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“Peculiar People in all Parts and Denominations of Christendom:”
Religious Encounters among Radical Protestants, c. 1660-1730
The encounters, interactions, and debates of a diverse selection of dissenting groups, including Quakers, Labadists, radical Pietists, Philadelphians, Bourignonians, and French Prophets extended throughout the British Isles, Europe, and colonial North America. These transsectarian
 interactions point to the existence of a loose network of radical Protestants—including numerous women prophets—who influenced one another even as they reinforced and defined their own confessional boundaries. The interactions of dissenters owed much to the circulation of travelers, correspondence, and printed works throughout the Atlantic world. Through travel and the exchange of writings, dissenters participated in what amounted to a transatlantic religious sphere, in which they carried out conversations and critical debates about the nature of radical Protestantism in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 
Of particular concern in these debates were many of the same questions that we have seen throughout this dissertation: who was chosen by God and for what ends? What was the role of the prophet? Who had the authority to prophesy? What was the role of women within the Church? How would reforms be enacted in preparation for the end days, and how would the end days unfold? The idea of being chosen in these times of eschatological significance, whether at the individual or collective level, had fundamental resonances for defining religious community and for delineating who belonged and who did not. These were the questions that dissenters worked out through their interactions with one another.


This chapter begins with a consideration of the impulses and movements, such as the quest to find other millenarian reformers, that drove dissenters to seek out one another. It then considers transsectarian encounters as they emerged out of sites of sociability produced through travel, letter-writing, and print culture. Lastly, I place the encounters studied here in the broader context of historiography on religious communication networks and the public sphere in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British Atlantic.
Millenarianism, Reform, and the Search for other “Peculiar People”


In the past decade, some historians have begun to recognize that dissenters often identified themselves as belonging to larger transsectarian and even transnational communities. Hartmut Lehmann and Lucinda Martin, for example, have argued that Pietism operated as a set of movements throughout the Northern Atlantic characterized by members' common interest in religious revitalization. Similarly, Rosalind Beiler has shown how Quakers, Pietists, and Mennonites participated in a transatlantic communication network that facilitated aid distribution and European migration. Beiler points out that communication networks among these groups initially arose as a way for dissenters to seek out and have conversations with perceived like-minded or persecuted groups.

The ability of dissenters to reach past their local communities and identify themselves as part of larger transnational religious communities was due in large part to the literacy and mobility that characterized many of their lives. Dissenters were introduced to other religious groups at unprecedented rates, both through the written word and through travel. Literacy rates were higher than average among dissenters. Most French Prophets in London were literate. Quakers had a much higher rate of literacy than the general population. The Philadelphians also expressed a particular interest in education and literacy.
 Antoinette Bourignon and many of her followers were highly educated; we even find among her followers scholars such as the Dutch biologist Jan Swammerdam. As for Johannes Kelpius, he and his religious community of radical Pietists brought along a small library when relocating to Pennsylvania in 1694. They also laid out plans to establish a residential school for children.
 Overall, literacy was the norm rather than the exception among most of the dissenters considered in this chapter.
In many cases, dissenters were motivated to meet one another by millenarian beliefs that a remnant of reformers would transcend national and religious boundaries to usher in a new age. There were numerous varieties of millenarianism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The groups here were not revolutionary millenarians; they did not propose to “turn the world upside down” like their Civil-War predecessors. They did, however, embrace (to varying degrees) a millenarian ethos that sought reform on earth in preparation for the age to come. For some, such as the Philadelphians, this reform anticipated a period of reform and restoration culminating in the return of Christ. Others, such as the French Prophets, believed that a time of great judgment would soon be at hand. Still others, such as the Quakers, focused on the inward Second Coming of Christ in their own hearts, a process that enacted on a microcosmic level that which would one day occur on a much grander scale. Groups were eager to define not only how the end of the world would unfold but also what their chosen role as prophets and millenarian reformers entailed. As we saw in the previous chapter, for example, the Philadelphian “female ambassadresses” had a more irenic role in promoting reform than the fiery French Prophets who believed they were messengers called to bring others to repentance before the day of judgment.

Many dissenters shared an expectation in radically new forms of religious community, such as the coming of a New Jerusalem or the establishment of a true Church.
 In 1697, the English Philadelphians issued a published statement that “God is stirring up some persons in several countries, to wait in faith and prayer for these ends, and with these qualifications, till such a pure church may arise.” They listed Germany, Holland, Switzerland, France, Scotland, and England as countries where individuals were waiting to usher in this true Church.
 The Philadelphians were not the only ones to make such a proclamation. Another millenarian group, the French Prophets, emigrated to London from southern France in the first decade of the eighteenth century. As the French Prophets expanded and attracted an English following, they proposed the idea that London was a New Jerusalem where Quakers, Independents, Presbyterians, Baptists, Anglicans, Roman Catholics, and Huguenots would ultimately join together as one.
 Even second-generation Quakers, who spoke of New Jerusalem in a spiritual sense rather than a literal one, continued to seek out other dissenters in the hope that they might unite with them. 

Those who anticipated the impending arrival of a new age tended to profess a profound dislike for sectarianism. The Netherlandish prophet Antoinette Bourignon, who attracted a number of English and Scottish followers, believed that she had been chosen by God to rally true Christians, and she lamented the existence of so many denominations and sects.
 The English Philadelphians stated in a 1697 publication that they were “utterly averse to all sectarianism.” The Quaker Elizabeth Webb emphasized that she did not see God “through particular forms, sects, party-impressions, or any such thing.”
 


Some radical Protestants interpreted the transcendence of sectarian or confessional boundaries in apocalyptic or millenarian terms, Johannes Kelpius' group, the Chapter of Perfection, was known as the “Society of the Woman in the Wilderness” by outsiders. This name referred to the group's specific interest in the woman of Revelation 12 who spent 1,260 days in the desert (wilderness) after giving birth to a messianic figure. Kelpius took over leadership of the Chapter of Perfection after the death of its original leader, Johann Jakob Zimmerman. Zimmerman had predicted that the advent of millennium would arrive in 1694, and he organized a group of followers comprised mostly of Lutheran Pietists. After Zimmerman's death, the group traveled to London for six months. Kelpius spent time there with the Philadelphians, who shared his interest in Behmenism.
 He also met with London Quakers, who provided the Chapter of Perfection with the money necessary to emigrate to Pennsylvania.
 Both experiences in London introduced Kelpius to reformers who shared his ecumenical and millenarian beliefs. He regarded these dissenters as different manifestations of the same reform movement. He wrote of a “revolution” of reformers—Quaker, Pietist, Chiliast, Philadelphian—whose movement served as a sign of the approaching millennium.


Granted, dissenters had other reasons for wishing to disassociate themselves from sectarianism. In post-Civil War England, the idea of being a dissenter had a negative connotation that some dissenters wished to avoid. Criticism could come from orthodox scholars and theologians, but often the greater threat of attack came from persons who, while having little knowledge of these groups, lumped them under the broad categories of heterodoxy and enthusiasm. Paula McDowell notes, for example, that the Philadelphians were linked with the Quakers, the Deists, and the Family of Love.
 Public perception could also contribute to the formation of a group's identity and name. The Quakers (the Society of Friends) and the Society of the Woman in the Wilderness (The Chapter of Perfection) both received their names from outsiders. 


