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Female Prophecy and Language of Election during the Civil Wars and Restoration

As this chapter argues, women prophets of the Civil Wars, Interregnum, and Restoration used the concept of election as a compelling rhetorical tool to define their identities as prophets and to inscribe boundaries around imagined communities of “elect” persons. The inherent power in the idea of election transcended soteriological implications, and female prophets debated constructions of election in mid seventeenth-century England. During this period, prophets often defined “the elect” at the collective level, and the longstanding trope of the “elect nation” was challenged by some prophets' understandings of the elect as a remnant within the nation. Notions of community were thus central, as prophetic discourse drew on election to negotiate the various relationships among the prophet, her religious community, and broader society.

Sarah Wight, Katherine Sutton, and Mary Cary, three women prophets from prominent mid seventeenth-century dissenting groups (the Baptists and Fifth Monarchists), 
 represent a range of prophetic discourse on election. Their writings and accounts vary from a focus on Calvinist doctrinal election to the politically-charged construction of London as the chosen seat of Christ's pre-millennial reign. A study of these prophets brings to light how female prophecy of the Civil Wars and Restoration addressed who belonged to the “elect” and what the implications of election were for individuals, specific religious communities, and the nation as a whole.
Two Baptist Prophets: Sarah Wight and Katherine Sutton

The Baptists emerged as a dissenting group in early seventeenth-century England. Less than two decades after the founding of the first Baptist congregation in 1609, the Baptists of England split into two communities. The original group, General Baptists, believed in “general redemption,” the idea that Christ died for all. The second group, Particular Baptists, espoused Calvin's belief that Christ died for the elect.
 The soteriology and ecclesiology of the Particular Baptists closely resembled that of the Independent Puritans, or Congregationalists. General Baptists, however, had few sectarian allies.
 By the time of the Civil Wars, the two groups approached the political situation in England quite differently. General Baptists, with their emphasis on lay preaching, resentment of tithes, and ingrained anticlericalism—not to mention their relative isolation from the Calvinist Puritans—embraced a more radical politics and associated themselves with the Levellers. Particular Baptists, who had close ties to the Independents, and a number of socially and politically prominent pastors among their ranks, took a more tempered course.

As for Baptist women, they enjoyed a public role in the congregation during the early days of the movement. John Smyth and Thomas Helwys, the original leaders of the Baptist movement, included “women deacons” in their confessions of faith. While there are few references to women in the diaconate after 1612, church records indicate that there was a resurgence of women deacons during the Civil War years. The records of Broadmead Baptist Church in Bristol also show that some women found a public voice in the church.
 Dorothy Hazzard, one of the church's founding members, refused to hear her own husband, a parson, recite the Common Prayer at his Church of England parish. Instead, she held meetings in her house, waiting until her husband had finished the Common Prayer before entering the church. Parish records also refer to Hazzard as having interrupted her husband's preaching by going forth into the congregation in the middle of a sermon. By the 1640s, she had joined the Baptist church in Bristol, where “there was liberty for any brother (and for any sister by a brother), to propose his doubt of, or their desire of, understanding any Portion of Scripture.”

But relative to their large number of Quaker counterparts, women Baptists with a public voice were fewer in number. The lack of established patterns of Baptist female prophecy meant that there was more diversity of form among those women who did claim to speak for God. Support for the female Baptist prophet declined rapidly as the movement entered its second generation, but early Baptist women prophets were recognized and even promoted by male Baptists. While prophetic women faced attack from their critics (one pamphlet suggested that an appropriate university for such women would be Bridewell or Bedlam),
 the Baptist women studied here received recognition from fellow believers as prophetic figures who spoke for God.

What we see with mid-seventeenth-century Baptist women prophets is a melding of forms; Protestant conversion narratives, late medieval mystic traditions, and radical Civil War prophecy all contributed an influence on their discourse. The prophetic discourse of the two Particular Baptist prophets considered here, Sarah Wight and Katherine Sutton, illustrates distinct styles of prophecy, and the two women’s rich record in the sources allows extended analysis.

Sarah Wight was born in London in 1631. Her father worked in the auditor and exchequer's office, and he died when Sarah was a child. Soon afterwards, Wight's mother entered a deep depression and was unable to care for her child during these years. Up to the age of nine, Sarah was “well trained up in the Scriptures by her godly faithful Grand-mother.” Wight's pastor, Henry Jessey, indicated that from the tender age of twelve, Wight struggled with increasingly violent “temptations,” which culminated in the experience documented in her account. At that time, Wight was only fifteen years old, somewhat young for the typical adolescent or young adult faith crisis that permeated Puritan conversion narratives. 
 Unlike the later prophets in this study, Wight focused on the inward and the theological: she was concerned with personal salvation, Calvinist election, and the implication of God's grace for her life and the lives of those who consulted her as a visionary. 

Wight belonged to Henry Jessey's Particular Baptist congregation in London. Jessey, who pastored the congregation for forty years, was notably liberal in his approach to doctrinal differences. He was slow to reject infant baptism, for example, and he enjoyed connections with a range of religious and political leaders. Jessey began his career as Puritan and could be characterized as having been at various points in his life a Particular Baptist, a Fifth Monarchist, a Seventh-Day Baptist, and an Independent Baptist.
 It was Jessey who first brought Wight's story to light by composing a lengthy pamphlet detailing Wight's illness, healing, and religious insights. Later, a friend of Wight's published a letter of spiritual advice that she had written him. Wight's letter and Jessey's account are the two extant sources on Wight.

Jessey acknowledged Wight's prophetic status when he stated in his dedicatory epistle that “The Lord enabled this weak and earthen vessel to utter forth ex tempore, in Soliloquies, from April 9 til April 20, when she knew not that others listened, and heard her, and wrote it down, as here followeth.” Jessey’s reference to Wight as a “vessel” de-emphasized her own agency and suggested that God's truth spoke through her.
 Throughout both Wight's letter and Jessey's account, Wight's passivity was a point of emphasis. She broke few gender norms through her prophecy, and her voice became public only because Jessey published her account.

