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ABSTRACT
Scholarship devoted to Old Columbia Seminary and its individual theologians has covered a
variety of topics, but has not focused on the efforts of the Old Columbia divines to counteract
Unitarianism and stand for historic Trinitarianism in the nineteenth-century American South.
This dissertation asserts that understanding the debate between the Old Columbia Trinitarians
over against the Unitarians is crucial for any adequate interpretation of nineteenth-century
Southern religious history and that within that debate the Old Columbians successfully turned the
tide against Unitarian advances. These conclusions are reached by examining the three main
“theatres” of the conflict between Unitarianism and Trinitarianism in the nineteenth-century
American South: the theatre of Columbia, South Carolina, where Columbia theologian James
Henley Thornwell (1812–1862) laboured to reverse the Unitarian advancements made there by
Thomas Cooper (1759–1839), the president of South Carolina College; the theatre of Charleston,
South Carolina, where Columbia pastor-scholar Thomas Smyth (1808–1873) sought to repel the
Unitarian movement led by Samuel Gilman (1791–1858), the minister of the Unitarian Church of
Charleston; and the theatre of New Orleans, Louisiana, where Columbia divine Benjamin
Morgan Palmer (1818–1902) attempted to counteract the Unitarianism popularized there by
Theodore Clapp (1792–1866), the pastor of the Unitarian Church of New Orleans. The
contemporary relevance of the Old Columbians’ efforts is also demonstrated.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE SURVEY
Introduction: The Focus of the Dissertation
This dissertation, “‘The Adorable Trinity’: Old Columbia Seminary’s Stand for
Trinitarianism in the Nineteenth-Century American South,” is a study of how Old Columbia’s
pastor-scholars sought to counteract nineteenth-century Unitarian advancements and promote
Trinitarianism in the Southern United States.1 Our assertion is that understanding the debate
between the Old Columbia Trinitarians over against the Unitarians is crucial for any adequate
interpretation of nineteenth-century Southern religious history and that within that debate the Old
Columbians successfully turned the tide against Unitarian advances.
We reach these conclusions by surveying secondary and primary literature related to our
thesis, by providing an overview of the main influences, tenets, and aims of the Southern
Unitarians and the Old Columbians, and by examining Unitarian encroachments and the Old

1

“The Adorable Trinity” was a favourite title for the Godhead among the Old Columbia theologians. See,
for example, James Henley Thornwell, Collected Writings, ed. John B. Adger and John L. Girardeau (Richmond,
VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1871), 2.195, 323; Thomas Smyth, The Complete Works of Thomas
Smyth (Columbia, SC: R. L. Bryan Company, 1905–1912), 9.153, 275; Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., A Weekly
Publication Containing Sermons (New Orleans: Clark & Hofeline, 1875–1876), 1.152, 362, 382, 500; 2.77–78, 94,
318, 335, 373; Palmer, Sermons by Rev. B. M. Palmer, D.D., Delivered in 1st Presbyterian Church, New Orleans,
during the months of January and February, 1883 (New Orleans: T.H. Thomason, 1883), 64; Thomas Carey
Johnson, The Life and Letters of Benjamin Morgan Palmer (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication,
1906), 124; and John L. Girardeau, Sermons, ed. George A. Blackburn (Columbia, SC: The State Company, 1907),
373. Over the years, the term “adorable” has devolved such that today it is commonly used to mean “cute” or
“cuddly.” However, the Columbians were employing the term in its older sense, namely, that which is worthy of
adoration, divine honours, and the utmost love and devotion. See “Adorable,” “Adorableness,” “Adoration,” and
“Adore” in Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language, vol. 1 (New York: S. Converse, 1828).
Columbia Theological Seminary was founded in 1828. In 1927 the seminary was moved from Columbia, South
Carolina, to Decatur, Georgia. We have chosen to focus our study on the seminary during the nineteenth century,
before its move to Decatur. For histories of the seminary after its move to Decatur, see J. McDowell Richards, As I
Remember It: Columbia Seminary 1932–1971 (Decatur, GA: CTS Press, 1985), and J. Davison Philips, Time of
Blessing, Time of Hope: Columbia Theological Seminary, 1976–1986 (Decatur, GA: Columbia Theological
Seminary, 1994). We are using terms such as “the American South,” “the Southern United States,” and “the South,”
to refer to the South-eastern states of America that seceded from the Union to form the Confederate States of
America in the early 1860s: Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi,
Louisiana, Texas, Arkansas, and Tennessee. For a discussion of the history and culture of the South that connects to
our own study, see Douglas F. Kelly, “The Old South: An Introduction,” in Kelly, Preachers with Power: Four
Stalwarts of the South (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1992), xi–xxvi.

