbyterianism to New England Puritanism…because some 
Puritans favored Presbyterian church government over the Congregationalist scheme that prevailed in 
Massachusetts and Connecticut. But after all the scouring of congregational records has been finished, the fact 
remains that 1706 is the first manifestation of Presbyterianism in North America. The reason is simple: for 
Presbyterianism to exist it requires a presbytery, and the first presbytery in America began with the initial 
meeting of the Presbytery of Philadelphia. Without a presbytery, a minister or congregation that advocates 
Presbyterian church government is still only a congregation, and so abiding by Congregationalist church 
polity.” Hart and Muether, 13-14. Though I tend to agree that the formal beginning of Presbyterianism in 
America cannot be traced to New England, yet the existence of Presbyterians in New England before 1706 is 
highly significant in terms of discovering the sources of the Plan of Union of 1801. 



4 
 

     A. The Family Resemblances Between Congregationalism and Presbyterianism 

The earliest settlers in New England arrived in the Mayflower and landed at 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, in November of 1620. These Englishmen had come to America 

via exile in Leyden, Holland, and were Separatists; that is, they viewed the Church of 

England “as unscriptural and therefore unchristian.”6 Later colonists, coming to Salem in 

1626 and to the areas around the Massachusetts Bay in and after 1630, were not Separatists, 

but were Puritans of the Church of England. The difference in these two groups is best 

exhibited by the words of one of the first pastors of the church in Salem, Francis 

Higginston. As the boat on which he departed England for America was about to lose sight 

of the motherland, Higginston called his family and fellow travelers to the stern of the ship 

and exclaimed,  

We will not say, as the separatists were wont to say at their leaving of England, 
‘Farewel, Babylon!’ ‘farewel, Rome!’ but we will say, ‘farewel, dear England! farewel, 
the Church of God in England, and all the Christian friends there! We do not go to 
New-England as separatists from the Church of England; though we cannot but 
separate from the corruptions in it: but we go to practise the positive part of church 
reformation, and propagate the gospel in America.’7  

 
The Puritans sought to reform the Church of England particularly in the area of church 

government. Yet a difference existed among them as to how this reformation was best to be 

effected, whether along Congregational or Presbyterian lines.8  

 Henry M. Dexter, a nineteenth Congregational historian, has noted four primary 

areas of disagreement between the two views in the seventeenth century. First, there was the 

                                                 
6 Williston Walker, A History of the Congregational Churches in the United States (New York: The Christian Literature 
Company, 1894), 43. 
7 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, Volume I (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1979), 362. 
Sydney Ahlstrom also quotes John Winthrop to the same effect: “We…esteem it our honor to call the Church of 
England from whence we rise, our dear mother…ever acknowledging that such hope and part as we have 
obtained in the common salvation we have received in her bosom and sucked it from her breasts. We leave it 
not, therefore, as loathing that milk, wherewith we were nourished there; but blessing God for the parentage 
and education, as members of the same body, shall always rejoice in her good.” Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious 
History of the American People, Volume I (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1975), 194. 
8 Edmund Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma, 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 1999), 68. 
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matter of the terms of membership in the church. Presbyterians of that day were for a State 

Church, believing that membership within the church “should be as comprehensive as the 

Establishment it was intended to displace.”9 Congregationalists, on the other hand, held that 

church membership should be restricted to “visible saints” – professing believers whom the 

church deemed to possess the evidence of regeneration – covenanting together in a solemn 

way.10 Second, there was a disagreement over what right the members of the church 

possessed in the governing of the church. Presbyterians believed that the whole right of 

government was vested in the hands of the elders; Congregationalists insisted that nothing 

be done without the consent of the entire body – a “silent power of assent which accorded 

to the brotherhood.”11 A third disagreement was over the question of toleration. The 

Presbyterians thought the Congregationalists much too loose in the matter of allowing 

erroneous sects.12 There was also a difference pertaining to the authority and power of 

Synods, which Dexter avers is “on the whole, the chief.” Were they only for advice and 

persuasion, as the Congregationalists held, or did they have a “lawful authority of Christ over 

the many congregations of the one Church”?13 Related to this fourth difference was a fifth, 

mentioned by Walker: the question of who has the right to ordain ministers. 

Congregationalists taught that each congregation could and should ordain its own ministers, 

                                                 
9 Henry M. Dexter, The Congregationalism of the Last Three Hundred Years, As Seen In Its Literature (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1880), 460. 
10 See Morgan, 68ff.; Allen Carden, Puritan Christianity in America (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990), 
101ff.; Peter Y. De Jong, The Covenant Idea in New England Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1945), 81ff. Samuel Logan, Jr. writes in light of this first difference, “Presbyterianism in early 
seventeenty-century Britain was a very different thing from Presbyterianism today (especially in the United 
States). Likewise, the non-separating Congregationalism of that same period should not be regarded as identical 
with Congregationalism…in the United Stated at the present time. As a matter of fact, it may well be that 
twentieth-century American Presbyterianism has more in common with seventeenth century non-separating 
Congregationalism than it does with seventeenth century Presbyterianism.” Samuel T. Logan, Jr., “Puritans, 
Presbyterians, and Jonathan Edwards,” in Colonial Presbyterianism, ed. S. Donald Fortson III (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick Publications, 2007), 6. 
11 Dexter, 460. 
12 Ibid., 461-462. 
13 Ibid., 461. 
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while Presbyterians believed that a man ordained by a Synod did not need to be reordained 

upon moving to a new church. 14 

The true nature of the disparity between Congregationalism in New England and 

Presbyterianism was made evident by a series of written interactions in the 1630s and 1640s. 

As word of the views of the newly formed American churches made it back to the Puritans 

in England, the bulk of whom were Presbyterians, communications were sent west across 

the Atlantic to ascertain the truth. In 1637 A Letter of Many Ministers in Old England, requesting 

the judgment of their Reverend Brethren in New England concerning Nine Positions was mailed, and 

soon after Thirty-Two Questions were posed to the New England clergy. John Davenport 

answered the former in 1638-1639, and Richard Mather, the grandfather of Cotton Mather, 

responded to the latter in 1643 with his Church Government and Church-Covenant Discussed. 

Samuel Rutherford replied in 1644 with the tome The Due Right of Presbyteries. This work 

subsequently called forth the intellectual prowess of Thomas Hooker, who answered with A 

Survey of the Summe of Church Discipline. Rutherford retorted in 1648 with A Survey of the Survey 

of that Summe of Church Discipline.15  

Hooker, speaking for the elders of the Churches in Connecticut and Massachusetts, 

clearly summarizes the distinctiveness of New England Congregationalists in the following 

particulars, copied verbatim: 

 Visible Saints are the only true and meet matter, whereof a visible Church 
should be gathered, and confoederation is the form. 
 The Church as Totum essential, is, and may be, before Officers. 

                                                 
14 Williston Walker, The Creeds and Platforms of Congregationalism (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1893), 136. 
Hodge, with regard to the Congregationalism of the mid 19th century, notes only the second and fourth 
differences. Hodge, Constitutional History, Part I, 30. See Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American Tradition 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1949), 16-20, for a detailed discussion of the divergent ecclesiologies of 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians. 
15 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 134ff. Unrelated to the point of this paper, one notices that Rutherford wrote 
these huge books while also participating in the Westminster Assembly. Such a fact is another testimony to his 
greatness by the grace of God. 
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 There is no Presbyteriall Church (i.e., A Church made up of the Elders of 
many Congregations appointed Classickwise, to rule all those Congregations) in the 
N. T. 
 A Church Congregationall is the first subject of the keys. 
 Each Congregation completely constituted of all Officers, hath sufficient 
power in her self, to exercise the power of the keys, and all Church discipline, in all 
the censures thereof. 
 Ordination is not before election. 
 There ought to be no ordination of a Minister at large, Namely, such as 
should make him Pasteur without a People. 
 The election of the people hath an instrumentall causall virtue under Christ, 
to give an outward call unto an Officer. 
 Ordination is only a solemn installing of an Officer into the Office, unto 
which he was formerly called.  