Wight's account could be characterized as a hybrid between the Puritan spiritual autobiography, the radical prophecy of Civil War sectarian women, and the tradition of ars moriendi. She relied on fasting as a means to achieve her visions and was a religious ascetic.
 As Diane Purkiss notes, some Protestant women prophets such as Wight were able to create a space for conditional autonomy by reviving the positive associations of virginity. Wight also relied on illness and her physical weakness to achieve prophetic status. Her physical weakness facilitated the prophetic voice by stripping her body of its force, thereby making her a more passive receptacle.

Wight thus represented a departure from the typical seventeenth-century Protestant woman, who usually appeared in religious literature either as married or in preparation for marriage. Her example also points to a divide among female prophets between those who embraced asceticism and those who incorporated their ministry into their broader lives. The former, some of whom lived in religious communities, often struggled to come to terms with what they saw as an incompatible co-existence of earthly responsibilities and religious life. The latter, including most of the Quakers in this study, saw no conflict between their familial and religious duties. They often relied on an extensive network of co-religionists to help them fulfill their familial responsibilities while maintaining an active ministry.

Wight's struggle between the temporal and the spiritual appeared most clearly after the death of her beloved half-brother, who was at Oxford. Wight wrote in a letter to a friend:

This one word which was spoken to me also: Lovest thou me more than these;

more than Gold, Silver, Lands, Livings, any relations, Golden gifts and Graces,

men or means? And love not the world, nor the things of it: love nothing, I say, equal or above me: for he or she that loves any thing more than me, is not worthy of me.

Confessing that her brother was “such riches” to her and that her soul would have had “a portion of great joy” were he restored to health, Wight decided to let his death be a reminder to her to let the sword of God's chastisement “divide and sever more between soul and body.”
 



The severing of soul and body was indeed central to Wight's experience as a prophet. In the tradition of ars moriendi, the spiritual experience of Wight took place around what was feared to be her deathbed. She had become ill after she “oft attempted wickedly to destroy her self, as by drowning, strangling, stabbing, and seeking to beat out her brains...the chief cause of such weakness since.”
 Her suicidal behavior, which stemmed from her spiritual despair, had resulted in temporary blindness and deafness. Her asceticism required that her bodily senses—sight, hearing, speech—diminish in the face of her communion with God. As with other seventeenth-century women ascetics, openness to God and prophecy required being closed to earthly sensations.

 
The most central aspect of Wight's asceticism was her fasting, which Jessey commented on multiple times throughout the account. By fasting, Wight drew on a Puritan tradition that had its roots in the renunciation of the body. Like some medieval mystics, she engaged in inedia, or the restriction of ingested food in order to achieve closer communion with God.
 Wight's fast went beyond the typical behavior of such religious ritual, though. She claimed that she literally could not eat. Her fast lasted 76 days, during which time she had “inability...to eat at all, or to drink but very little (of fair water, or small Beer, and that only at once in two, or three, or four days).”
 Those close to her begged her to eat, but unlike many medieval accounts where the fasting woman was labeled as “capricious,”
 those at Wight's bedside believed her to be genuine. Their urgings for her to eat served as a rhetorical platform for Wight to assert her close communion with God. She responded to her brother, for example, with these words: “I cannot [eat]; I have what I did desire; I have a crucified Christ: I am so full of the Creator, that I now can take in none of the Creature. I am filled with heavenly Manna.”
 


One of the key functions of Wight's fast was to produce a state that enhanced her liminal hovering between life and death. Purkiss notes that fasting in Puritan discourse involved more than self-denial; it was also quasi-magical in efficacy. In Wight's case, ten days after she began her fast, she entered into a trance. She described this time as one in which she “lay in visions.”
 When she awoke, she began to utter forth the spiritual profundities that Jessey recorded.


Wight's fast thus points to the complicated relationship between body and soul in her prophecy, a focus that was not uncommon among Civil War prophets. Whereas for some ascetics, true communion with God could only be achieved after complete renunciation of the body, this was not the case with Wight; rather, she reconciled body and soul. The reconciliation became a turning point for her—the pivotal moment in her conversion story. It allowed her to regain the will to live and to accept her perceived calling to minister to others. Jessey's lengthy aside on the experience compared it to Paul's at Damascus:

It was answered as that to Paul, “Arise and go to Damascus, and there it shall be told thee what thou shalt do.” So (it was given to her to understand, that) she must arise from that sinful condition, and go, out of her self, to Christ, and he would tell her what she must do...So God had bid her “Arise,” and he had raised her soul from the lowest hell; and now he persuaded her, that he will raise up her body also: that she might be a Witness of the Grace of God, to minister to others, what he had administered unto her. And that as Paul should be a witness, both of the sufferings of Christ for him, and of his own sufferings for the Name of Christ: So she should be a witness of both in like manner: and set to her seal, that God is true, in whatsoever he hath spoken, and cannot deny himself...and now she must testify and minister that Grace of God that she had received, unto others. 

Wight broke her fast to begin what was described as a miraculous healing process and a ministry to others, first from her sickbed and then later in public.
 In a sense, she displaced her concern over election by embracing her chosen status as a visionary witness to God's grace. The full resolution of her crisis arrived when she accepted her calling to minister to others.

The account of Wight's religious crisis, fasting, ailment, and healing was similar to many religious testimonies of this era, where physical sickness or a Calvinist anxiety over election served as a platform for autobiographical expression.
 In Wight's case, her physical and spiritual ailments and recovery attracted numerous neighbors and fellow parishioners, who came to visit her to seek religious advice. The diversity of her visitors was considerable, ranging from nobility to servants, and from those with a vested interest in Wight to the simply curious. Her broad appeal illustrates how many mid seventeenth-century dissenters, regardless of their social status or religious affiliation, shared an interest in millenarianism, prophecy, and miracles. As Barbara Ritter Dailey notes, radical Protestants of numerous affiliations (Presbyterians, Independents, Spiritualists, and Fifth Monarchists) found common ground in Wight's troubles and deliverance.
 The very fact that Wight embraced general redemption as a Particular Baptist reminds us that doctrinal differences among religious groups could sometimes be less visceral than scholarship has suggested.