In an effort to establish themselves as good Christians rather than “dangerous” sectarians, some dissenters worked hard to stress that they were not enthusiasts or heterodox sectarians. As stated in Chapter Three, the Philadelphians went so far as to encourage participation in the Church of England. They proclaimed that their meetings were meant to supplement rather than replace Anglican services; Richard Roach even served as an Anglican clergyman.
 Similarly, Antoinette Bourignon, who was attacked by critics for attempting to establish a sect, denied that she was a trying to start a new religious group. In an apology for Bourignon, Scottish follower George Garden echoed these claims. He remarked that Bourignon's enemies “accused her that she designed to form a new sect and party, and so to encrease the divisions and schisms in Christendom; whereas no body did more deplore the divisions of Christians than she.”
 Millenarians such as Bourignon thus had social as well as theological reasons for voicing their dislike of sectarian or religious divisions.


The attempt to reach past sectarian and confessional boundaries also characterized broader reform movements taking place in England and continental Europe. Many religious individuals and groups—even non-minority ones—believed that the Reformation had not yet reached its full potential, and they were eager to join with others in order to carry out further reforms.
 In a recent essay, Hartmut Lehmann proposed a new historical and typological approach that recognizes Pietism as part of a larger series of religious revivals in Europe and the Atlantic world. Pietism, according to Lehmann, was “part of an open field of religious revivals, initiatives to create fellowship, and religious experiences recorded and shared in letters, books, and tracts—in short, of attempts to build God's Kingdom.”
 Lucinda Martin has also argued that seventeenth-century Pietist reformers took part in a religious reform movement that stretched from the continent to the American colonies. This movement involved various Pietist groups as well as a number of English dissenters.


As for the Philadelphians, their reforming impulse came in part from their participation in broader conversations about the moral reform of the nation that emerged after the 1691 establishment of the Society for the Reformation of Manners. This censorious group formed in London out of concerns over the moral direction of the nation. It soon grew into a number of voluntary associations and brought together such groups as Anglicans, Presbyterians, Quakers, and Unitarians.
 As Margaret Hunt notes, these societies set a precedent for cooperation across confessional and political boundaries.
 The decision of the Philadelphians to call themselves “The Religious Society for the Reformation of Manners, for the Advancement of a Heroical Christian Piety, and Universal Love and Peace Towards All” places them within these larger conversations of moral and theological reform. Historians have yet to give full consideration to the connection between the millenarian reform movement of the Philadelphians and the more temporal focus of other Societies for the Reformation of Manners, but it is clear from the Philadelphians' self-designation that they saw themselves as at least somewhat connected to this broader movement. The Philadelphians, like other societies supporting the Reformation of Manners, published large numbers of reform and religious tracts.
 Where they differed was in the intensity of their millenarian impulse. They were more concerned with ushering in the true Church than they were with policing public behavior.


Women were at the center of calls for moral and theological reforms among minority religious groups of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Enlightenment society widely embraced the concept that women were “civilizing agents” who tempered male behavior.
 However, among some Behmenist-inspired groups such as the Philadelphians and some radical Pietists, the idea of the female reformer took on a particular form: that of women as heralders of the end times. This belief came to its fullest manifestation in the writings of Richard Roach, who believed in a “female embassy” that would usher in the last days.
 Richard Roach explained this theory in several of his writings, stating that “it has pleased God, in this last age, to visit many persons of both sexes, but more especially the female, with his extraordinary powers; who have been, as Mary Magdalen was in her time, ambassadresses of the resurrection of Christ.”
 Specifically, he linked this female embassy to Divine Wisdom. These figures were not just heralders of the end times, but they were designated as counterparts to their male followers. As imitators of Divine Wisdom, they were to restore man to his original state:

The female was first in the transgression, and drew the male into the Fall with her. But this disgrace has been more than retriev'd, and the injury repair'd, in a far greater blessing deriv'd to all mankind for the restoring of all, thro' the womb of the blessed Virgin. And in yet farther Reparation, the Female Sex, as here Commission'd and Instructed by their Mother Wisdom, will act the Reverse to their Former Temptation, and now Tempt and draw the Male Upwards, in Order to the Recovery of Paradise again, even on Earth; and that in a far more glorious State than that from whence they fell.

Roach cited specific examples, such as Antoinette Bourignon, Madame Guyon, and Jane Lead.

 
Furthermore, Roach's correspondence indicates that he sought out and communicated with a number of women throughout Europe. He tried to establish an alliance with the French Prophets, and he became a follower of both Jane Lead and Sarah Wiltshire. He also corresponded with Rosamunde von Asseburg, a radical Pietist who attracted a number of followers in Germany.
 His search for female reformers led him to establish connections with other groups on both sides of the English Channel who also took an interest in the religious role of women.


The Philadelphians were not the only ones to seek out female prophets. The Saalhof Pietist Johann Wilhelm Petersen and his wife, Johanna Eleonora Merlau Petersen, developed an association with Rosamunde von Asseburg. They were also in contact with the English Philadelphians, the Labadists, and the Quaker William Penn.
 The Petersens, like the English Philadelphians, were influenced by Behmenist theology. Johann Petersen did not espouse the idea of a female embassy to the extent that Roach did, but he did believe that women prophets were a sign of the end times. In a defense of Asseburg, which the Philadelphian Francis Lee translated and printed under the title of a Letter to Some Divines, Petersen asked:

Whether God, who hath always chosen that which is weak before the world, I Cor. 1.27, may not also in these days bestow his revelations, even upon the weaker sex? And whether all that comes from a woman, should on that account be rejected? Since that God reveal'd himself to Hannah, Mary, the daughters of Philip, and many other; and since that he hath also by Joel, expressly promis'd the particular gifts of the Spirit, to the handmaidens, and to the daughters; which prophecy has not hitherto in its full extreme been accomplish'd.

It was in large part this understanding of women’s roles in the end times that prompted the Petersens, Richard Roach, Francis Lee, Pierre Poiret, and others to seek out various religious groups who also believed that female prophets were chosen heralders of the end times. 

While others in this chapter, namely the Quakers, did not assign women this eschatological role, they did welcome women as participants in various aspects of public religious life.  Women had different roles depending on which group they affiliated with, but these groups tended to accept and even encourage the participation of women as prophets, correspondents, writers, and missionaries. The transatlantic religious sphere that produced the exchanges and debates considered in this chapter was one shaped by women as well as men.
Religious Encounters and Travel


As dissenters moved throughout the Atlantic, new arenas of sociability developed in the houses, meetinghouses, streets, prisons, and ships where individuals and groups met with one another. These places, like the salons and coffeehouses that fostered an Enlightenment public sphere, functioned as spaces that encouraged discourse and debate. This section focuses on the physical encounters of dissenters who traveled throughout the Atlantic. It shows how dissenters of differing affiliations conversed, debated, and even joined together in worship services in sites such as meetinghouses and domiciles. It also considers the pattern of these transsectarian encounters, which often began out of a spirit of curiosity but usually failed due to the inability of dissenters to overcome doctrinal or other key differences.