Children of such, who are members of Congregations, ought only to be 
baptized. 
 The consent of the people gives a causall virtue to the compleating of the 
sentence of excommunication. 
 Whilst the Church remains a true Church of Christ, it doth not loose this 
power, nor can it lawfully be taken away. 
 Consociation of Churches should be used, as occasion doth require. 
 Such consociations and Synods have allowance to counsel and admonish 
other Churches, as the case may require. 
 And if they grow obstinate in errour or sinfull miscarriages, they should 
renounce the right hand of fellowship with them. 
 But they have no power to excommunicate. 
 Nor do their constitutions binde formaliter & judridice. 16 

 
Hooker, however, also points out the similarities between “the New England way” and 

Presbyterianism: 

In the number and nature of Officers, as Pastours, Teachers, Elders, &c. 
appointed by Christ in his Church. 

That the people hath right to call their own officers, and that none must be 
imposed upon them by Patrons and Prelates. 
 That Scandalous persons are not fit to be members of a visible Church, nor 
should be admitted. 
 That the faithfull Congregations in England are true Churches: and therefore 
it is sinfull to separate from them as no Churches. 
 That the members which come commended from such Churches to ours 
here, so that it doth appear to the judgement of the Church, whence they come, that 

                                                 
16 Thomas Hooker, A Survey of the Summe of Church Discipline, Wherein, the Way of the Churches of New England is 
warranted out of the Word, and all Exceptions of weight, which are made against it, answers: Where by, also it will appear to the 
Judicious Reader, that something more must be said, then yet hath been, before their Principles can be shaken, or they should be 
unsettled in their practice (London: Printed by A. M. for John Bellamy at the three Golden Lions in Cornhill, 1648), 
unnumbered pages xv-xvii of the Preface.  
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they are by them approved, and not scandalous, they ought to be received to Church 
communion with us, as members of other Churches withu [sic] in N.E. in like case 
so commended and approved. 
 To separate from Congregations for want of some Ordinances: Or, 
 To separate from the true worship of God, because of the sin of some 
worshippers, is unlawfull. 
 The Consociation of Churches is not only lawfull, but in some cases 
necessary. 
 That when causes are difficult, and particular Churches want light and help, 
they should crave the Assistance of such a consociation.  
 That Churches so meeting have right to counsell, rebuke, &c. as the case 
doth require. 
 In case any particular Church shall walk pertinaciously, either in the 
profession of errour, or sinfull practice, and will not hear their counsell, they may 
and should renounce the right hand of fellowship with them. 
 That Infants of visible Churches, born of wicked parents, being members of 
the Church, ought to be baptized.17 
 

These two lists demonstrate that from the outset of Puritanism in America, while differences 

between Congregationalists and Presbyterians clearly existed, there was a family resemblance.  

     B. Presbyterians in Early New England 

Not only did New England Congregationalists have some Presbyterian tendencies 

from the beginning, but it is important to note as well that Presbyterians themselves were 

present among the New England clergy. They did not compose a large number, but their 

existence is noteworthy. Before observing some of the more prominent Presbyterian 

ministers, however, we must counter a misinterpretation of Cotton Mather by Charles 

Hodge in regard to the number of Presbyterians who immigrated to New England. In his 

Constitutional History of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Hodge declares, 

“Cotton Mather tells us that previous to [1640] four thousand Presbyterians had arrived.”18 

This statement by Hodge has been quoted as fact by Presbyterian historians after him.19 And 

yet a closer look at Mather’s statement in its context indicates that Hodge is mistaken in his 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 11-12. 
18 Hodge, Constitutional History, Part I, 29. 
19 See Logan, 12; Lefferts A. Loetscher, A Brief History of the Presbyterians, Fourth Edition (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1983), 58-59. 
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reading of Mather. The reference to the four thousand is in a section beginning with the 

sentence, “It was for a matter of twelve years together, that persons of all ranks…kept 

sometimes dropping, and sometimes flocking into New-England, though some that were 

coming into New-England were not suffered so to do.”20 Mather then illustrates this fact 

that God providentially hindered many from making the voyage across the Atlantic to 

America: 

…and of this take one instance instead of many. Before the woeful wars which broke 
forth in the three kingdoms [Mather refers to war in England, Scotland, and Ireland], 
there were divers gentlemen in Scotland, who, being uneasie under the ecclesiastical 
burdens of the times, wrote unto New England their enquiries, Whether they might 
be there suffered freely to exercise their Presbyterian church-government? And it was 
freely answered, “That they might.” Hereupon they sent over an agent, who pitched 
upon a tract of land near the mouth of Merrimack river, whether they intended them 
to transplant themselves: but although they had so far proceeded in their voyage, as 
to be half-seas through; the manifold crosses of God so ordered it, that some of those 
very gentlemen were afterwards the revivers of that well-known solemn league and 
covenant which had so great an influence upon the following circumstances of the 
nations.21 However, the number of those who did actually arrive at New-England 
before the year 1640, have been computed about four thousand; since which time far 
more have gone out of the country than have come to it; and yet the God of Heaven 
so smiled upon the Plantation, while under an easie and equal government, the designs 
of Christianity in well-formed churches have been carried on, that no history can 
parallel it…Never was any plantation brought unto such a considerableness, in a 
space of time so inconsiderable! an howling wilderness in a few years became a pleasant 
land, accommodated with the necessaries – yea, and the conveniences of humane life; the 
gospel has carried with it a fullness of all other blessings; and (albeit, that mankind 
generally, as far as we have any means of enquiry, have increased in one and the 
same given proportion, and so no more than doubled themselves in about three 
hundred and sixty years, in all the past ages of the world, since the fixing of the 
present period of humane life) the four thousand first planters, in less than fifty 

                                                 
20 Mather, Volume I, 79. 
21 Charles Augustus Briggs gives more detail on this unfortunate journey: “The persecuted Scotch Presbyterians 
of the North of Ireland were invited by the Governor and Council of New England to settle on the Merrimac 
River, where they were promised lands. Accordingly, on the 9th of September, 1736 [sic], the ‘Eagle’s Wing’ 
started from Carrickfergus with 140 passengers, under the charge of the eminent pastors, Robert Blair and John 
Livingston. But the vessel was compelled to return after many disasters.” Charles Augustus Briggs, American 
Presbyterianism: Its Origin and Early History (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1885), 94. Briggs cites Patrick Adair, True 
Narrative of the Rise and Progress of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. As to the desire of Presbyterians to come to 
America, he also quotes Samuel Rutherford, “If I saw a call for New England I would follow it” (Rutherford’s 
Letters, Letter 51).  
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years, notwithstanding all transportations and mortalities, increased into, they say, 
more than an hundred thousand.22 

 
It is apparent that in the sentence beginning with the word “However,” Mather is leaving the 

story of the Presbyterians who failed to make it to New England, and returning to the 

original topic of the section, those who did arrive. Four thousand, therefore, is not the 

number of Presbyterian settlers, but an estimation of the total number of settlers between 

1620 and 1640. This is confirmed by his second mention of “the four thousand first 

planters,” who in less than fifty years increased to over 100,000. Thus, Hodge’s citation 

should no longer be used.23  

 Though we may not know how many of the original four thousand colonists were 

Presbyterians, it is evident that their number was small. They certainly were not able to 

ensure that Presbyterianism won the day in New England. Yet they were present, and even 

vocal at times.24 Presbyterian historian Charles Briggs names Thomas Parker and James 

Noyes, of Newbury, Massachusetts; John Eliot, a missionary to the Indians; Peter Hobart, of 