First and foremost among Wight's visitors was Henry Jessey, who spent much of his time by Wight's bedside recording her words and actions. Jessey's role was, as he stated, that of a “relator.” His questions toward Wight, such as “is there now any use of the Law to us?,” were framed in such a way as to allow Wight a platform to expound on theological principles and to showcase her spiritual depth. Indeed, the flow of questions and answers between Wight's visitors and herself is reminiscent of the question-and-answer format of a seventeenth-century catechism. Jessey also functioned as a respectable witness, a role that was central to establishing Wight as credible.
 The presence of Jessey, with his respected status in society, offered Wight some protection from common accusations against female religious enthusiasts, such as witchcraft or feigning. 

A number of physicians and ministers came to visit Wight, and their questions to her sometimes took on an interrogatory tone. This is true even of radical dissenters, such as Thomas Coxe, a physician to the New Model Army. At one point he asked Wight “whether find you a tickling of pride or hypocrisy, when so many people, and some great ones come to see you: Do you not ask who were the Great people, when they are gone? and take pride in it?”
 Jessey did not shy away from printing the words of those who questioned Wight's veracity, no doubt in part because Wight's answers gave her an opportunity to defend herself in print.


Also among Wight's audience were a number of visitors—mainly women—who came to seek spiritual advice. Jessey noted at least six “despairing souls” who came to consult Wight.
 Barbara Ritter Dailey has remarked on the difference in language between the physicians and ministers who visited Wight and the women who came to seek spiritual advice from her. The concerns of the latter were intensely personal and similar in nature to Wight's own spiritual crisis.
 Their weighty questions and Wight's answers offer more insight into what Wight actually believed than do the formulaic responses that she gave her official visitors.

What did Wight believe? Considering that her experience took place in 1647, it is notable that her discourse is devoid of references to political or national events. Compared to her contemporaries, she included remarkably few references to millenarian or apocalyptic beliefs. This is not surprising, since Wight (as a Particular Baptist) belonged to a dissenting group that was decidedly less politically radical than many other groups of its era. Rather, Wight's overriding concern was with salvation on a personal, experiential level; in particular, she focused on her unbelief, which she called the “great sin that Christ died for” and “my greatest sin.” Dailey has argued that Wight's conversion led her to believe that God loved all people, not just the elect; at no point did she advance the Calvinist doctrine of election.
 Certainly, at times, Wight's beliefs regarding election appear more in line with the General Baptists than the Particular Baptists.

However, I would argue that we cannot overlook the undercurrent of concern over election that runs throughout Wight's account. While Wight focused on mercy in a way that suggests she leaned toward general redemption, this focus was always placed within the framework of fears stemming from her understanding of limited atonement. Wight's conversations with the women who sought her spiritual advice are perhaps the clearest indicator of how election shaped her worldview. She stated to one visitor how she once worried that “if all the world should be saved, then it may be, I should be one; but else no hopes for me. That Peter, Mary Magdalen, David, Manasses were saved, it was nothing to me: no, if Judas should be saved, yet should not I.”
 In another conversation between Wight and a woman identified as Mistress A., while “both were in despair,” Mistress A. lamented that she must be damned. Wight responded, “I am damned already, from all eternity, to all eternity: its not to do, but 'tis done already.” Not long after, though, Wight experienced a vision of deliverance “in which Jesus Christ was presented...as crucified for my sins.”
 After this vision, her conversations with despairing women changed. She became an empathizer who shared her past experience and offered hope. When one woman, for example, stated that God would save the chosen but she was not among them, Wight chastised her: “Dare you enter into God's secrets? Who made you of his secret Counsel? Secrets belong to God.” In a conference with another woman, who believed the Devil had told her that she was elected, Wight told the woman that “The Devil saith no such thing, but, Thou art damned for ever.”
 


Wight's focus after her vision was on God's mercy, on what she termed the “free love” of God. She began to lean increasingly toward the idea of general redemption. At one point an African woman, identified in later editions as Dinah the Blackamoor, came to see Wight. Dinah told her that she was often tempted to end her life because “I am not as others are: I do not look so, as others do.” Wight responded that “many Nations must be blessed in him. He came to give his life for a ransom to many to give himself for the life of the world. He is a free agent, and why should you exclude yourself?” It was when she was asked directly about her views on general redemption, however, that Wight made clear her beliefs: “God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should repent and live. God's willingness to reconcile the world to himself, is to be held out to all.”

Considering Wight's prophetic experience as a whole, one sees a hybrid of prophetic models. Unlike many of the Civil War prophets—including some considered below, who “turned the world upside down” with their prophecy—Wight did not abandon the construction of meek female holiness valued in medieval and Puritan hagiography. In fact, she represented the most passive form of female prophecy, that of the woman who spoke from a sickbed.
 Also, unlike many of her contemporaries, she offered few indications that she believed herself to be living in the end times. In fact, when one woman asked Wight if she thought there would be a time when God would “pour out more of his Spirit upon his sons and daughters,” Wight answered that “though his love is poured out into the hearts of his people by the spirit now, or else we could not love him; yet this is personal, to a few: but I do verily believe, it will be more general to many, and in a greater measure.”
 She did not believe, like some of the more radical Civil War prophets, that this time had already arrived. Nor did Wight take election out of its theological context to make statements about the elect at a cultural or collective level; there is no sense of the “elect nation” or an “elect people” in Wight's discourse. But like the more radical prophets who came out of the same generation, Wight had an abiding interest in election. Election was a fluid but central concept that marked her experiences, her spiritual crisis, her dreams and visions, and her theology. Her fear of whether she was among the chosen, her subsequent progression toward a belief in general redemption, and her sense of a personal calling to minister to others form a unique conversion narrative through which she makes a statement about election and its place in her world.

_______


Katherine Sutton, a contemporary of Wight's, also affiliated with the Particular Baptists. Sutton, whose date of birth and background is unknown, lived during the mid-seventeenth century. She was highly mobile, like many of her contemporaries who left home to find work as servants and apprentices.
 In search of work as a governess, Sutton moved to the north of England. She also left England for Holland in the late 1650s, probably for religious reasons. Sutton noted that the decision to expatriate was not easy but rather based on more than a year's worth of reflection, a combination of “motions of her spirit” and the consultation of scripture.
 It was during her voyage that her original writings were lost in a shipwreck. The version printed into pamphlet form was based on Sutton's memory of her experiences and prophecies, which she believed God had called her to record and publish for the benefit of others.