Those who wanted to reach past their own sectarian boundaries did not have to go far to meet other minority religious groups in the century after the Civil Wars. In late Stuart London, one in five persons belonged to a dissenting religious group.
 During this same period, some of the British American colonies were becoming a place of considerable religious diversity. Over a dozen minority Protestant groups co-existed in Pennsylvania by the mid-eighteenth century.
 Importantly, not all of this diversity came from permanent settlers. A number of groups or individuals came to the colonies either to travel as missionaries or to establish temporary settlements. Many interactions of dissenters thus developed out of the necessities of travel. Quaker travelers, for example, carried with them the names of potential Baptist contacts in colonial North America.
 They also found hospitality from other dissenters. In 1702, the Quaker missionary Samuel Bownas and his guide ate supper with some Labadists, a group of Calvinist Pietists who left Friesland to establish a settlement in Maryland. Three years later, the Quaker Esther Palmer visited Maryland, where she held a meeting (or Quaker worship service) at Isaac Watson's house before spending the night at Luke Watson's. She remarked that neither Isaac nor Luke was a Quaker, but both were very kind to her.


One notable characteristic of meetings between different religious groups was an initial period of curiosity that drove the two parties to learn more about one another. Curiosity about one's religious “other” stemmed in large part from the desire to seek out other like-minded believers, but there was also a broader cultural factor at work. As Paul Hazard and others have shown, the seventeenth century gave rise to an interest in travel and travel literature.
 Those who wrote travel accounts conveyed an interest and curiosity in the novelty of the places, peoples, and customs they encountered. What is unique about some dissenters' accounts, though, is the extent to which a curiosity about others' religious practices often dominated their writing.

For example, Samuel Bownas, the Quaker missionary who ate supper at the Labadist colony in Maryland, stressed that he was “civilly entertained” in the Labadists' way but intrigued and perplexed by customs that were unfamiliar to him. First, there were no women at the table. Second, the Labadists engaged in a pre-supper ritual in which each man, one at a time, pulled off his hat and sat in silent prayer for fifteen minutes before beginning to eat. Bownas was sufficiently curious that he asked his guide to explain these customs. He even looked for the Labadists later in his travels but found that the group had dispersed.
 In another example, the Quaker missionary Thomas Chalkley described meeting a French Protestant in 1719. Chalkley's ship came across a French ship while passing near the Azores. The two ships exchanged some provisions, and Chalkley met the captain, a French Protestant. According to Chalkley, “The Frenchman seeming desirous to know what religion I was of, I told him, by an interpreter, that I was one called a Quaker, or Trembler.”
 Chalkley told the captain a little about the Quakers and noted that, “when they went away and took leave of us, they desired me to pray for them, the which I remembered with tenderness of spirit.”


The same sense of curiosity and inquisitiveness that initiated meetings among dissenters in locations such as houses and ships also drove individuals to attend the worship services or meetings of other minority groups. Some of these individuals who visited other meetings or services were “seekers,” persons who conducted their spiritual lives in a series of different religious settings. The diverse religious climate of the British Atlantic facilitated such religious seeking. Samuel Keimer, a printer who later moved to Philadelphia and apprenticed Benjamin Franklin, had brief affiliations with Baptists, French Prophets, Catholics, and Quakers.
 Keimer first attended a meeting of the French Prophets during his own apprenticeship in London. Like many young apprentices in the city, he took advantage of a half-day off work to explore a new group, attending the French Prophet's meeting in Southwark.


Other attendees at religious meetings were there not as seekers but rather as representatives of another religious affiliation. We find examples of this among the meetings held by Quaker missionaries in the Netherlands and Germany. For example, in 1709, a number of Mennonites visited a Quaker meeting held by Thomas Chalkley, who was visiting Harlem as a missionary. Chalkley described the Mennonites, who stayed for the entire meeting, as sober, attentive, and complimentary.
 William Penn also encountered a similar experience in Harlem, where “many sober Baptists and Professors” attended his meeting.
 At another meeting during the same trip, Penn's First Day Meeting was attended by “a mighty Concourse of People from several places of this Country, and that of several Persuasions, Baptists, Presbyterians, Socinians, Seekers, etc.”


Jasper Danckaerts, a Calvinist Labadist, journeyed to the North American colonies in 1679-80 in search of suitable land for a Labadist colony. He attended multiple religious services as he traveled through the colonies, including Anglican, Independent, Dutch Reformed, and Quaker.
 Unlike the Mennonites who visited Chalkley's meeting, Danckaerts was less than complimentary of his hosts. He criticized these services in his journal, drawing attention to what he perceived to be their peculiarities—such as the Quakers' lengthy silent meetings:

We had been last Sunday to hear the Quakers, but the greater portion of them were on Long Island, so that nothing was done. My comrade had a mind to go again to-day, but I remained at home. After waiting two hours, he went to hear the Episcopalians and then returned to the Quakers, who had remained all this time sitting silent and gazing. He then took a walk out for a considerable time, and went back again and found them still in the same position. Being tired out, he would wait no longer, and came home.

In at least one instance, Danckaerts proselytized to a religious leader after the meeting ended. However, Danckaerts did not state that he ever openly interrupted a meeting or service in the manner that the early Quakers had done. Despite his searing criticisms of other religious groups, he stressed that he behaved civilly when attending religious services or interacting with other groups. As he wrote about one couple he met, “we did not fail to converse kindly with him and his wife in relation to those matters in which we believed they were sinning.”
 Danckaerts’ “kindness” surely irritated some, however.


In the New World, a curiosity or desire to learn more about one's religious “other” was also apparent among dissenters who encountered non-Europeans. In a letter to the Pietist chaplain Anton Wilhelm Boehm, Quaker missionary Elizabeth Webb related her first encounter with African slaves:

[A]bout the middle of the 12th month, 1697, through the good providence of the Almighty, we arrived in Virginia, and as I travelled along the country from one meeting to another, I observed great numbers of black people, that were in slavery, and they were a strange people to me, and I wanted to know whether the visitation of God was to their souls or not.

Webb observed their conversation, “to see if I could discern any good in them.” About four weeks later, she had a dream that led her to conclude that “the call of the Lord was unto the black people as well as the white.”


The Quaker Samuel Bownas spent a year in a New York prison in 1702 for unlawful preaching. During this year, he received “sundry visits.” He drew particular attention to two of these visits. The first was from the Seventh-Day Baptist leader John Rogers, who arrived from New London and spent six days debating with Bownas. The second visit was from “an Indian King” and three of his attendants. Bownas devoted several pages of his travel journal to recording their conversation. He included details of what both parties discussed, recording their discussion in the form of a dialogue. They covered such topics as God, the afterlife, good, and evil.
 The discussion, in which both parties demonstrated an informative rather than a polemical tone, ended “in great friendship and love, after a stay of one night and almost two days.”