                                                 
22 Mather, Volume I, 79-80. 
23 One wonders why Hodge misread Mather in this way; it certainly wasn’t because he was only skimming the 
paragraph, since in his footnote to this citation he writes, “From the connexion [i.e., context] in which this fact 
is mentioned, it is doubtful whether these Presbyterians were from England or Scotland. In either case, their 
influence must have been considerable.” Hodge, Constitutional History, Part I, 29. Perhaps Hodge’s confusion 
stemmed from the fact that he was using Bancroft’s estimation of 21,200 emigrants to New England before 
1640. William W. McKinney, in his chapter “Beginnings in the North,” in Slosser, 29, uses Hodge’s numbers, 
but observes, “It is doubtful that this famous divine could be correct in his estimate that one-fifth of the 
Puritans were “Presbyterians” by choice or heritage.” William Hill, in a scathing review of Hodge’s history, is 
more direct (incidentally, I happened upon this quote after coming to the conclusion of Hodge’s error on my 
own): “[U]pon a close inspection of the quotation from Mather which Professor Hodge so much relies upon, it 
will be seen that he has totally misapprehended, and, therefore, misrepresented Mather. What led the Professor 
astray was, that the statement of Mather respecting the 4,000 followed in the next paragraph after he had 
spoken of the failure of the Scotch enterprise; and, as the Scotch were known to be Presbyterian, the Professor, 
in his eagerness for proof, concluded that those afterwards spoken of were all Presbyterians also; but, 
unfortunately for Professor Hodge, Mather, in this last paragraph, says not a word about Presbyterians.” 
William Hill, A History of the Rise, Progress, Genius, and Character of American Presbyterianism (Washington City: J. 
Gideon, Jr., 1839), 41n*. 
24 Samuel Baird states that nearly one-half of the population in Connecticut in 1680 were Presbyterian, and that 
“[e]arly efforts were made by them to organize themselves according to their Presbyterian principles. But the 
government was against them; and its power was used, without scruple, to suppress such attempts; so that they 
were never permitted to develop the Presbyterian system of order.” Samuel J. Baird, A History of the New School 
(Philadelphia: Claxton, Remsen, and Haffelfinger, 1868), 143. 
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Hingham;25 and John Young and Richard Denton, of Long Island.26 The story of Parker and 

Noyes is particularly illustrative, both of the relative paucity of Presbyterians in New 

England before 1640, as well as the interactions between Presbyterians and 

Congregationalists in America’s earliest days. The two men, who were cousins, arrived in 

1634 and eventually became the Pastor and Teacher of the church in Newbury. Their 

Presbyterian polity27 caused strife within their church, and so a convention of ministers was 

called in September of 1643 to address the matter. It met in Cambridge, and John Cotton 

and Thomas Hooker were the Moderators. Parker, in a letter to a member of the 

Westminster Assembly at the end of 1643, explains the nature and outcome of the 

controversy: 

I assure you wee have great need of help in the way of discipline, and wee hope that 
wee shall receive much light from you. My cousin Noyse and myself, have seen such 
confusion of necessity depending on the government which hath been practised by 
us here, that wee have been forced much to search into it within these two or three 
yeeres. And although wee hold a fundamentall power of government in the people, 
in respect of election of ministers, and of some acts in cases extraordinary, as in the 
want of ministers: yet wee judge, upon mature deliberation, that the ordinary exercise 
of government must be so in the Presbyters, as not to depend upon the expresse 
votes and suffrages of the people. There hath been a Convent, or meeting, of the 
ministers of these parts, about this question, at Cambridge, in the Bay; and there wee 
have proposed our arguments, and answered theirs; and they proposed theirs, and 
answered ours: and so the point is left to consideration. Also concerning admission 
of members, wee hold, the rule must bee so large, that the weakest Christians may 
bee received; and there was, according to appearance, much conjunction in this 
particular…28 
 

                                                 
25 For more on Hobart’s controversy with the civil magistrate, see Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 160ff. 
26 Briggs, 94.  
27 Walker mentions specifically that they “wished to do away with the right of consultation and assent which 
the Barrowist Congregationalism of New England left to the brethren in matters of church discipline.” Walker, 
Creeds and Platforms, 137. In his History, he states that “they did away with the participation of the ordinary 
membership in church acts save in ministerial election.” Walker, History, 155. 
28 Quoted in Briggs, Appendix III, xxiv. 
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It turned out that the mind of the majority of ministers was decidedly against the 

Presbyterianism of the Newbury men, yet the latter continued to serve actively and to argue 

for their views in writing.29 

     C. The Cambridge Platform 

The controversy over Parker and Noyes contributed to the calling of an assembly in 

America at approximately the same time as the Westminster Assembly began meeting in 

London, and the American gathering had a significance for American Congregationalism 

perhaps equal to the one in Westminster. The political and ecclesiological winds of the 1640s 

had been blowing fiercely in a Presbyterian direction, there being only five Independents 

sitting in the Westminster Assembly. The Congregationalists in America likely wondered 

“whether a Parliament which had seemingly brought the ecclesiastical institutions of 

England into conformity with those of Scotland might not next proceed to enforce a similar 

uniformity in New England.”30 

In addition to the struggles surrounding Noyes and Parker, the efforts of William 

Vassal of the Plymouth colony and Dr. Robert Child of Massachusetts added to the concern 

of the leaders of New England. In 1645 and 1646 Vassal and Child led a group of colonists 

to sue for the right to vote (the suffrage being granted only to church members at the time). 

In their petition they argued that “they and their posterity are detained from the Seals of the 

Covenant of Free-grace [and thus from the right to vote in the colony], because (as it is 

supposed) they will not take these Churches Covenants, for which as yet they see no light in 

Gods word, neither can they cleerly perceive what they are, every Church having their 

                                                 
29 See Mather, Volume I, 480-488, for more details about their life and work. For more information on the 
Convention of 1643, see Walker, History, 155ff.; Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 137ff.; Dexter, 431ff.; Briggs, 
Appendix III, xxiiiff. 
30 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 159. 
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Covenant differing from anothers, at least in words…”31 They threatened that if their 

petition were not granted they would take their matter to Parliament.32 In response, the 

General Court of Massachusetts called for a Synod to meet in Cambridge in September, 

1646, “to discusse, dispute, & clear up, by the word of God, such questions of church 

government & discipline” as had been bothering the church in recent years.33 The result of 

this Synod was the production in 1648 of the Cambridge Platform. A brief glance at it will 

again demonstrate that the “distinct yet similar” nature of Hooker’s church principles with 

relation to Presbyterianism marked Congregationalism as a whole. 

 The Platform, largely the work of Richard Mather,34 affirmed in its Preface that the 

New England churches gave their “professed & hearty assent & attestation to the whole 

confession of faith (for substance of doctrine) which the Reverend assembly [of Divines at 

Westminster] presented to the Religious & Hononrable [sic] Parlamet [sic] of England,” with 

the exception of some sections in chapters 25 (“Of the Church”), 30 (“Of Church 

Censures”), and 31 (“Of Synods and Councils”), “which concern points of controversie in 

church-discipline…”35 In light of these exceptions to the Westminster Confession of Faith, and 

the events leading up to the calling of the Cambridge Synod, it is clear that the Cambridge 

Platform is not a Presbyterian document. Yet Hodge is surely correct that, at least with 

                                                 
31 John Childe, New-Englands Jonas Cast Up at London (London: Printed for T. R. and E. M., 1647), 12. The Child 
Affair is discussed thoroughly in George L. Kittredge, “Dr. Robert Child the Remonstrant,” Publications of the 
Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Volume 21 (Boston: The Society, 1920), 1-146; see also Marion Starkey, The 
Congregational Way (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1966), 89ff.; Walker, History, 157ff.; Walker, Creeds and 
Platforms, 163ff.; and Dexter, 435ff. 
32 Childe, 13. 
33 Quoted in Dexter, 436. 
34 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 184; Dexter, 444. 
35 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 195.  