Sutton represents a departure from Wight in that she addressed salvation and election at the collective level, that of the nation, as well as the individual level. However, Sutton and Wight's accounts do bear several striking parallels. Most notably, both accounts include introductions written by prominent London Baptists. Hanserd Knollys, who introduced Sutton's account, was a Particular Baptist minister (he baptized Henry Jessey) and a Cambridge-educated theologian who reportedly drew over a thousand people to his sermons.
 He took an interest in promoting Sutton's story for the spiritual edification of others. Knollys, like Wight, believed that his protégée was gifted with spiritual wisdom. He wrote in his introduction to Sutton's account that “when God was pleased to pour out of his Spirit upon some of his faithful Servants in our Generation, he had also some of his Handmaids...which the Lord blessed and distributed among his Disciples: Of which Number this holy Matron was one.”
 As with Jessey's treatment of Wight, Knollys framed Sutton's account in what his readership would have recognized as an acceptable model of female piety. He referred to her as a prophetess, but one who operated within the domestic sphere as a “Prophetess in her family.” Knollys commented that “she prayed constantly with her children and Maidens, she also read the holy Scriptures daily unto them, and so spake from them, that many of them, who heard her (in her family duties) believed and turned to the Lord.”


How Sutton portrayed herself, though, is a different matter. Unlike Jessey, who acted both as scribe and editor, Sutton offered her own spiritual autobiography to the reader; Knollys' contribution ended with his introduction. Sutton's self-image was more radical than the socially acceptable role of the “godly woman”
 into which Knollys placed her. Her example highlights an inherent irony in the construction of the “godly woman,” one which has been noted by scholars such as Diane Willen, Peter Lake, and David Como. While Puritan divines associated female piety with subordination, a number of factors in Puritan devotional life actually served to empower women. Among these factors, Como lists “the daily consequences of Puritan pastoral divinity—intense experiences of divine love or union, reciprocal and almost egalitarian lay-clerical relationships, a sense of spiritual or moral authority, and an almost inevitable civic awareness and immersion in politics.”
 Many of these aspects applied to Sutton's situation, including her relationship with Knollys and her sense of spiritual authority as a prophet. It is thus not surprising that Sutton's own account empowered her past the model of female piety established for her by Knollys.


Sutton's spiritual autobiography has a number of dimensions: namely, her biographical background, her conversion narrative, and her prophecy.
 Her conversion narrative, like Wight's, came out of the Puritan tradition and a concern with personal salvation. She described how she feared that she could not be a child of God, and how her self-loathing and anxiety over her sinful condition led to suicidal thoughts. For Sutton, it was not enough to gain assurance of her elect status, but she also had to come to terms with her worship style. She encountered “many Papists, and they much endeavored to have [her] of their judgment;” she wrote of being unable to kneel at Communion, and of her answered prayer of a new minister who gave better sermons than the previous parish priest.
 Little separates Sutton's spiritual autobiography from that of any number of Calvinist women.


While Sutton did give attention to fasting and prayer, her day-to-day attention to devotion was more concerned with providentialism and how God shaped even the most mundane details of her life, such as work and family. She stressed, for example, that God used her position as a governess to reach out to one of the members of the “dark family” for whom she worked. She stated that at one point “the Lord was pleased to bless me in my employment that following year, with more then ordinary success.” But she also “had some fears, that my employment might be a snare unto me (as the world is to many) and that I should be too earthly in it.” Sutton was also married, and she wrote candidly of her husband: he was “much in practical duties, yet some difference there was in our judgments, which often caused no small trouble in my spirit: but it had this effect, it caused me to cry to God, and to search the Scriptures, so much the more.”


As with many spiritual autobiographies, Sutton's interpreted everything in her life through the lens of her own salvation. Thus, the death of a child prompted her to question her elect status: “Also the Lord was pleased by death to take away a child from me, which was to my casting down, and for some time I was under a cloud, and questioned whether I were a child of God? and whither my child were saved?” She interpreted another child's illness in equally personal terms: “next the Lord was pleased to lay his afflicting hand upon another of my children, then did I much desire that all afflictions might be sanctified rather then removed, and that by all I might be made more conformable unto Jesus Christ.”
 Her interpretation is not surprising, given the seventeenth-century emphasis on providentialism and the ways in which women were taught to see moral and spiritual significance in life events such as childbirth.


But Sutton's account transcended the typical Calvinist woman's conversion narrative in that she claimed to “own a Prophetical voice of Christ.” Sutton spoke, for example, of how “after much seeking of the Lord for counsel” certain scripture passages came to her mind, including Acts 2:18 [cf. Joel 2:29]: “And on my servants, and on my hand maidens will I pour out of my spirit, and they shall prophesy.”
 Here Sutton invoked a common scriptural justification for female prophecy. Most prophets who cited Acts 2:18 also included the preceding verse: “And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams [c.f. Joel 2:28].” For many, the key phrase in this verse was “in the last days,” as they interpreted their world and their role in it (as prophets) in eschatological terms. However, Sutton's account gives little evidence that she thought she was living in the last days, a point reinforced by her focus on scriptural passages that avoid eschatological references.


Sutton believed herself to have two spiritual gifts—prayer and singing—and she included numerous verse prophecies in her account.
 She was not the only poetic prophet; prophets from various religious backgrounds spoke or wrote in verse at one point or another. Much of the second part of Dorothy White's A trumpet of the Lord of hosts blown unto the city of London (1662), for example, was in verse.
 A generation later, we find several references to late seventeenth-century Philadelphians who prophesied by singing. The Philadelphian Ann Bathurst, commenting on verse prophecy and the singing of psalms in 1688, believed that “much in this Later Age will be given forth in verse.”
 Early Quakers, while rejecting the singing of psalms—which they saw as a form and therefore uninspired—nonetheless considered singing a part of religious experience. Quakers sang in a variety of settings, including the meetinghouse.
 As for Sutton, her gift first appeared one day when she walking along and suddenly found herself “indued with the gift of singing, in such a way and manner as I had not been acquainted with before.”
 This experience occurred in February 1655/6,
 and throughout the rest of the account, Sutton interspersed excerpts of her prophetical songs. 