The experiences of Elizabeth Webb and Samuel Bownas differed considerably. Webb's interactions with the slaves she encountered were much more limited; she stressed that she was an observer. In contrast, Bownas engaged in two days of lengthy conversation with the Indians who came to visit him. But what we see in both the accounts of Webb and Bownas is a curiosity about their religious “other.” When encountering people of different backgrounds and ethnicities, Bownas and Webb were interested in the religion of these individuals more so than in their other cultural, social, or economic practices. This focus serves to remind us, as post-modern readers, of the centrality of religion to seventeenth-century radical religionists; it also reaffirms the presence of a sphere of discourse in which debates and conversations centered on religion.


Dissenters were curious about others, but they also tended to exhibit respect when first meeting people of other affiliations. As several of the above examples have already suggested, there was a certain formality and courtesy exchanged when religious minorities met one another in arenas such as the meetinghouse. In particular, some held an expectation that both parties would have an opportunity to speak and present themselves. This is evident in an example from the travel journal of the Quaker William Penn. In 1671, Penn undertook a missionary trip to the Netherlands and Germany. While in Germany, Penn visited Jean de Labadie and his community of followers. Penn had requested the meeting time of the Labadists, so that he might arrive in time to deliver a message during their service. But Labadie, not wanting to expose his followers to false doctrine, decided to hold the meeting an hour earlier than the time he gave Penn. Moreover, when Penn arrived, only Labadie and two other men met with him.


Penn resented the lukewarm reception he received, especially given how many miles out of his way he had traveled. He wrote a letter that same month condemning the Labadists' behavior and interpreting their response as one of jealousy and suspicion toward the Quakers. He noted that he would have been willing to remain passive about the poor reception, but it had been followed by Labadie's criticism of the Quakers in a published writing. Penn was offended by this public condemnation:
Not that there should be so great difference between us; for that I could have told any, before. But that, whilst you should speak so many good things of us to our faces as that we were the people of God; holy and good men; the best practical Christians in the world...that yet you should tell the World, that we speak irreverently of the will of God: that you cannot comprehend, how we could be entered into the living knowledge of God: that in some things we should be one with the Jesuits, and Manichees etc. shows so much manifest Contradiction.
Penn, who believed Labadie to be the central problem behind this failed meeting, accused Labadie of raising himself to a level of undue authority and dominance.


Given Penn's singling out of Labadie, it is perhaps not surprising that he chose to pay another visit to the Labadists after Labadie's death. The visit took place in 1677 at the Labadists' residence in Wieuwerd (Friesland), where the group had relocated after the death of Labadie in 1674. Penn indicated that “it is upon me to visit de Labadie's people, that they might know him in themselves, in whom their salvation standeth; for these simple people are to be pitied.”
 This statement was likely a direct reference to Penn's belief that Labadie's conceit had led to the stumbling of his followers. Upon arrival, Penn asked to see Pierre Yvon and Anna Maria van Schurman, who were leaders in the group.
 When the Labadists were hesitant to let Penn speak with the frail Schurman, Penn reminded them of his poor reception at Herwerden six years prior. The next day, he had the opportunity to meet with Schurman, whom he described as “an ancient maid, above sixty years of age; of great note and fame for learning, in languages and philosophy, and hath obtained a considerable place among the most learned men of this age.” In addition to Schurman, Penn met with two pastors, a doctor of physick, and three members of the Sommerdyck family (at whose house the Labadists now resided).
 


In his second meeting with the Labadists, Penn softened his questions with the caveat that he “came not to cavil, but in a Christian spirit to be informed.” Each Labadist offered his or her religious experiences, of which Penn concluded that “certainly the Lord hath been amongst them.” After a period of silence, Penn responded with his own story, emphasizing once again that he came not to judge but to visit and asking them to listen to him with “Christian patience and tenderness.”
 Like the Labadists, he focused on his personal story, but he also censured the Labadists “in an indirect manner...by declaring and commending the contrary practices among Friends.” He followed with an exhortation and blessing to the community. Penn wrote of this meeting that the Labadists were respectful beyond his expectation. With the exception of Schurman, they all accompanied Penn and his traveling companion to the outer door, “giving us their hands, in a friendly manner, expressing their great satisfaction in our visit.”


Penn's two visits with the Labadists offer insights that apply to many transsectarian meetings. He had some expectation of how his visit should go; there was a latent protocol (in his opinion) as to how a religious community should conduct itself during such a visit. The discourse should be civil, two-sided, and informative. Penn invoked a language of civility when recording his religious encounter, and he was not the only dissenter to do so.
 Indeed, this language may help us understand how toleration was negotiated at the local level among dissenters. As Lawrence Klein has argued, politeness and civility were concepts that became important during this period not only to the elite—to those most likely to be labeled as “the polite”—but to many individuals as they navigated their way through social interactions. Penn framed his interactions with his religious “other” in a language not of religious toleration but of civility—a language that transcended the religious sphere and that facilitated interactions in many areas of social life.

Perhaps what stands out most in Penn's account, though, is the same tension that ran through many encounters between minority religious groups during this period: a desire to seek out other groups, contrasted with an inability to acknowledge or accept other practices or doctrines. Penn searched for similarities between the Quakers and the Labadists: “They are a serious, plain people and are come nearer to Friends; as in silence in meetings, women-speaking, preaching by the Spirit, plainness in garb, and furniture in their houses.” At the same time, though, he tried to “censure their weaknesses” (albeit “indirectly”) and enlighten them about the Quaker faith.
 Penn did not specify these faults, but he had cautioned the group previously to avoid being too much led by a “formal spirit” like that found in the Articles of Reformed Faith.
 Thus, while Penn expressed an openness to conversation and debate, he also indicated a desire to persuade the Labadists of their errors.
This tension was present in transsectarian encounters involving a spectrum of religious groups. Allegiance to particular doctrines or practices often kept dissenters from reaching past their differences. The same theological differences that drove dissenters to depart from accepted orthodoxies and state religions also came into play when they encountered other dissenters’ beliefs. One extreme example comes from the 1706 merger of the English Philadelphians and the French Prophets considered in the previous chapter. In 1710, the Philadelphians Richard Roach and Sarah Wiltshire attended a French Prophets' meeting, where the two spoke against the emphasis on God's judgment supported by the French Prophets. At one point, the disagreement turned physical, as one of the French Prophets hit Wiltshire repeatedly with his head.


The doctrine of Calvinist election also led to disagreements. Beliefs about election were key in defining the interactions of the Labadist Jasper Danckaerts. As a separatist Calvinist, Danckaerts believed that the Church was a community of elect individuals who should keep themselves from the world. Like many dissenters, he ate and slept at the houses of other radical Protestants. He was quick to assess whether those he met belonged to the elect. Early in his trip, Danckaerts wrote: “We conversed this evening with the old woman in whose house we slept, and this poor woman seemed to have great enjoyment and fruition, as did also her sons and others with whom we occasionally conversed. It appeared, indeed, as if the Lord might have there the seed of the elect.”