14 
 

regard to the form of government within the congregation and the authority of Synods, the 

Platform shares some similarity to Presbyterianism.36  

With regard to the form of church government, the Platform acknowledges that the 

office of ruling elder is “distinct from the office of Pastor & Teacher” and that the work of 

the ruling elder “is to join with the Pastor & Teacher in those acts of spiritual Rule which are 

distinct from the ministry of word and Sacraments committed to them [i.e., the Pastors and 

Teachers].”37. The elders have the power of rule in the church, yet (in distinction from 

Presbyterian polity) the congregation holds a “power of privilege:”  

This power of Government in the Elders, doth not any wise prejudice the powr of 
priviledg in the brotherhood; as neither the powr of priviledg in the brethren, doth 
prejudice the power of government in the Elders; but they may sweetly agree 
together…From the premises, namely, that the ordinary powr of Government 
belonging only to the elders, powr of priviledg remaineth with the brotherhood, (as 
powr of judgment in matters of censure, & powr of liberty, in matters of liberty:) It 
followeth, that in an organic Church, & right administration; all church acts, proceed 
after the manner of a mixt administration, so as no church act can be consummated, 
or perfected without the consent of both.38 
 

With regard to the authority of Synods, the Platform does deny that they are “absolutely 

necessary to the being” of the church,39 and forbids them “to exercise Church-censures in 

way of discipline, nor any other act of church-authority or jurisdiction…”40 On the other 

hand, it affirms that a Synod’s “directions & determinations, so farr as consonant to the 

word of God, are to be received with reverence & submission; not only for their agreement 

therwith (which is the principall ground therof, & without which they bind not at all:) but 

                                                 
36 Hodge, Constitutional History, Part I, 30. He states, “As to both these points, the early discipline of New 
England churches approached much nearer to Presbyterianism than it does at present.” 
37 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 212. The Platform also maintains that the office of deacon is an ordinary office 
in the church. Ibid., 211. 
38 Ibid., 220. 
39 Ibid., 233. 
40 Ibid., 234.  
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also secondarily, for the powr wherby they are made, as being an ordinance of God 

appointed thereunto in his word.”41  

Walker calls the Cambridge Platform “the most important monument of early New 

England Congregationalism, because it is the clearest reflection of the system as it lay in the 

minds of the first generation on our soil after nearly twenty years of practical experience.”42 

It is not insignificant, then, that even in these two areas of disagreement (the place of ruling 

elders in the local church and the authority of Synods) the similarities between the 

Congregationalism of the New England churches and Presbyterianism are manifest.  

It is apparent that in the formative years of the church in New England, there was a 

close connection between Congregationalists and Presbyterians. Already ministers who held 

Presbyterian convictions were laboring together with their Congregationalists brothers, and 

Congregationalism bore some resemblance to Presbyterianism. Congregationalist historians 

confirm this analysis. Williston Walker states that particularly in regard to the degree of 

authority exercised by the brethren in the church, “all early English and American 

Congregationalism” rejected the bare democracy of the Separatist Robert Browne (c.1550-

c.1631) in favor of the “semi-Presbyterian conception of the internal government of the 

church” taught by Henry Barrowe (1550-1593).43 Dexter affirms both the similarities and the 

differences, claiming that “the early Congregationalism of this country [America] was 

Barrowism, and not Brownism – a Congregationalized Presbyterianism, or a 

Presbyterianized Congregationalism – which had its roots in the one system, and its 

                                                 
41 Ibid. Compare the words of the Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 31, section 2: “It belongeth to synods 
and councils, ministerially to determine controversies of faith, and cases of conscience; to set down rules and 
directions for the better ordering of the public worship of God, and government of his church; to receive 
complaints in cases of maladministration, and authoritatively to determine the same: which decrees and 
determinations, if consonant to the Word of God, are to be received with reverence and submission; not only for their agreement with 
the Word, but also for the power whereby they are made, as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in his Word” 
(emphasis added).  
42 Ibid., 185. 
43 Walker, History, 66. 



16 
 

branches in the other; which was essentially Genevan within the local congregation, and 

essentially other outside it.”44As the decades passed, the bonds between the two polities, and 

eventually the two denominations, would become even tighter.  

 

II. The Heads of Agreement of 1691 and the Saybrook Platform of 1708 

 The affinities between Congregationalism and Presbyterianism began to grow into 

more formal compacts in England soon after the completion of the Westminster Confession of 

Faith, in spite of the tension that had marked the formation of that document and Oliver 

Cromwell’s rise to power. Events in the latter half of the seventeenth century, particularly 

the writing of the Heads of Agreement of 1691, were harbingers of the union efforts that 

would eventually be executed between Presbyterians and Congregationalists in America. 

More directly connected to the Plan of Union of 1801 was the passage of the Saybrook 

Platform in Connecticut in 1708. At nearly the same time that Presbyterianism was officially 

beginning in the colonies, Connecticut Congregationalists were drawing ever closer to 

Presbyterian practice. 

     A. The English Heads of Agreement of 1691 

As early as 1656, ministers from the two ecclesiastical viewpoints living in the 

English counties of Cumberland and Westmoreland wrote up an agreement, by which they 

joined together for several purposes: to examine and ordain ministers, to “keep frequent 

meetings for mutual advice and help,” and to “consider the justness & weight of the grounds 

and reasons of Ministers removals from any place, when such cases shall fall out, consult and 

advise about special emergencies [sic] that may happen to our Ministry or congregations in 

                                                 
44 Dexter, 463. Quoted in Briggs, 95.  
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particular.”45 The restoration of King Charles II to the throne in 1662 led to the persecution 

of both Congregationalists and Presbyterians, and the indiscriminate nature of the attacks 

meant that “the differences between Presbyterians and Congregationalists became less and 

less.”46 When the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the resulting Toleration Act of 1689 

came to pass, the suffering ceased; but as Walker states, “neither Congregationalists nor 

Presbyterians could look for any wide extended acceptance of their polities.”47 Thus 

circumstances were ripe for dissenting ministers to unite in common cause, laboring together 

for the gospel of Christ. 

In the formation of this union, Matthew Mead was the primary spokesperson for the 

Congregationalists, and John Howe (himself a former Congregationalist) was the main force 

behind the Presbyterians. However, the New Englander Increase Mather primarily led the 

charge to bring the two groups together.48 At the time he was President of Harvard College, 

and had been in England on college business since before William and Mary’s rise to power 

in 1688. His son Cotton writes that he “was very singularly instrumental in effecting of that 

union.”49 The first move toward union was the establishment of a General Fund in July of 

1690 to help train men for the ministry and to meet the needs of struggling churches.50 On 

April 6, 1691, both Presbyterian and Congregationalist ministers eschewed their 

                                                 
45 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 454.  
46 Ibid., 443. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 445. Samuel Baird writes, “For its origin we must look to the churches of New England.” Baird, 22. 
Charles Briggs mentions as well that Richard Baxter was too ill to be very involved in the proceedings, but 
“sent a congratulatory letter” upon the close of the compact. Briggs, 132. 
49 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, Volume II (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1979), 272. 
50 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 445. See also Briggs, 132, who quotes from the minutes of the Fund in some 
detail in Appendix XIV. 
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ecclesiological monikers for the title “United Brethren”51 and the union was formally 

accomplished with the adoption of the Heads of Agreement. 