Sutton was certainly aware of the difficulty of reconciling her prophetic calling with her gender. She addressed the problem directly, using justificatory language similar to that of most early modern female prophets. In an address to the reader, she asked that one not despise her account because it came from “the Spirit's working in the weakest vessel; for Christ did not reject the woman though weak, ignorant, and sinful.” Also, like many female prophets, Sutton bolstered her argument by pointing out examples of biblical women. She cited the example of Mary, who visited Jesus' empty tomb, stating “that as the woman was first in the transgression, she might have first knowledge of the resurrection, the gift of the well of water, which springs up unto everlasting life: and this gift God is pleased to give it unto women as well as unto men.”
 Sutton thus constructed a different understanding of the female prophet than Knollys did. Her self-awareness as a prophet was grounded in humility; she insisted that her prophecies were instantaneous rather than “studied,” and that it was not she but rather Christ who spoke through her. However, she saw herself as a prophet who was not relegated to the domestic sphere, but rather was called to speak her warnings publicly to the nation.


Sutton was concerned with her personal salvation, but she was less occupied with the theology of election than Wight was. Rather, she took an interest in national events and in the question of the “elect nation.” After a day of fasting and prayer, she recorded the following prophecy: “Shall light appear, and darkness done away:/Shall Summer's green be clothed all in gray:/Shall a bright morning set in shadows dark,/Oh! England, England, take heed thou dost not smart.” Sutton believed that God was angry with England, as her writing describes: 

about four of the clock, being in my bed, I had this laid before me, that God would afflict that nation with great afflictions: but I (not knowing what God would try the Nation with) did desire this of the Lord, that I might choose with David, rather to fall into the hands of God, then into the hands of merciless men: it was much upon my heart at that time; that the Lord would turn a fruitful land into barrenness, for the wickedness of them that dwell therein.”
 


Sutton listed a number of sins of which the English people were guilty, including covetousness and false worship. Like a pre-exilic Old Testament prophet, she believed it was her task to warn those around her: “Then I looked upon it as my duty to make this known, that people might be warned to depart from sin, that so they might not partake of the great wrath and sore displeasure of God, which I much feared, was coming.”
 In a rhetorical coup, Sutton combined the climactic moment of her spiritual autobiography with that of her prophetic inspirations. In 1658, she left England for Holland, and during her voyage the vessel shipwrecked. Although the captain told her that they would most likely die, the crew were able to maneuver the ship to safety, at which point Sutton received the prophecy that “as thy deliverance is, so shall England's be, when they are brought to greatest straits, then will deliverance be from God.”


Sutton's prophecies reveal that she had a complex relationship with England, one that was similar to the relationship of an Old Testament prophet to Israel.
 She saw England as having a covenantal relationship with God, but at the same time the nation was sinful and in danger of God's chastisement. As for herself, she was both part of this nation and set apart from it. We see this struggle in her use of the word “People” (meaning the people of God). On the one hand, Sutton used the term to refer to her fellow believers, the “Lord's People.” But in another example, God's “people” referred to all of England. For example, Sutton quoted 2 Chronicles 7:14 as a warning to the nation: “If my people, which are called by my name, turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and forgive their sin and will heal their Land.” Here, the “people” were the nation of England as a whole. As Patrick Collinson has pointed out, the concept of the elect nation had, at various times in the early modern period, the rhetorical power to consolidate the idea of the Protestant nation or to distract or divide it. 
 As Sutton defined who constituted the people of God, she employed both aspects of this rhetorical power.


In her writing, Sutton tapped into the trend among seventeenth-century radical Protestants of connecting England with the Israel of the Old Testament.
 Leading this movement were prophetic preachers, such as those at Paul's Cross, who frequently addressed the nation, “O England!,” in imitation of the vocative “O Israel!” of the Minor Prophets. The preachers at Paul's Cross exhibited the same tension that we find in Sutton's prophecy: they called for a national response to renew what they saw as England's covenanted relationship with God, but at the same time they seemed to know that God's covenant would be honored only by a chosen remnant who (like Israel in Judah) would survive the ruin of the nation.
 This tension between elect nation and elect remnant, which appeared frequently among female prophets, represented one way that prophets took the idea of election and assigned it cultural or political relevance to their own time.


Thus, in sum, while Sutton never mentioned the Civil Wars or Interregnum directly, her prophecy was highly representative of the era. Her framing of the religious world of England as high Church corruption versus dissenting saints would have resonated with many in her audience. Although a Calvinist herself, Sutton was less concerned with the theological implications of election and more concerned with the fate of England and, within the nation, of those whom she identified as the “Lord's people.” She stepped beyond the passivity of Wight's visions towards a more radical conception of the female prophet's role. In particular, in this age of political and religious divisions, she saw part of her role to be that of warning God's people to turn from their wicked ways. Who these “people of God” were became the contested question that more politically-minded prophets, such as Mary Cary, made the focal point of their prophecy.

Mary Cary and Fifth Monarchist Prophecy


The prophet Mary Cary affiliated with the Fifth Monarchists, many of whom had Calvinist and Baptist origins.
 However, there were significant differences between the two groups. Baptists, while millenarian in their theological outlook, were notably less radical in their political views. There are several reasons for this. First, English Baptists wanted to distinguish themselves from the sixteenth-century Anabaptist revolutionaries at Münster, the frequently-invoked specter of political and religious radicalism in early modern Europe. Second, Baptists tended to focus on scriptural injunctions urging compliance to governors; they saw the Beast described in Revelation as a mixture of ecclesiastical and civil power—something they wished to avoid.
 For Mary Cary, on the other hand, politics and scripture were intricately woven together, allowing her to probe the question of England's status as an elect nation to the fullest extent. The question of England's fate, which Sutton hinted at in her prophecy, became a focus of Cary's writing, as the cultural and political implications of England as an elect nation took center stage.