Danckaerts' reaction to the anti-Calvinist Quakers he met was less generous. Danckaerts encountered several Quakers during his trip to the colonies. Despite the hospitality that they extended him, he labeled them as a covetous, worldly people. At the house of his host in Tinicum, Danckaerts witnessed the prophetic performance of a Quaker “prophetess, who travels through the whole country in order to quake.” Danckaerts could not endure her behavior and went outside. Two days later, Danckaerts ate dinner with the same woman. He described the experience as follows:
The dinner being ready, I was placed at the table next to the beforenamed prophetess, who while they all sat at the table, began to groan and quake gradually until at length the whole bench shook. Then rising up she began to pray, shrieking so that she could be heard as far as the river. This done, she was quickly in the dish, and her mouth began immediately to prate worldly and common talk in which she was not the least ready.

Despite Danckaerts' appreciation of his Quaker host, Robert Wade, as “the best Quaker we have seen,” he clearly did not see the Quakers in the same light that he judged the “elect” woman and her sons with whom he stayed earlier in his journey.
 Unlike Samuel Bownas, who was intrigued by the unfamiliar practices of the Labadists, Danckaerts expressed disdain or even disgust for the practices of the Quakers.

Even more censorious than Danckaerts was the Netherlandish prophet Antoinette Bourignon, who claimed to disparage religious divisions. She received visits from a number of groups, including Dutch Calvinists, Lutherans, Anabaptists, Socinians, Arminians, Jews, Mennonites, Labadists, Quakers, and Cartesians. While Bourignon initially welcomed these visitors, she eventually rejected them. Some of this rejection was due to personality conflicts: her extensive correspondence reveals that she did not get along easily with others, including her own followers.
 But doctrinal differences contributed decisively to the failed encounters. Bourignon often offered scathing commentary on other religious groups she corresponded with or met. She described Jean de Labadie, the eponymous leader of the Labadists, as so preoccupied with predestination that he stated he was ready to die for this belief. She told him that he would be a martyr for the Devil. She also commented that the Quakers sought an inner light, and they were mistaken in thinking that she would join them because she also looked for it. At one point, Bourignon concluded, “Here is the belief that I hold about all the religions that I have discovered here...I have seen enough by these small samplings, that all the pieces cannot be good.”
 Like many radical Protestants, the longer Bourignon spent with other groups, the less she found in common with them.

Some of those who met with Bourignon were equally adamant in their rejection of her. According to Bourignon’s biographer and supporter Pierre Poiret, the Dutch millenarian Peter Serrarius, an associate of Spinoza, initially wanted to promote Bourignon as a living evangelist who would enlighten the world. But when he realized that she did not plan to start a Levitic cult, he declared himself against her. Similarly, a group of Mennonites was drawn to visit Bourignon, but after learning more about her beliefs they left.
 Bourignon’s theology was unique, and such groups likely had trouble overlooking some of her beliefs that contradicted central tenets of Protestantism—such as her inability to embrace the doctrine of justification by faith.

In sum, transsectarian meetings often did not succeed because dissenters disputed how to accomplish the very issues of reform that brought them together. They failed to agree on key definitions of religious community and authority—ideas that were central to the establishment of a successful alliance. What, for example, was the true Church? While Bourignon envisioned true believers in a framework that rejected sects and denominations, the Labadists spoke in terms of an exclusive church. What would the end times look like and who would usher them in? Kelpius believed that only an elect few would be present for Christ's (literal) Second Coming, whereas the Quakers interpreted the events of the Second Coming—revelation, judgment, purging, restoration—as spiritual and inward events that would eventually be re-enacted throughout all creation. Who had the authority to participate in public religious life? While Quakers continued to issue travel certificates to women missionaries, Jasper Danckaerts implied that the Quaker prophetess he met lacked the spiritual power she ascribed to herself. And Bourignon's claim to authority as the one chosen to rally true Christians contributed to her rejection of other prophets as false.


The principle of transsectarian cooperation—and the expectations of dialogue and civility that emerged out of new sites of sociability in the Atlantic world—often could not override the devotion of dissenters to particular doctrines or practices. While many meetings arrived at an impasse, they nonetheless served to engender discourse among dissenters. Many documented their religious encounters in printed works or correspondence. By recording their conversations and meetings, dissenters not only commented on and assessed their religious “other,” but they also reinforced and promoted their own beliefs in manuscript and printed writing.
Religious Encounters and Correspondence


Letters were central to the interactions of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century dissenters. The letter was the dominant form of writing during the eighteenth century, and dissenters took full advantage of the medium of correspondence in order to connect and debate with one another. Letters of dissenters during this period were in some ways similar to epistles of the Enlightenment public sphere. They communicated news, but they also served as a substitute for conversation. They were a way to communicate important information across long distances. Letters, like the diaries and journals that many dissenters kept, were (at least in their original manuscript form) a private medium.
 Nonetheless, they also allowed for the communication and circulation of ideas and beliefs, especially when circulated among religious communities or a broader audience.

A number of religious groups were prolific at correspondence. The English Philadelphians, for example, claimed that they had “an establish'd correspondency in most parts of Europe, relating to the affairs of religion.” The Philadelphian Richard Roach corresponded with French Prophets and Pietists. Quakers also continued to correspond with those they met during their travels. Antoinette Bourignon's published works included over 800 letters.


Letters varied in purpose and format. Some dissenters wrote letters to follow up on previous conversations begun in person. After Johanna Eleonora Petersen met William Penn in Frankfurt in 1677, the two became friends and continued to correspond.
 In 1712, the Quaker Elizabeth Webb exchanged letters with Anton Wilhelm Boehm, a German Pietist who came to England as a chaplain. Webb and Boehm had recently met in London. In his letter to Webb, Boehm remarked “how welcome it is...whenever I meet with a fellow pilgrim, traveling to the city which is adorned with twelve pearls to receive all such who have made up the family of God in this wicked generation, and have been presented for his peculiar people in all parts and denominations of Christendom.”
 His reference to a city adorned with twelve pearls referred to New Jerusalem.


Letters addressed a range of topics, from theological debate to more personal subjects. In one undated letter, for example, the Pietist Rosamunde von Asseburg thanked the Philadelphians for their concern over her sister's recent illness. The letter offered hearty exhortations to the community of Philadelphians, and we gain a sense from it of how these groups not only spent time in theological discourse but also in the establishment of interpersonal connections.


Not all letters focused exclusively on expressions of mutual understanding and affection, though. Letters also served as a means to carry out debates. As with personal encounters, there existed a tension between presenting one's own beliefs and connecting with those who might also be among God's chosen. Johannes Kelpius' millenarianism and attempts at ecumenism are reflected in the correspondence he exchanged with dissenters of Philadelphian, Seventh-Day Baptist, Swedish Lutheran, Swiss Anabaptist, and Quaker persuasion.
 In May 1706, Kelpius sent a lengthy letter to the Quaker Esther Palmer in response to her request to see “a few lines from [Kelpius'] hand.” The two likely had met during Palmer's missionary travels through Pennsylvania the previous year. Kelpius described “a double wall” between them, and his long and didactic letter focused on what he called the “threefold wilderness state.” According to Kelpius, each state led closer to spiritual holiness. He believed that the third state of wilderness was open only to an elect few. While Kelpius did not make explicit what, exactly, was the double wall that separated his beliefs from Palmer’s, he interpreted the disagreement as a sign that the millennium had not yet arrived. Nonetheless, he desired “that we may behold our Beloved always, standing behind our wall.”