The Heads of Agreement were actually more Congregational than they were 

Presbyterian. Cotton Mather could write in his Magnalia Christi Americana, “I believe, ’tis not 

possible for me to give a truer description of our ‘ecclesiastical constitution,’ than by 

transcribing thereof the articles of that union.”52 Walker was able to affirm of the document, 

in spite of the fact that it “minimizes as far as possible the distinguishing features of both 

systems,” that its “leading features… are essentially Congregational.”53 Nineteenth century 

American Presbyterian minister Samuel Baird agrees, calling the English Presbyterians’ 

participation in the Heads of Agreement “sell[ing] their birthright for a mess of pottage”54 

and “a final and entire surrender of Presbyterian principles by the ministers of that name.”55 

In any event, the agreement in England did not last long, for within five years theological 

disagreements of a more soteriological nature tore asunder the bonds of good will, and the 

two polities carried on as distinct groups.56 

Though the Heads of Agreement did not have a durable power in England, they 

were influential in Congregationalist-Presbyterian relationships in America.57 As noted 

                                                 
51 Preface to the Heads of Agreement, in Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 445. Trinterud notes, “The various 
congregations as such did not participate. The union was essentially a union of ministers…” Trinterud, 20. 
52 Mather, Volume II, 272.  
53 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 446-448. 
54 Baird, 22. 
55 Baird, 24. He takes a very low view of the Presbyterians who entered into this union, claiming, “It was, in 
fact, scarcely possible that the men of 1688 should have felt any peculiar interest in the distinctive principles of 
Presbyterian church government, or possessed any intelligent acquaintance with them…During forty years of 
oppression and persecution they had been entire strangers to the practical operation of the Reformed polity, 
and it was impossible in their situation that they should have studied with any diligence, or cherished with 
strong attachment, the theory of a system so utterly impracticable to them. On the other hand, they were 
thoroughly habituated to a system which the pressure of their circumstances had moulded into essential 
agreement with that of the Independents. They felt an affectionate regard for that party which had so long 
shared with them the anxieties and scourge of persecution, and they were trained to the habit of compromise 
with regard to principles of order under the pressure of necessity – a habit easily degenerating into a readiness 
to yield them to considerations of expediency or convenience.” Baird, 21-22. 
56 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 449ff.; see also Briggs, 134-135. 
57 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 448; Loetscher, 52. 
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above, Cotton Mather transcribed them in full in a section of Magnalia Christi Americana 

entitled “The Discipline Practised in the Churches of New England.” Writing in 1702, 

Mather viewed the Heads of Agreement in England as a codification of a union that had 

“been for many…decads [sic] of years, exemplified in the churches of New England,” and 

thus in his mind they were one of the reasons why those of a Presbyterian persuasion did 

not need to feel uneasy about the New England form of church government.58 After another 

six years, Congregationalists in Connecticut gave Presbyterians even less reason to feel 

uneasy, as they adopted the Saybrook Platform of 1708. This document not only reaffirmed 

the Heads of Agreement, which because of the Mathers’ publication and promotion were 

“the most modern and popular presentation of Congregationalism,”59 but it drew even closer 

to Presbyterianism by its establishment of county “consociations” and its grant of a greater 

authority to these bodies than previous Congregationalism.  Through this new arrangement, 

the foundation was laid in America for the union that ended in disappointing fashion in 

England. 

     B. The Saybrook Platform of 1708 

The Saybrook Platform is no longer popularly known among Presbyterians, and yet 

without it the Plan of Union of 1801 likely would never have come to pass. Thus it demands 

our close attention. In 1707 Gurdon Saltonstall, a Congregational minister in New London, 

was elected governor of Connecticut.  A year later the Connecticut General Court, led by 

                                                 
58 Mather, Volume II, 272. The other two reasons given are 1) “The Presbyterian ministers of this country do 
find it no difficulty to practise the substance of it, in and with their several congregations;” and 2) the comments 
of the Presbyterians who wrote the Jus Divinum Ministerii Evangelici, to this effect: “As we agree wholly in the 
same ‘confession of faith,’ so we agree in many things of greatest concernment in the matters of ‘church 
discipline.’ And those things wherein we differ, are not of such consequence as to cause a schism between us, 
either in worship, or in love and affection. Our debates are…not contentiones, but collationes.” Mather, Volume II, 
272. 
59 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 449. He opines, “The Mathers seem to have been proud of their work and to 
have furthered the knowledge of it and esteem for it as far as possible.” 
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Saltonstall, called for a synod to meet to address the spiritual decline of the churches in 

Connecticut.60 The so-called “Half-Way Covenant,” formally accepted at the Synod of 1662, 

had led to laxity in doctrine, discipline, and life, and the New England ministers had sought 

to deal with the problems several times over the decades prior to 1708. The Connecticut 

Synod approached the struggles from an ecclesiological standpoint. The Saybrook Platform, 

as the document it wrote came to be known, endorsed the Savoy Confession and the 

English Heads of Agreement, and laid out in fifteen points a new vision of congregational 

connectionalism. It sought to bring about religious reformation in large part by instituting 

formal ministerial associations known as “consociations.” These semi-presbyterian bodies 

had been desired by Solomon Stoddard (Jonathan Edwards’ grandfather and predecessor at 

Northampton), and by the Mathers in their 1705 “Proposals.”61 But it was only in 

Connecticut that such an ecclesiastical development occurred.  

Hodge rightly observes that the Saybrook Platform “comes much nearer to the 

Presbyterian model than that of Cambridge.”62 It formed all churches within a country into 

consociations, “for the mutual affording to each other such assistance as may be requisite 

upon all occasions ecclesiastical.”63 The consociations were not only to determine “cases of 

                                                 
60 Ahlstrom, 213-214.  
61 Robert L. Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger: 1745-1801 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 42; Ahlstrom, 213. 
The Mathers’ “Proposals” were defeated, but Walker argues that the Saybrook system was essentially based 
upon them. Williston Walker, “Why Did Not Massachusetts Have a Saybrook Platform?” The Yale Review (May, 
1892), 68. In that article he argues that the reason why the Proposals were defeated in Massachusetts but the 
Saybrook Platform passed in Connecticut was “due to the differing nature of their respective governors and 
General Courts.” Walker, “Why Did Not Massachusetts Have a Saybrook Platform?” 86. See also Walker, 
History, 203ff.; Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 491ff. 
62 Hodge, Volume I, 33. Walker views the Saybrook Platform through the lens of the Heads of Agreement, 
stating, “They served well to set forth the principles which the Saybrook Synod wished to enumerate, and 
though incomplete without the addition of the fifteen Articles establishing Connecticut’s peculiar 
consociational and associational system, the Heads of Agreement sweetened those Articles, softened their 
interpretation, and made them palatable to many who would otherwise have refused them.” Walker, Creeds and 
Platforms, 449. 
63 “Saybrook Platform,” quoted in Appendix A of Fortson, Colonial Presbyterianism, 220. 
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difficulty,” but also to judge “cases of scandal.”64 In contrast to the Cambridge Platform, 

however, which forbid Synods “to exercise Church-censures in way of discipline, nor any 

other act of church-authority or jurisdiction…,”65  the decisions rendered by the Connecticut 

consociations were binding: 

[W]hen any case is orderly brought before any Council of the churches, it shall there 
by heard and determined which…shall be a final issue, and all parties therein 
concerned shall sit down and be determined thereby…[I]f any pastor and church 
doth obstinately refuse a due attendance and conformity to the determinations of the 
Council that has cognizance of the case and determines it as above, after due 
patience is used, they shall be reputed guilty of scandalous contempt and dealt with 
as the rule of God’s word in such case doth provide, and the sentence of non-
communion shall be declared against such pastor and church, and the churches are 
to approve of the said sentence by withdrawing from the communion of the pastor 
and church which so refuses to be healed.66 

 
The Platform also ordered that all the teaching elders in a particular county meet at least 

twice a year in an Association, and all the teaching elders in the colony meet annually in a 

General Association.67 The resemblance to Presbyterianism is clearly more evident than in 

the Cambridge Platform, to the degree that Robert Ferm can argue that the Saybrook 

Platform “made the distinction between the Congregationalists of Connecticut and the 

Presbyterians of the middle colonies largely geographical.”68 

Not all the Congregational churches received the Platform with delight.69 Yet it was 

the law of the land, and had significant consequences for the Connecticut colony and the 

relationship between Congregationalism and Presbyterianism. Sydney Ahlstrom contends, 

“Probably no legal instrument in Connecticut’s history was to have wider religious and 

cultural consequences.”70 He discerns “two New Englands” that flowed from the Saybrook 

                                                 
64 Ibid. 
65 See above, note 40.  
66 “Saybrook Platform,” 220. 
67 Ibid., 221-222. 
68 Ferm, 44.  
69 Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 507. See also Ahlstrom, 358.  
70 Ahlstrom, 215. 
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Platform, a “maritime province” in Massachusetts and a “valley province” in Connecticut.71 

Walker observes the ecclesiological significance of the Platform:  

The adoption of this stricter Congregational system in Connecticut and its failure in 
Massachusetts put the two chief Puritan colonies on somewhat divergent paths, and 
led to certain minor differences in their types of Congregationalism…Under the 
influence of consociationism, especially as the eighteenth century drew toward a 
close, Connecticut’s sympathies went out increasingly toward fellowship with the 
Presbyterian Church of the Middle States. Massachusetts, on the other hand, came to 
represent an increasingly independent type of Congregationalism.” 
 