Little is known of Cary's background. She was born in the early 1620s and likely married at some point, as she wrote under two names, first Cary and later Rande.
 She was well educated, especially in the Scriptures. At some point in the early 1650s, she became affiliated with the Fifth Monarchists. All of her works were published between 1647 and 1653, and David Loewenstein has pointed out that Cary's writing (especially her works entitled The Little Horns of Doom and A More and Exact Mappe) helped to shape and give voice to the burgeoning Fifth Monarchist movement.
 Despite the lack of contextual information on Cary, her works remain among the most studied documents of the Fifth Monarchists. Even though some of her writing predates her association with the Fifth Monarchists, it shares the same focus on eschatology and the nation of England as her later pamphlets.


The Fifth Monarchists were an amorphous movement without a common program, but they all shared an interest in apocalyptic literature such as Daniel and Revelation.
 This focus on apocalyptic (as opposed to prophetic) biblical literature is an important distinguishing factor between the Fifth Monarchists and less radical groups such as the Baptists.
 Apocalyptic biblical literature produced the most radical and most political interpretations of the elect nation in the seventeenth century. Comparisons between Israel and England could, in their mildest form, mellow into mere allegory. A focus on apocalyptic literature, however, led the Fifth Monarchists to construct detailed blueprints for the reign of Christ.
 While the Levellers focused on social justice and equality, the Fifth Monarchists went a step further and actually designed a new political regime based heavily on scripture. These plans, of course, were never implicated. But they represented the Fifth Monarchists' radicalism and their belief in the imminent arrival of Christ's second coming.


Apocalyptic literature also gave the Fifth Monarchists' their name, which they took from the five monarchies outlined in the Book of Daniel. Based on their reading of Daniel, they believed that the first four monarchies (Assyrian, Persian, Grecian, and Roman) had passed, and that the fifth and final monarchy, which would be heralded by the second coming, was at hand (many believed the year to be 1666, based on their calculations of Revelation). Fifth Monarchists, including Cary, associated the fourth monarchy (the fourth or Roman beast) with Charles I; Charles was the “little horn” of this beast cited in Daniel 7:8. Thus, they established a link between the Book of Daniel and Charles' execution, which they supported. They also placed London as the site of Christ's millennial reign.


Most Fifth Monarchists placed great importance of inward illumination. They believed in the power of dreams and visions as a communicatory tool between God and humans, and there was a mystical element in their writings.
 They shared an interest in the application of scripture (particularly the Old Testament) to their current political situation, and they were particularly concerned with applying the Mosaic Code to seventeenth-century England. Despite these common threads, though, the group achieved little coherence. For example, while Fifth Monarchists shared an interest in the Mosaic Code, the idea was never fully elaborated in their writings.
 The Fifth Monarchists also failed to offer a declaration of faith, as the Baptists and Congregationalists had done. Moreover, there remained an unresolved tension between the political and the religious with which the Fifth Monarchists never came to terms: while clearly a dissenting religious group, their origins were distinctly political. What one can say with full assurance, however, is that the Fifth Monarchists all shared a belief that they were elite and chosen saints of God's aristocracy, who were justified in ruling over the reprobate as they ushered in the New Jerusalem.
 It is this understanding of a group of “chosen saints” brought together by a common interest in New Jerusalem and its practical application to seventeenth-century England that illuminates our reading of Cary. As David Loewenstein notes, Cary's not only interpreted Daniel and Revelation in a manner similar to that of other Fifth Monarchists, but she also presented her interpretations in a more in-depth and systematic way.


As with many female prophets of her era, Cary's prophecy posed problems because of her gender. Cary herself addressed this in her writing, appealing to the idea that she was a passive instrument guided by the hand of God.
 Fifth Monarchists, like most radical groups of the seventeenth century, had an ambiguous and at times inconsistent position on female ministry. They permitted women to vote, testify, act as spies and even meet separately from men, thus offering women a level of agency not found among many groups. At the same time, Fifth Monarchists insisted on a distinction between preaching and prophesying, and between those who prophesied as leaders of the church and those who prophesied as mere vessels of God.
 Women could not assume positions of power or speak autonomously in their own voice; they could only claim to speak for God as so inspired.


As Phyllis Mack has noted, though, Cary actually insisted that she was a minister. This meant that she spoke with her own voice, out of her own learning and conviction.
 The importance of this should not be underestimated. By laying claim to being a minister, Cary assumed a greater agency than many women prophets did. Cary did not, however, deny that she was a prophet. Rather, what she really did was to reconfigure the meaning of prophecy to incorporate a broader ministerial role. Cary first established that all the elect are prophets: “every Saint in a sense, may be said to be a Prophet. For they are Prophets to whom God discovers his secrets: and there is no true Saints, but the secrets of God are discovered to them.” In response to the question of what a prophet is, Cary answered that “a man that is a true Prophet of Jesus Christ may be, and in some degree truly is an Evangelist, and Pastor, and a Teacher also.” While she admitted that these spiritual gifts were dispensed separately, she informed the reader that saints were often fitted to do more than one work. Furthermore, saints had little choice in the matter of prophesying, “for when the Lord hath revealed himself unto the soul and discovered his secrets to it...the soul cannot choose but declare them to others.” Indeed, saint and prophet were symbiotic categories: “Now then as soon as the soul is made a Saint, it is made a Prophet.”
 Cary cited Joel 2:28-9 as justification, and she also enjoyed the support of both well-connected female patrons (including the daughter of Cromwell) and radical male reformers.


Cary had a similar understanding of spiritual gifts to the Quakers. It was not merely that those who were inspired to prophecy, preach, or interpret the Scriptures should do so, but that the entire concept of ordination should be abolished. As we will see in the next chapter, Quakers repeatedly attacked the “hireling priests” who hindered the transmission of the true word of God. Here, Cary and the Quakers were influenced by some Puritans, who believed in the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, in which lay people who were “gifted” with the spirit were encouraged to pray vocally, to prophesy, and even to preach. Cromwell's Army was filled with “gifted brethren,” who claimed the ability to preach through the gift of the Holy Spirit. Especially popular were “prophesyings,” in which a lay person gave a spirit-guided commentary or biblical exegesis following a sermon. Such acts show that the line between preaching and prophesying was often blurred, with some prophets such as Mary Cary (and later, the Quakers) calling for an abolition of ordination. Cary, in particular, asserted that there was no biblical basis for ordination, except in the case of bishops and deacons.
 She contended that for the sake of England's prosperity as a nation, any saint who was called to prophesy should be allowed to do so. 