Kelpius' letter points to the centrality of correspondence as a discursive medium. Kelpius actively sought out other dissenters, and after meeting Palmer he chose to correspond with her in order to continue their theological debate. His attempt to reach out to Palmer, however, was stymied by loyalty to his beliefs, which included the belief that only an elect few would build the New Jerusalem.

Kelpius' correspondence also points to how letters allowed for the exchange of ideas and beliefs across great distances. In May 1699, Kelpius wrote a letter to the secretary of the Philadelphians, Heinrich Deichmann. The letter expressed great love for the Philadelphian community, but it also indicated worry over some of their recent practices. Kelpius encouraged Deichmann to come to Pennsylvania to join his community. The letter also reveals how epistolary culture allowed for the exchange of ideas across long distances. Kelpius asked Deichmann not to “omit corresponding very frequently with us, because herein I perceive the special hand of God, therefore I have also procured for you a good address...Send us the acts with diligence, in that our friends crave for them and, if possible, something of Por[d]age who is entirely unknown to us.”
 John Pordage was the original English leader of the Philadelphian movement. Through a courier, Kelpius intended to receive (and read) Pordage's writings.
Correspondence was especially important to the Netherlandish prophet Antoinette Bourignon, whose hundreds of letters shed light on the ongoing theological conversations she had with various dissenters throughout Europe. As early as 1669, the Quaker Stephen Crisp wrote Bourignon with the hope that he might attract her followers to Quakerism. This plan backfired, and a competition developed between the two groups; Bourignon even took in some Quaker converts.
 Bourignon wrote Jean de Labadie and Anna Maria Schurman, disagreeing vehemently with their Calvinist beliefs. She also exchanged letters with a number of individuals who wrote out of a curiosity to learn more about her. In a letter to one man, for example, she responded to his inquiries about what she thought of Jean de Labadie and Jacob Boehme.


Bourignon used correspondence as a way to continue conversations begun in person. For Bourignon—who did not travel much—this practice was particularly useful, but it was also common among other dissenters.
 After Johanna Eleonora Petersen met William Penn in Frankfurt in 1677, the two became friends and continued to correspond.
 At some point around 1712, the Quaker Elizabeth Webb met Anton Wilhelm Boehm, a German Pietist who came to England as a chaplain. They also continued their discourse via correspondence.


Even in a religious sphere that generally accepted female participation, women such as Antoinette Bourignon and Elizabeth Webb acknowledged the problems that their gender posed. When Webb wrote Anton Wilhelm Boehm, for example, she noted that “I have no learned method to deliver my religious experience, either by word or writing, but plainly and simply as the Spirit of Truth directs, and I, being the weaker vessel, too, have the more need to beg to be excused.”
 Language of concession was not uncommon among women who wrote during this period, and in its own way such language could serve to empower the author: by acknowledging the restrictions that societal constructions of gender placed upon her, the female writer could deflect some criticisms. But in the case of Elizabeth Webb, such language of concession could be read two ways: it is unclear whether the plainness of her writing is a defect, or a sign of God’s spirit working through her.

Epistles offered a distinct advantage to female writers because letters were—at least in principle—a private medium. Despite this advantage, epistolary writing did not develop into the recourse that it became for women in the Enlightenment public sphere, who had fewer opportunities for public expression.
 While female dissenters sometimes made excuses for participating in public religious discourse, they continued to find—and take advantage of—a variety of opportunities to do so.
As stated, letters were a private medium, in principle. Through circulation, however, they had the potential to reach a much larger readership. For dissenters, this meant that epistolary writing served as a way to spread ideas and beliefs while still preserving the intimacy of a conversation. Bourignon, for example, assigned great importance to letter writing, asking one correspondent to copy her letters because they could serve to the advantage of other persons besides the intended recipient: “I have often seen by experience, that those who read the letters by chance profit more from their content than the one to whom I have written them.” Similarly, Kelpius assumed that his letter to Deichmann would be read aloud or circulated among the broader Philadelphian community: “What we [Kelpius and Seelig] as brethren have written, you may communicate at the same time (because the one explaineth the other) without fear and reserve.” Anton Wilhelm Boehm wrote Elizabeth Webb that he no longer had her recent letter in his possession: “[Y]our letter has been read with great satisfaction by myself and many of my friends. But I have not been able to recover it yet out of their hands. Some have even desired to transcribe it for their edification.”


In order to expand the circulation and reach of their correspondence, religious groups sometimes published copies of the letters they exchanged with others. William Penn, for example, interspersed some of his correspondence with Johanna Eleonora Petersen and Princess Elisabeth of the Palatinate in his published travel journal.
 The intended readership of a letter could thus be much greater in number and scope than the named recipient. The manner in which one letter from a dissenter could reach a large community suggests that letters of dissenters served a similar function to the letters of later eighteenth-century philosophes, who used epistolary writing to bridge the divide between private and public.

Religious Encounters and Print Culture


It was the printed word, however, that allowed for the mass circulation of ideas, beliefs, and opinions. The circulation of printed works facilitated the common readership of such theologians as Jacob Boehme, Antoinette Bourignon, Jane Lead, and Madame Guyon. For example, Boehme's printed works helped his ideas become influential to the theology and theosophy of a number of late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century millenarian groups, including the Philadelphians, some radical Pietists, Antoinette Bourignon, and the French Prophets.
 Print culture enabled dissenters to read one another's work, both informatively and critically, and it shaped their interactions with one another.


We can point to several key events in the history of early modern print culture as it related to dissenters. In the British context, religious writings greatly increased during the Civil Wars due to political upheaval, religious radicalism, and the collapse of press controls. The Licensing or Printing Act of 1662 restored some censorship to the English press, but not to the degree of pre-1640 controls. Dissenters continued to publish their writings. Then, in 1695, the Licensing Act lapsed, officially marking the end of government restrictions and pre-publication censorship. While there were still mechanisms for controlling the press, such as libel and copyright law, the publications of dissenters proliferated. At least one third of the total number of published items in early eighteenth-century England were religious works. On the continent, printed works also grew rapidly during this period. Printed debates between Pietists and orthodox Lutherans, for example, led to the publication of over 2,000 works between 1670 and 1720.
 Also contributing to these high publication numbers in the Northern Atlantic was the fact that religious writers in Britain and the Netherlands faced milder regimes of censorship compared to some of their neighbors, such as France. And in the early modern German states, the practice of censorship had localized nuances, of which Pietists were able to take advantage.