The Connecticut Congregationalists themselves eventually saw such a kinship between their 

church polity and the Presbyterian Church that in 1799, the Old Hartford North Association 

could claim: 

This Association gives information to all whom it may concern, that the constitution 
of the churches in Connecticut, founded on the common usages, and the Confession 
of Faith, Heads of Agreement and articles of Church Discipline, adopted at the 
earliest period of the settlement of the State, is not Congregational, but contains the 
essentials of the government of the Church of Scotland, or the Presbyterian Church 
in America, particularly as it gives a decisive power to ecclesiastical councils, and a 
Consociation, consisting of ministers and messengers, or lay representatives from the 
churches, is possessed of substantially the same authority as Presbytery. The 
judgments, decisions, and censures in our churches and in the Presbyterian are 
mutually deemed valid. The churches, therefore, in Connecticut at large, and in our 
district in particular, are not now, and never were, from the earliest period of our 
settlement, Congregational churches, according to the ideas and forms of church 
order contained in the Book of Discipline called the Cambridge Platform.72  

 
The Hartford Association did recognize the existence of churches that actually held to the 

Cambridge Platform (these were “unconsociated” churches), and they acknowledged that 

there were small differences between themselves and the Presbyterians. But their view of 

their church was that it was “in the most essential and important respects, the same as the 

Presbyterian,” and only “improperly termed Congregational.”73 

                                                 
71 Ibid.  
72 Quoted in Baird, 147. See also Robert Hasting Nichols, “The Plan of Union in New York,” Church History 5, 
Issue 1 (March 1936): 31. 
73 Baird, 147. 
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 In our search for the sources of the Plan of Union of 1801, the Saybrook Platform is 

the hidden goldmine. Though it was composed nearly one hundred years before the Plan of 

Union, it led Congregationalists (at least in Connecticut) and Presbyterians to a closer 

relationship, and set the stage for formal agreements such as those in late eighteenth century 

England. To those agreements we now turn. 

 

III. Congregationalists and Presbyterians in the Latter Part of the Eighteenth 
Century 
 
 As noted in the introduction, the years leading up to the Revolutionary War saw the 

establishment of official gatherings between Presbyterians and Congregationalists. To be 

exact, the Synod of New York and Philadelphia and the General Association of Connecticut 

met together from 1766 to 1775. These meetings marked “the first stated intercourse” 

between the two bodies.74  Previous to this time, in 1723, there had been efforts on the part 

of the Presbyterian Church (at that time it existed only as a General Synod) to form a union 

between themselves and the Congregationalists in Connecticut. A congregation in New York 

had been afflicted by division, and some of the Connecticut ministers had written to the 

Synod, “desiring a Conference with some of the Ministers of [the] Synod in order to the 

healing of those Divisions.”75 The Synod wrote back thanking the Connecticut ministers for 

their concern, and proposed a time and place to meet with a committee of the Synod; the 

Synod also recommended its commission “to treat with said Ministers of Connecticut about 

an Union with Us, and empower them to concert and conclude upon any Methods that may 

conduce to that End.”76 The following year, the minutes record, “The Synod approves of the 

                                                 
74 Baird, 148. 
75 Guy S. Klett, ed., Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in America, 1706-1788 (Philadelphia, Presbyterian Historical 
Society, 1976), 60. 
76 Ibid., 61. 



24 
 

Conduct of the Committee appointed to meet with the ministers from Connecticut to confer 

about the Affairs of the Presbyterian Congregation in New-York, tho’ their Endeavours 

proved unsuccessful.”77 No further attempts at formal gatherings were attempted until 1766.  

     A. The Pre-Revolutionary Conventions 

The primary catalyst for conventions in 1766 was a concern for religious liberty.78 

The divide between the American colonies and King George III had been deepening, and 

Anglican clergy in America were beginning to push more concertedly and deliberately for an 

American bishop and the official establishment of Anglicanism in America.79 Such a turn of 

events would have had dire consequences for the liberties of other denominations, and thus, 

as Samuel Baird notes, “It was imposible [sic] that the people of New England and the 

Presbyterian Church should regard such a project with indifference.”80 On the last day of its 

1766 synodical assembly, likely in response to a gathering of Anglican clergy from New 

York, New Jersey, and Connnecticut,81 the Synod of New York and Philadelphia wrote a 

letter to the Connecticut Congregationalists, inviting them to a “general Consultation:” 

Rev.d & Dr Brethren – The Synod of New York & Philadelphia at their annual 
meeting in May 1766 have among many other expedients to promote the interests of 
the Redeemer’s Kingdom, concluded upon the most mature Deliberation, that a 

                                                 
77 Ibid., 63. 
78 Another motivation of the meetings was a desire to spread the gospel to those who had not yet heard it, as 
will be evident from the text of the communications between the two denominations below. 
79 See Baird, 148ff..; Trinterud, chapter 13, “The Threat of Anglican Establishment;” and Charles Hodge, 
Constitutional History of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Part II (Philadelphia: Presbyterian 
Board of Publication, 1851), 371ff. Hodge states that “opposition to the establishment of an American 
Episcopate” was “the great and almost the only subject which occupied [the] attention” of the conventions that 
met from 1766-1775. Hodge, Part II, 370. 
80 Baird, 149. The editors of the Minutes of the Convention of Delegates from the Synod of New York and Philadelphia, and 
from the Associations of Connecticut; Held Annually From 1766 to 1775, Inclusive (Hartford, CT: E. Gleason, 1843) 
explain further, “To Bishops merely to superintend the concerns of Episcopal churches they did not object, if 
they might be duly restrained from going farther: but were apprehensive, should Bishops be appointed, that 
they would come clothed with all the powers of Diocesans in the mother country, or that they would acquire 
these powers, and exercise them in violation of the meaning and spirit of the Charters of the Colonies, and 
greatly to the injury of other denominations of Christians” (3). At the first convention meeting, invitations were 
also extended to “the ministers of the Congregational and Presbyterian Churches of the Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, and Rhode Island governments…[and to] the Rev. brethren of the Dutch Reformed Churches in 
the Provinces of New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.” Minutes of the Convention, 11.  
81 Trinterud, 238. 
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general meeting of Delegates both from your Chhs & our Presbyteries would answer 
this important purpose – our earnest Desire to accomplish so good an end has 
engaged us to embrace this opportunity of your next general association to propose 
the matter to your Serious Deliberation & to invite you to a general Consultation 
about such things as may have a hopeful tendency to promote & defend the 
Common Cause of Religion against the attacks of its various Enemies. As we are all 
Brethren, embarked in the same Interest, perfectly agreed in Doctrine & worship, 
Substantially pursuing the same method of Discipline & Chh Government, & we trust 
all animated with the Same Laudable Zeal to advance the Kingdom of our Common 
Lord, we cannot but hope for your ready concurrence with our invitation. Your 
Good Sense & general acquaintance with human nature must necessarily lead you to 
see that a more intimate acquaintance with each other’s views & Designs will unable 
[sic] us with greater Harmony & Consistence & of consequence of greater Success, 
to support the Common Cause in which we are all equally engaged. A general 
agreement in any measures that may be adopted to preserve our Religious liberties 
against all Encroachments, and to Bless the benighted Heathen on our Borders with 
the glorious light of the Gospel must promise desirable Success. 
 From the best information we can obtain about the Constitution of your Chhs 
we are persuaded that our proposal is not impracticable, & it will give us a sensible 
pleasure to find that your Extensive charity & readiness to promote the Kingdom of 
Christ have induced you to concert such measures as will be best adapted to 
accomplish so important an end…82 
 

The references to “the attacks of its various Enemies” and “measures…to preserve our 

Religious liberties against all Encroachments” undoubtedly refer to the danger of an over-

ambitious Anglicanism. One also observes in the language of this invitation a recognition of 

what we have discovered thus far in our study: substantial agreement in discipline and 

church government. When you add to this fact a perfect agreement in doctrine and worship, 

and a shared passion to bring the gospel to “the benighted Heathen on our Borders,” you 

have the recipe for the eventual formation of the Plan of Union of 1801.  