Mary Cary's two most substantial works, The Little Horns' Doom and Downfall and The Resurrection of the Witnesses, illustrate the kind of prophecy popular among radical lay Puritans who spoke after sermons: prophetic interpretation of scripture, or biblical exegesis. Cary called this type of prophesying “scripture prophecy.”
 As a Fifth Monarchist, Cary gave particular attention to passages in Daniel and Revelation, showing how the significance of current events had a scriptural basis that revealed these events to be the fulfillment of biblical prophecies. Of all the prophets in this study, Cary presented the most developed proposal of how England was living in the last days, connecting Daniel and Revelation to the current political situation in England. There is no metaphor in Cary's assessment: the king mentioned in Daniel 7:7 is Charles I; one of the ten horns mentioned in Daniel 7:20 is England.


Cary, of course, was not the only prophet to base her prophecy on scripture. Indeed, as we have seen with Sutton and Wight, the Bible was an essential tool of the female prophet. It lent her authority, it grounded her work within the framework of her religion, and it offered her a refuge from critics. Many of the prophets in this study had an astounding command of the Bible. Cary, for example, claimed to have accomplished many years of study of scripture (in particular the books of Revelation, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Daniel), which she began in 1636 at age fifteen.
 In Cary's Resurrection of the Witnesses, which she dedicated to members of the House of Parliament, she used her knowledge of the Bible as an explanation of why these esteemed persons must accept her prophecy: 

Now what I say, for the encouragement of the Parliament, and of the General, and chief Commanders of the Army in particular, and of all the Saints in England in general, is clearly grounded in the Scripture, and therefore it is unquestionable, and to be received and observed of the Parliament, Army, and Saints in England. Indeed, if I should declare any thing to you, and tell you that I had it by vision or revelation, and it were not apparent in Scripture, I know no warrant you had to receive it.

This is an argument that would have resonated with her audience and even her critics. But Cary used the Bible differently from most female prophets in this study. Most used scripture as warrant: they made a statement (varying from a dream they might have had to an exhortation to fellow believers) and then backed it up with biblical evidence. Cary, however, reversed the process by presenting the biblical passage first and then interpreting its significance. In some ways, this was closer to preaching, and it thus made a strong statement about Cary's views of her own authority as one who spoke for God.


The concept of election was central to Cary's prophecy and eschatology. She employed election in a literal way to make sense of the political (and, as she saw it, apocalyptic) turmoil of seventeenth-century England. A key tension in Cary's writing was to define who the elect were within the context of the nation of England: was England itself an elect nation, or was there a remnant of elect among the nation? Part of this tension came from Cary's interest in New Jerusalem: she connected England to New Jerusalem, but she was at pains to determine who the saints of New Jerusalem were. What we see is a sort of imagined community in Cary's writing, one that (like Sutton's) shifted between the elect as a remnant and the elect as the nation. 


Cary and other Fifth Monarchists used Puritan terminology to refer to the elect, calling them “saints.” Puritan sainthood incorporated the full meaning of “sanctus:” a saint was not just “holy,” but also “set aside.” Thus, the Puritan saint was one who was sanctified and set aside to receive divine grace and assurance of salvation.
 Unlike Sutton and Wight, Cary was not concerned with personal election. She presented no sign of spiritual angst over the destiny of her soul. The focus on election in Cary's prophecy remained at the collective level. However, Cary's use of the term “saint” was anything but passive: the saints were actively engaged in the struggles of apocalyptic significance enveloping mid seventeenth-century England.


As Rachel Warburton has pointed out, Cary's writings address two utopian modes: millennial prophecy and petition for earthly reform.
 We can see Cary's dual focus in her treatment of the saints. Cary had a historical understanding of the elect, referring to the two witnesses in Revelation as a metaphor for all saints who lived during the time of the Beast. At other times, however, she took a presentist view, focusing on or even addressing the saints in England. Writing of Presbyterians, Independents, and Anabaptists, she commented how she wished “that these distinctions of difference might be all laid aside, and that all that belong to Jesus Christ might only be called Saints, and the servants of Jesus Christ.”
 It is this group of people, these saints of Cary's time, to whom she referred when she spoke of God's “called, and chosen, and faithful ones, those first fruits whom he hath now called forth, and engaged in his works.” Cary understood these saints to be living in a time of great import, when the spirit of prayer and prophecy was poured out “very richly” in comparison to twenty years prior. The saints touched by this spirit included the learned and unlearned, old and young, male and female.


While Cary envisioned the saints as a group set aside within the human race, she also placed them in a national context. Cary stopped short of proposing that that all of England was chosen, yet it is clear that she believed England was special and had merited God's favor. Echoing many of her contemporaries, Cary proclaimed that England had the greatest number of saints of any nation: “Now in England there are a more considerable number of the faithful servants, and Witnesses of Jesus Christ, than is in any Kingdom in the World.” By contrast, the Protestants in France, Germany, and Scotland were “exceedingly formal, and lukewarm generally.”
 Cary believed that, due to the great number of saints in England, the entire nation could be saved from destruction. Here again we see her attempting to work out the conflict between remnant and nation:

First, I desire you to consider, That God hath a very great number of his dear Saints in this Kingdom, in whom he delights, and for whose sake he may, and I had almost said, will spare this Kingdom, and spare the Cities and Towns, and Counties where they are for if God would have spared Sodom for ten righteous persons, we have a great ground of hope, that he will spare London, yea all England from a general devastation and desolation, having thousands of righteous persons in London, and in all England a very great number.