Writers, printers, patrons, editors, and translators all played a part in the print culture of dissenters. Translators, in particular, held an important role in facilitating the circulation of printed ideas among dissenters—especially between Britain and continental Europe. Translators included followers of a particular prophet or religious figure, as well as outsiders who took an interest in attempts at ecumenism. The motivation to translate other dissenters' works points to the sense of commonality that many dissenters shared; there was a desire to cross confessional boundaries and learn more about one's religious “other.” Dissenters also translated their own works for publication. In 1711, several French Prophets undertook a missionary trip to Holland and Germany. The transcription, translation into French and Dutch, and publication of their spoken warnings and prophecies were important items on their agenda before they ended the mission.

Some dissenting women writers not only published in their native language but also had their works translated. Here we see a departure from the Enlightenment public sphere, in which women tended to participate as translators rather than as translated authors, in part due to the gendering of translation as passive and feminine.
 Religious writers (and their translators) had a different conception of their writing, one that saw their work as divinely inspired or ordained—thus obviating some of the issues that their gender raised. Most of Jane Lead's works were translated and then published in German and Dutch. Baron Dodo von Knyphausen funded many of these publications. Von Knyphausen, a Prussian nobleman who had once supported Antoinette Bourignon, began to correspond with Lead after reading her Heavenly Cloud Now Breaking. He soon became her benefactor. About the year 1694, he offered to publish Lead's tracts in both German and English. Two of her translated works were issued in German in 1694 and 1695, respectively.
 Antoinette Bourignon's works received similar treatment to Lead's. Between 1668 and 1685, no fewer than 47 of her works were published in their original language, French. Many of these works were also translated into Dutch and German. Three were translated into Latin. Her works were translated into English beginning as early as 1671. Overall, Bourignon's publications for the above-mentioned period numbered 120; her translated works thus outnumbered those in their original language.

Bourignon expressed mixed feelings about the translation of her works. In a letter to a Lutheran pastor, she wrote that she did not think it would be advisable that her writings be translated into German. Her reason for this decision was that she did not know German and thus could not tell whether the writings had been translated according to her intentions. Moreover, she pointed out the subtlety of the French language, in which one letter could change the entire meaning. Bourignon also stated that the first part of La Lumière née en ténèbres had been translated by Christian Hoburg, but that she had not dared have the work printed due to her worry that the translation might have lost the original meaning. She often found faults that needed to be corrected when her friends translated her work into Dutch because they did not always understand her meaning, unless she told them.
 In a 1675 letter, Bourignon criticized a proposal to translate La Parole de Dieu into German, noting that only a few Germans knew about her writings, and most of them understood Dutch. Bourignon clearly had concerns over the translation of her writings in so far as it could pose a risk to the integrity of her message. However, these worries did not ultimately impede the translation, publication, and circulation of her works in multiple languages.


Whether dissenters published their writings in translation or in their native language, the target readership was often a transnational one. As Willi Temme has noted, translated works allowed for a circular exchange of ideas. The example of Behmenism highlights this point. Starting in the mid-seventeenth century, Boehme's works were translated into English by theosophical circles in England. English Behmenists developed Boehme's ideas further and then in turn influenced continental Pietists, who read translated works of the English Behmenists.
 The Philadelphians themselves noted in their publication, The State of the Philadelphian Society (1697), that “the English are a Branch from the German root, so some have observ'd a Circulation as it were from the Root to the Branch, and from the Branch to the Root again.”


The role of print culture in creating an international discursive space for dissenters is highlighted in the example of the Philadelphians. In 1695, the year in which the Licensing Act lapsed, Lead and the Philadelphians began a “mission” to proclaim and publicize their cause to the world. Backed by sponsors such as the Baron von Knyphausen, the Philadelphians began to print a number of keynote publications. In 1697, they opened their meetings to the public. The public campaign continued until 1703, when the Philadelphians declared that they had been misunderstood.


The extent to which Philadelphian publications were both a transnational and a transconfessional effort has been under-emphasized in scholarship. As I have pointed out, the millenarian belief in an New Jerusalem encouraged many dissenters to seek out others who had also been chosen to usher in the new age. This was the impetus behind the Philadelphians' publishing campaign. The Philadelphians did not believe that they were the only members of the true Church. Indeed, they suggested that members existed in both Protestant and Roman Catholic countries.
 The title of one 1696 publication, for example, was A Message to the Philadelphian Society, Whithersoever dispersed over the whole Earth.
 In what could be considered their keynote publication, The State of the Philadelphian Society (1697), the Philadelphians explained their movement, what it stood for, and how it differed from other movements such as Quakerism. The publication stressed that the Philadelphians were a society interested in reform, rather than a denomination or sect:
For this Society doth not properly consist of those who meet together for religious worship at such certain times, and in such a peculiar manner. No, it is not confin'd to these: but it doth consist of as many as are fellow waiters for the same glorious prize of the first resurrection, and the high immunities of the New Jerusalem-state.

The belief that there were other “fellow waiters for the same glorious prize” spurred the Philadelphians to seek out these individuals. The State of the Philadelphian Society claimed:

[W]e dare not say that we are alone, or that our Society is made up of such a little handful. For I do not despair but that there may be seven thousand Undefil'd Names found in this nation, that shall be numbered with the Philadelphian Society, when a publick and declarative inquisition shall be made by the searcher of all hearts. The numbers of this society in other countries may be more considerable, then is at first easie to be believ'd. The first motion or eruption of it may be said to have been in Germany, where it has spread it self chiefly through the indefatigable zeal of some of the clergy; under the Name of Pietism.

The Philadelphians saw themselves as part of an international movement for reform that involved other members, such as continental Pietists. It was in this spirit that the Philadelphians issued their serial publication, Theosophical Transactions by the Philadelphian Society, Consisting of Memoirs, Conferences, Letters, Dissertations, Inquiries, etc. for the Advancement of Piety and Divine Philosophy.


The Theosophical Transactions was a product of the late seventeenth century, a formative period in the development of the monthly or quarterly journal. The most famous of these journals was the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, first established in 1665. Like other quarterly or monthly journals of its era, the Theosophical Transactions was a collectively-authored periodical that drew on international collaboration and input.
 The Philadelphians published their periodical over the course of several months, with the first issue dated March 1697 and the last dated September to November 1697. The volumes varied in length from fewer than thirty pages to nearly one hundred; they included music, poetry, and obscure alchemic or kabbalistic writings. The Philadelphians stated that one goal in issuing this periodical was to “make peace between contending brethren, and to put an end (as far as is possible) to the controversies among the religionaries, either one with another, or else with themselves.”
 Accordingly, among the entries were correspondences, translations, and commentaries from dissenters on both sides of the English Channel. 

Many entries dealt with wonders and miracles throughout Europe and Britain. A letter from Hereford, dated 12 October 1695 and published in Volume Two, relates the October 1690 story of a divine who saw the apparitions of three persons.
 Volume One also included “A Relation out of France, concerning a Black Bituminous Vapour, that arose out of the Earth, and did considerable Mischief.”
 Such stories of the strange or miraculous proved popular among seventeenth-century readers, but the Philadelphians likely took interest in them for another reason than that of merely attracting readers. Many millenarians would have interpreted such events—especially given their widespread geographical occurrence—as signs that the end of the world was near.
 