 The Connecticut Congregationalists replied to the Synod’s request in the affirmative, 

though with carefulness concerning what such a meeting might mean for the two respective 

polities: 
                                                 
82 The Records of the General Association of ye Colony of Connecticut, Begun June 20th 1738. Ending June 19th, 1799 
(Hartford, CT: Press of the Case, Lockwood & Brainard Company, 1888), 57-58. Quoted in part in Ferm, 159-
160. The Synod appointed “the Revd. Dr. [Francis] Alison, and ye Revd. Messrs. Timothy Jones, Wm. 
Tennent, John Rodgers, Elisha Kent, John Smith, John Blair, & Sameul Buel to meet with [the Commissioners 
from their body] at such Time & Place, as the Revd. Brethren of Connecticut shall agree.” Klett, 427. The 
Minutes of the Convention, 9, give the actual list of attendees. 
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Whereas a proposal has been made to this General Association by the Rev.d Synod of 
New York & Philadelphia, Representing, that they are Strictly United with us in 
Doctrine & worship as contained in the Westminster Confession of faith & 
Catechisms, & that the great & general interest of the Redeemer’s Kingdom would 
be happily promoted, the common cause of Religion & virtue Strengthened & 
Defended, whilst mutual benevolence & Brotherly love would be cultivated by a 
General union, agreement & Correspondence with us, so far & in such manner as is 
consistent & in no Degree interfering with their & our Respective internal State & 
order of government & Discipline; and that it will give them great Satisfaction to 
meet a number of our Ministers at a Suitable time & place to converse with them 
upon a plan & articles of such desired Union – We therefore, having maturely 
considered their proposal are unanimously agreed to use our influence to promote a 
compliance with it thro’ this Colony, and we do in order thereto advise the Several 
Associations to appoint one or more of their body to meet Commissioners from the 
Synod beforementioned at New York the first Wednesday in November next to 
converse with them upon a plan & articles of such desired Union; to be laid before 
the Several associations for their Concurrence, & to be prepared for the 
consideration of the next general association, & then to be completed…83  

 
Having set a day on which to meet, the two groups met and drafted a Plan of Union, to be 

laid before their members for approval. The general aim of the union was 

to gain information of the public state of this united cause and interest; to collect 
accounts relative thereto; to unite our endeavors and counsels for spreading the 
Gospel, and defending the religious liberties of our Churches; to diffuse union and 
harmony, and to keep up a correspondence throughout this united body, and with 
our friends abroad, to recommend, cultivate, and preserve loyalty and allegiance to 
the King’s Majesty, and also to address the King, or the King’s Ministers from time 
to time with assurances of the unshaken loyalty of the pastors comprehended in this 
union and the churches under their care, and to vindicate them if unjustly aspersed.84 
 

Again, one sees the desire to preserve religious liberty (as well as to guard against spurious 

charges of disloyalty to the King), and to join together in evangelistic efforts. But in keeping 

with the Congregationalists’ stated desire that union be executed only “so far & in such 

                                                 
83 Records of the General Association, 58-59. One difference between a Synod and an Association is seen in this 
answer; the Synod appointed its representatives, while the Association could only use its “influence to promote 
a compliance,” and “advise the Several Associations to appoint” commissioners.  
84 Minutes of the Convention, 10. Williston Walker summarized the work of the Conventions in this way: “[They 
corresponded with Dissenters in England, collected the ecclesiastical legislation of the colonies, tried to 
ascertain the religious preferences of their inhabitants, and sought the union of the non-prelatical churches in 
opposition to encroachment.” Walker, Creeds and Platforms, 526. See also Hodge, Constitutional History, Part II, 
370. 



27 
 

manner as is consistent & in no Degree interfering with their & our Respective internal State 

& order of government & Discipline,”85 the Plan of Union explicitly declared that 

this General Convention shall not be invested with, nor shall it any time hereafter 
assume any power, dominion, jurisdiction, or authority over the Churches or Pastors, 
or over any other Church or Pastor. And it is particularly agreed that the 
Congregational, Consociated, and Presbyterian Churches shall subsist entire and 
independent of each other, notwithstanding this union, retaining their particular 
usages and forms of government; nor shall any attempts be made, nor any authority 
directly or indirectly used by this General Convention to change or assimilate the 
same.86 
 

These Conventions met until 1775, when “the troubles of the times…put a stop to these 

labours.”87  

     B. Toward the Plan of Union in 1801 

The successful conclusion of the Revolutionary War did not see a resumption of the 

annual gatherings; Ferm notes that “the major reason for this failure to renew 

communications was that the Presbyterian Church was undergoing a change in church 

government.”88 The change to which Ferm refers was the formation in 1788 of the General 

Assembly, which elected John Witherspoon as its first Moderator in 1789. In 1790, however, 

a spirit of unity rose again as the following resolution was unanimously agreed to: 

Whereas there existed, before the late revolution, an annual convention of the clergy 
of the congregational churches, in New-England, and of ministers belonging to the 
Synod of New-York and Philadelphia, which was interrupted by the disorders 
occasioned by the war;–this assembly, being peculiarly desirous to renew and 
strengthen every bond of union between bretheren [sic] so nearly agreed in doctrine 
and forms of worship as the members of the congregational and Presbyterian 
churches evidently are, and remembering with much satisfaction the mutual pleasure 
and advantage produced and received by their former intercourse,–did resolves, that 
the ministers of the congregational churches in New-England, be invited to renew 
their annual convention with the clergy of the Presbyterian church…89 

 
                                                 
85 Records of the General Association, 59. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Hodge, Constitutional History, Part II, 371. 
88 Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger, 161. 
89 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1791), 4-5; quoted in Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger, 162. 
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The next year, three modes of correspondence were proposed for consideration: “1st. By 

letter from a committee of this body, with a committee of the general association of 

Connecticut. 2d. By reviving a convention similar to the one which subsisted between those 

bodies before the late war. 3d. By sending delegates reciprocally from each body, who shall 

sit in their respective meetings, to answer the important purpose designed by this 

correspondence.”90 The Assembly resolved to send delegates to New Haven, Connecticut, to 

discuss and “to determine on such plan of correspondence and intercourse as shall appear 

eligible.”91 

 In 1792, the committee reported back to the Assembly. Taking into consideration 

the importance of unity in the church and the duty ministers have to help one another 

promote Christ’s kingdom, as well as the open door God in His providence had set before 

them, the committee recommended: 

That a standing committee of correspondence, be appointed in each body, whose 
duty it shall be, by frequent letters, to communicate to each other whatever may be 
mutually useful to the churches under their care, and to the general interest of the 
Redeemer’s Kingdom.  