For Cary, the treatment of the non-elect toward the elect went far in determining a nation's fate. She connected England's treatment of its prophets and saints with the question of whether its future would be one of destruction or one of happiness and prosperity.
 In what could be interpreted as a charge or warning not to persecute the saints and prophets, she argued that the saints would be lifted up as the head of all nations, and whichever nation or kingdom failed to serve them would perish. Moreover, she saw the battle between Parliament and the king as heralding the final apocalyptic battle against the saints.


The Bible's prophetic literature was essential to prophetic constructions of the elect nation. It was through identifying with Old Testament prophets that the English connected themselves to Israel, thus constructing the notion of God's special relationship with their nation. But as Patrick Collinson points out, the prophetic mode was judgmental and self-critical, rather than triumphalist. This was certainly the case with Cary's assessment of England. She did not gloss over what she saw as the “hellish mirth” of some of its residents.
 Ultimately, such a view led to the crisis that appeared among so many female prophets: their admonitory prophecy built up the nation as having a special relationship with God, but it also served to fragment and even dichotomize those resident within the nation, as the ultimate focus was on the godly remnant rather than on the nation as a whole. Cary could thus be considered a representative figure in what Christopher Hill and Patrick Collinson have observed as the transition from “peculiar people” signifying the elect people of England to its acquisition of a more sectarian nuance, that of 'a little rump of saints in some backstreet Bethel.'”


It was this “little rump of saints” to which Cary devoted the most attention. Fifth Monarchists exhibited an almost dogged elitism in their belief that, as saints, they had the right and duty to establish a New Jerusalem in England. This was a key focus in Cary's work, as she combined an analysis of millenarianism with a call for earthly reforms. Fifth Monarchists were not the first radical Protestant group to attempt to build New Jerusalem. The Anabaptists of the German city of Münster led a similar campaign—and one that succeeded past the “blueprint stage”—when they seized control of Münster and attempted to erect New Jerusalem in the 1530s. This bloody and chaotic episode led many Europeans in the following decades to discredit millenarianism as being violent and socially subversive.
 Cary, perhaps aware of the difficulty of supporting violence in the name of religion, nonetheless issued a call for action, arguing that “it is clear that it is lawful in Gospel times for saints to fight against such as would murder and destroy them (as the Associates of the Beast would).” Indeed, she suggested that it would be sinful for the saints not to fight in such an instance. Notably, she was one of the few female prophets to call for the “none-such” King Charles' execution.


Cary believed the saints of England would play a key role in the earthly reforms necessary to establish New Jerusalem. More so than almost any other writer of this period—male or female—she worked out a detailed plan of New Jerusalem by interpreting Revelation through the lens of the events of the Civil Wars. While many writers connected England with New Jerusalem, few envisioned New Jerusalem as a physical place. Cary, however, believed that within a few years, there would be a material heaven on earth, one with “external privileges” as well as spiritual ones for God's saints. These privileges would even extend to England as a whole, now that it had been freed from the bondage of Rome. Cary understood England to be the tenth horn of the Beast (the Pope); now that it was fallen from the Beast, none of the other nine horns (which included the kingdoms of France and Spain) could ever prevail over England again.
 


Key to the establishment of a premillennial New Jerusalem, according to Cary, was the conversion of Jews to Christianity. Her views were part of a larger trend among British and European radical Protestants, who imagined themselves as latter-day Jews and, as such, sought to connect with contemporary Judaism. Continental Protestants such as Philipp Jakob Spener and Jean de Labadie, for example, also took an interest in Judaism, professing the hope or belief that Jews would be converted en masse as part of a millenarian plan. Spener even believed that this conversion placed an obligation on Christians to convert Israel in the present. Later Pietists engaged in a missionary program that addressed not only proselytization but also questions of social care, occupational rehabilitation, assimilation, and identity.
 As for the Fifth Monarchists, they had a strong interest in Judaism; some believed that Jews would play a prominent role in the establishment of New Jerusalem as a chosen people.


Cary's vision of New Jerusalem required both the readmission of Jews to England and the conversion of Jews to Christianity. However, she never advocated openly for Jewish conversion, nor for Jewish readmission into England. Instead, as Rachel Warburton explains, Cary collapsed past and present by combining the biblical past with Civil War and Interregnum England.
 Essentially, she developed a sort of typological relationship between the saints and modern-day Jews. The Jews, who represented the law of the Old Testament, were closer to the saints (“the new and heavenly Jerusalem”) than the saints were to many Christians. Indeed, Cary blamed Rome, that “filthy, abominable, hateful strumpet; such a mother of harlots, and abominations” for having repulsed the Jews and prevented their conversion.
 Once the Jews were converted, she asserted that they would hold a special place in New Jerusalem as God's “anciently beloved people.” Moreover, like the Gentile saints, Jews would have material benefits and “possess their own land, even the land given to their fathers to possess.”
 It was through this version of typology, what Warburton calls “reducing Jerusalem to a 'figure' rather than both a historical and a living city,” that Cary was able to develop her understanding of England as New Jerusalem and its saints as the leaders who would have the greatest rights and benefits.


Cary thus assigned tremendous power to the elect saints—they were the remnant of the nation who would have the privilege and right to rule over England, the New Jerusalem. Granted, Cary eased the tension between remnant and nation by suggesting that a nation which welcomed the saints, allowing them to prophesy and worship freely, would be a prosperous nation favored by God. But one cannot ignore the power that she assigned the elect saints. Her prophecy represented a struggle that was common to many seventeenth-century radical religionists: the question of how to reconcile the elect status of their particular religious community (which was usually in the minority and often persecuted) with competing notions of community such as that of the English nation.


As the above examples have shown, the prophetic discourse of mid-seventeenth century women suggests that election had a cultural resonance that allowed for a range of implications and that drew on various biblical and theological models. Sarah Wight, Katherine Sutton, and Mary Cary all emerged out of the world of Calvinist-Arminian debates and Civil War radicalism. They frequently employed language of election to express their prophetic callings and to negotiate their various relationships with God and their religious or civic communities. As each of the prophets in this chapter has demonstrated, what exactly “election” meant—for one's self, for one's religious community, and for one's nation—was a contested but central question for women prophets of the Civil Wars and Restoration.
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