The close connections between English Philadelphians and radical continental Pietists are reflected in the entries by Dutch or German contributors. Volume Two listed an extract of a letter from “a member of this society in Niederndodeleben,” which was home to the Petersens from 1692 to 1708. The third volume included an extract of Johanna Eleonora Petersen's 1696 book on the revelation of Christ.
 By listing extracts and announcements for publications of religious writings from persons such as Petersen, the Philadelphians promoted the idea that they shared a religious culture with like-minded persons on the continent. Their focus on wonders, miracles, and a search for signs of the end times drew on correspondences and contacts from Europe as well as Britain.

The Philadelphians abandoned the Theosophical Transactions after just five issues. Their publishing campaign, however, continued for several more years.
 For a small group, their publishing power was remarkable. The writings of Jane Lead, especially, became known across Europe. In the weeks after Lead's death in 1704, Francis Lee, Lead's son in-law and disciple, wrote and received various letters addressing Lead, her death, and her legacy. Among the collection we find an account written by a woman who saw a vision of Lead. This woman, Hannah of Utrecht, had connections to other dissenters who knew about Lead. In her account, she wrote that she was staying with a friend who had two books. One was the “mystic treatise of a popish doctor,” which her friend gave to her to read: “But because I had already read it, I took hold of the other, which was the Heavenly Cloud and Revelation of Revelations of Madam Lead, the which I had never before seen: and this I beg'd her to lend me.”
 Books were a precious commodity in the early eighteenth century. That Lead's book numbered among Hannah's host's small library is a salient example of Lead's presence in the published world. Groups such as the Philadelphians took full advantage of the printed word as they attempted to reach past their own boundaries and seek out other like-minded believers.


Scholars sometimes write about the printed word in a way that elevates its cultural importance above other modes of early modern communication. This attention is well deserved because the rise of print culture was indeed revolutionary.
 But it is important to note that Hannah encountered Lead's published work while visiting another's house, and she shared her experience in manuscript form. As her example reminds us, then, print culture operated in tandem with other methods of communication among dissenters, such oral and manuscript exchanges. 
Religious Encounters and the Public Sphere

The debates and interactions that engaged dissenters throughout Europe and the British Atlantic would not have been possible without travel, correspondence, and the printed word working together to allow for the rapid and widespread exchange of ideas. Epistolary networks and the transatlantic exchange of religious writings (both manuscript and print) certainly predated the activities of the groups considered here. Seventeenth-century Quakers, Puritans, and Pietists all established transatlantic communities that relied on communication networks. And in the second half of the seventeenth century, Pietists, Quakers, and Mennonites began to create transatlantic communication networks that crossed sectarian lines.


By the mid eighteenth century, evangelicals began to use the mechanisms of the public sphere—the same mechanisms considered in this chapter—sites of sociability, letters, and printed writings—to participate in the debates of the transatlantic revivals. Some early Americanists, including T. H. Breen and Frank Lambert, have argued for the presence of a religious public sphere in the second half of the eighteenth century, one which functioned as an intellectual space in which writers attempted to reach the public and influence public opinion. Susan O'Brien, who also embraces the idea of a mid eighteenth-century religious public sphere, has probed the role of an evangelical network in facilitating the revivals. She emphasizes the transatlantic nature of this network, arguing that it marked a departure from its earlier counterparts—such as the epistolary network of Puritans—by a greater focus on conversion and evangelism.


The exchanges and debates of the Labadists, Quakers, Philadelphians, radical Pietists, French Prophets, and Bourignonians represent an important transitional period between the seventeenth-century communication networks like those of the Puritans or early Quakers and the later eighteenth-century religious public sphere of the transatlantic revivalists. The intended audience of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century dissenters was narrower in scope than that of their later eighteenth-century evangelical counterparts. Motivated in large part by millenarian beliefs, they operated as persons seeking out other builders of New Jerusalem, other chosen individuals in an expanding world. Those who participated in the First Great Awakening, by contrast, attempted to communicate persuasively to an “imagined public” in order to influence popular religion.


However, unlike the Puritans or other seventeenth-century groups who established intra-confessional communication networks, the groups considered here actively sought to transcend confessional and sectarian divisions. Like later public-sphere participants who created a space apart from the state, dissenters created a space outside of the official ecclesiastical space, one that was conducive to meetings and debates among dissenters. Moreover, dissenters used the mechanisms and structures of the public sphere—particularly the mechanisms that arose out of a revolution in communication, such as new sites of sociability, epistolary networks, and the printed word—to engage in religious conversations and debates in a transnational setting.
 They also invoked codes of civility, toleration, and expected behavior at the sites of sociability in which they interacted.

This chapter steers away from making a direct connection between the religious groups considered here and the Habermasian
 public sphere; the context of dissenters’' exchanges and debates with one another was a religious realm, not a political.
 These groups were interested in revelation rather than reason, and in their role as chosen reformers in the last days. They appealed to an informed readership, but one that was informed on issues related to radical religion.


However, there was more to the public sphere than the liberal bourgeois model described by Habermas. Recent historians have brought to the forefront the idea of multiple publics. Paula McDowell, for example, has shown how a community of female printworkers and propagandists in late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century London became involved in producing and circulating political ideas through print. According to McDowell, the political activity of middling and lower-class women during this period points to the presence of competing publics. The masculine, liberal bourgeois public sphere that Habermas described arose as a “reconstruction of something that existed earlier; a remodelling of competing publics into a new idealized 'community' to contend with fears of another Civil War in England.”
 David Zaret has also argued that there were multiple publics. He contends that the liberal bourgeois public sphere in England developed as a response to a pre-existing, Puritan-controlled religious public sphere. He calls for the recognition that there were several public spheres in which the exchange of ideas occurred, both in learned and popular cultures.
 


If one entertains the idea that there were other “publics” beyond the liberal bourgeois public of which Habermas writes, we can place the dissenting networks considered here in the context of the history of the public sphere. The religious sphere here differed in two important ways from later eighteenth-century iterations, such as the public sphere of the transatlantic revivals and the Enlightenment public sphere. First, it encouraged the active participation of women as well as men. The same female prophets who found recognition for their public speech within their respective religious groups also found a voice in their interaction with other dissenting groups.


Also unlike participants in later eighteenth public spheres, including that of the transatlantic revivals, seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century dissenters did not try to identify and reach a public, imagined or real, in order to sway public opinion.
 Rather, they sought out an audience of one another, of other potentially chosen reformers. In their conversations and debates with other dissenters they appealed to and invoked a shared language that drew on concepts of individual and communal chosenness and on notions of prophetic and spiritual authority. As William Penn told the Labadists, “for those who are come to any measure of a Divine Sense, they are as Looking-glasses to each other, seeing themselves in each other, as Face answereth Face in a Glass.”

�	Where possible, I have limited my use of the terms “sectarian.” The concept of sectarianism varied widely from place to place during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and took on multiple connotations, some of which are not relevant to this study. However, I do use the term “transsectarian” at times as a concise way to refer to the interactions between different minority religious groups. The term “transreligious” is too broad, and the term “transconfessional” can have political implications that become irrelevant in a transnational context.
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