That each body should from time to time, appoint a committee consisting of 
three members, who shall have a right to sit in the others general meeting, and make 
such communications as shall be directed by their respective constituents, and 
deliberate on such matters as shall come before the body; but shall have no right to 
vote…92 
 

The Assembly passed this recommendation unanimously, appointing the Rev. Dr. John 

Rogers, Dr. John Witherspoon, and Dr. Ashbel Green to be the committee of 

correspondence. The following year, the Rev. Dr. Jonathan Edwards, the Rev. Mr. Matthias 

Burnet, and the Rev. Dr. Timothy Dwight appeared at the Assembly representing the 

                                                 
90 Ibid., 7. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1792), 5. The recommendation also included provisions ensuring that there 
would not be “injuries to the respective churches, from irregular and unauthorised preachers.” 
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General Association of Connecticut, to state that the convention had been ratified on their 

part. The three men took their seats as members of the Assembly, possessing the right to 

deliberate but not to vote, and the Assembly proceeded to appoint three men to attend the 

next General Association meeting.93 In 1794, the Assembly passed a motion which ordered 

“that the delegates appointed from the General Assembly to the General Association of 

Connecticut propose to the Association, as an amendment to the articles of intercourse 

agreed upon between the aforesaid bodies, that the delegates from these bodies, respectively, 

shall have a right, not only to sit and deliberate, but also to vote, in all questions which shall 

be determined by either of them…”94 The General Association agreed to this proposal, and 

the ties between the two denominations grew ever closer.95 

 Thus the ground was fully prepared for the unification of missionary endeavors that 

was the Plan of Union of 1801. D. G. Hart and John Muether, following Presbyterian 

historian E. H. Gillett, assert that the Plan of Union was originally devised by John Blair 

Smith and Eliphalet Nott, the former a Presbyterian and the latter a Congregationalist.96 

Gillett quotes a conversation between Smith and Nott in 1795, in which Smith asked Nott,  

[Given the fact that Congregationalist churches of New England hold] substantially 
the same faith as the Presbyterian…is it wise, is it Christian, to divide the sparse 
population holding the same faith, already scattered, and hereafter to be scattered, 
over this vast new terrirtory, into two distinct ecclesiastical organizations, and thus 
prevent each from enjoying those means of grace which both might much sooner 
enjoy but for such division? Would it not be better for the entire Church that these 
two divisions should make mutual concessions, and thus effect a common 

                                                 
93 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1793), 3-4. 
94 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1794), 8. 
95 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1795), 4. 
96 Hart and Muether, 102. 
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organization on an accommodation plan, with a view to meet the condition of 
communities so situated?97 

 
Nott, writing sixty-two years after the event, claimed that the conversation led him to direct 

the charge in forming the Plan of Union,98 and Gillett thus declares that the Plan of Union 

originated with Smith.99  

Robert Hastings Nichols and Robert Ferm, however, have convincingly argued 

against Gillett’s interpretation of Nott, claiming that “[t]he importance of this conversation 

seems to have been exaggerated.”100 Ferm cites Williston Walker, who asserts that we have 

“every reason to believe that the originator of the discussion and of the subject in the 

Connecticut Association was the younger Jonathan Edwards.”101 He was present as a 

delegate of the Presbyterian Church to the General Association in 1800, at which the 

Association formed a committee to meet with a committee of the Presbyterian Church “to 

consider the measures proper to be adopted…to prevent alienation, to promote harmony 

and to establish, as far as possible an uniform system of Church government, between those 

inhabitants of the new settlements [primarily central and western New York102], who are 

attached to the Presbyterian form of Church Government, and those who are attached to 

the congregational form…”103 At the 1801 General Assembly meeting, Jonathan Edwards 

was appointed the chairman of a committee to formulate a plan of union. After “mature 

                                                 
97 William B. Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit, Volume III (New York: 1859), 403. Quoted in E. H. Gillett, 
History of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Volume I (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of 
Publication, 1864), 393. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Gillett, 394. 
100 Nichols, 36. 
101 Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger, 167. 
102 Nichols, 34. 
103 Ibid.  
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deliberation,” the committee’s report was approved, pending approval by the General 

Association of Connecticut.104 

 The Plan of Union between the Presbyterians and Congregationalists consisted of 

four points: 

1st. It is strictly enjoined on all their missionaries to the new settlements, to 
endeavour, by all proper means, to promote mutual forbearance and 
accommodation, between those inhabitants of the new settlements who hold the 
presbyterian and those who hold the congregational form of church government. 

2d. If in the new settlements, any church of the congregational order shall 
settle a minister of the presbyterian order, that church may, if they choose, still 
conduct their discipline according to congregational principles, settling their 
difficulties among themselves, or by a council mutually agreed upon for that 
purpose: But if any difficulty shall exist between the minister and the church or any 
member of it, it shall be referred to the Presbytery to which the minister shall belong, 
provided both parties agree to it, if not, to a council consisting of an equal number 
of presbyterians and congregationalists, agreed upon by both parties. 

3d. If a presbyterian church shall settle a minister of congregational 
principles, that church may still conduct their discipline according to presbyterian 
principles, excepting that if a difficulty arise between him and his church, or any 
member of it, the cause shall be tried by the Association, to which the said minister 
shall belong, provided both parties agree to it, otherwise by a council, one half 
congregationalists and the other half presbyterians, mutually agreed on by the parties. 

4th. If any congregation consist partly of those who hold the congregational 
form of discipline and partly of those who hold the presbyterian form; we 
recommend to both parties, that this be no obstruction, to their uniting in one 
church and settling a minister: and that in this case, the church choose a standing 
committee from the communicants of said church, whose business it shall be, to call 
to account every member of the church, who shall conduct himself inconsistently 
with the laws of Christianity, and to give judgment on such conduct: and if the 
person condemned by their judgment, be a presbyterian, he shall have liberty to 
appeal to the Presbytery; if a congregationalist, he shall have liberty to appeal to the 
body of the male communicants of the church; in the former case the determination 
of the Presbytery shall be final, unless the church consent to a further appeal to the 
Synod or to the General Assembly; and in the latter case, if the party condemned 
shall wish for a trial by a mutual council, the cause shall be referred to such council. 
And provided the said standing committee of any church, shall depute one of 
themselves to attend the Presbytery, he may have the same right to sit and act in the 
Presbytery, as a ruling elder of the Presbyterian Church.105 

 

                                                 
104 Extracts from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in the United States of America, from A. D. 
1789 to A. D. 1802 (Philadelphia: 1801), 6.  
105 Ibid., 6-7. 
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The bonds between the two denominations had progressed from mutual conventions, to 

sitting in one another’s assemblies, to voting in one another’s assemblies, and finally to a 

union in which churches could be pastored by men of the other denomination, and could 

even be formally made up of members from both denominations.  

 

IV. Conclusion  

It is clear from our study that the Plan of Union of 1801 did not arise out of thin air. 

It had an historical context, going all the way back to the first settlements in New England. 

Indeed, it was the culmination of the connections between Congregationalists and 

Presbyterians from those early days. Not only did Congregationalists and Presbyterians labor 

side by side, they shared a common theological system, the Westminster Confession of Faith 

(or the Savoy Confession, in the case of the Congregationalists). Their ecclesiologies had 

much in common, despite real and significant differences. As we have discovered from our 

walk through the eighteenth century, those differences were lessened by the Saybrook 

Platform of 1708. Robert Hastings Nichols states: 

The Plan of Union has sometimes been written about as though it had been a device 
framed by two ecclesiastical organizations different and remote. It was rather the 
inevitable – that is inevitable on the assumption that those concerned were 
Christians – action of two bodies which felt that they belonged together and had 
been talking about union for thirty-five years, which were knit together by many 
natural and personal ties, and which were now faced with a common task.106 

 
Though “inevitable” may be a strong term, yet it is clear that the Plan of Union should not 

surprise the student of church history, nor should it strike him as strange that the two bodies 

could come together as they did. Comment on the ecclesiological propriety or wisdom of the 

Plan of Union can be reserved for another paper, but at least we have found its sources. 
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