1

Columbians’ efforts to repel them in the three major theatres of the conflict between Unitarianism
and Trinitarianism in the American South.
The first theatre we examine is Columbia, South Carolina, where “the father of Columbia
theology,” James Henley Thornwell (1812–1862), sought to reverse the Unitarian advancements
made there by Thomas Cooper (1759–1839), the president of South Carolina College.2 Then, we
examine the theatre of Charleston, South Carolina, where Columbia pastor-scholar Thomas
Smyth (1808–1873) laboured to repel the Unitarian movement led by Samuel Gilman (1791–
1858), the pastor of the Unitarian Church of Charleston. Finally, we consider the theatre of New
Orleans, Louisiana, where Columbia divine Benjamin Morgan Palmer (1818–1902) attempted to
counteract the Unitarianism popularized there by Theodore Clapp (1792–1866), the pastor of the
Unitarian Church of New Orleans. We also demonstrate the relevance of the Old Columbians’
efforts for Trinitarians today.
Secondary Sources Survey: Studies Involving Old Columbia and Its Individual Theologians
There have been numerous studies involving various theological and ministerial emphases
of the Columbia divines, but none has thoroughly investigated Old Columbia’s efforts to repel
Unitarian advancements and promote Trinitarianism in the Southern United States. Some
previous studies offer a holistic description of Old Columbia Seminary, but do not explore
Columbia’s stand for Trinitarianism against Unitarian encroachments. Other studies do
recognize the Trinitarian emphasis of an individual Columbian, but without thoroughly
discussing this emphasis or adequately investigating reasons for it. Finally, a few studies do in
fact explicitly note that a Columbia divine emphasised the Trinity in response to Unitarianism,
but they do so with such brevity as to leave plenty of room for the present study.

2

For Thornwell as “the father of Columbia Theology,” see Morton H. Smith, preface to Election and
Reprobation, by James Henley Thornwell (Jackson, MS: Presbyterian Reformation Society, 1961).

2

Holistic Descriptions of Old Columbia Seminary
Our dissertation is one of only a few holistic studies of Old Columbia Seminary. The
most influential study of Old Columbia is that of William Childs Robinson, in which he provides
a history of the seminary and explores its impact on American Presbyterianism.3 Robinson
highlights Columbia’s influence on the polity of the Southern Presbyterian Church through James
Henley Thornwell’s doctrines of the ruling elder and the spirituality of the Church and John
Lafayette Girardeau’s doctrine of the diaconate.4 He also includes documentation of Columbia’s
missionary enterprises and discusses Columbia’s contributions in the realms of science and
philosophy.5 Though Robinson references theological themes at various points in his treatise, he
only devotes twenty pages of his 233-page volume to Columbia’s theology per se.6 In an
otherwise favourable review of Robinson’s work, Paul Woolley, long-time professor of church
history at Westminster Theological Seminary, laments that the section that Robinson devotes
specifically to the theology of Columbia is “all too brief.”7 In this “all too brief” section,
Robinson touches on various facets of Old Columbia’s theology, yet at no point does he discuss

3

William Childs Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary and the Southern Presbyterian Church, 1831–
1931: A Study in Church History, Presbyterian Polity, Missionary Enterprise, and Religious Thought (Decatur, GA:
Dennis Lindsey Printing Company, 1931). Robinson originally presented Columbia as his Doctor of Theology thesis
at Harvard University. A 1920 graduate of Columbia Seminary, Robinson became a professor of church history,
polity, and missions at Columbia in 1926, where he taught until his retirement in 1967. He has been described as “a
loyal and determined champion of the Old Columbia theology.” David B. Calhoun, Our Southern Zion: Old
Columbia Seminary (1828–1927) (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2012), 319. See also Louis C. LaMotte, Colored
Light: The Story of the Influence of Columbia Theological Seminary 1828–1936 (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian
Committee of Publication, 1937), 220, 228, 268, 278–279; J. McDowell Richards, ed., Soli Deo Gloria, New
Testament Studies in Honor of William Childs Robinson (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1968); David B.
Calhoun, “William Childs Robinson,” in Confessing Our Hope: Essays Celebrating the Life and Ministry of Morton
H. Smith, ed. Joseph Pipa Jr. and C. N. Willborn (Taylors, SC: Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, 2004);
and David B. Calhoun, Pleading for a Reformation Vision: Life and Selected Writings of William Childs Robinson
(1897–1982) (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2013).
4

Robinson, Columbia, 69–96.

5

Robinson, Columbia, 106–146, 158–208.

6

See Robinson, Columbia, 209–228.

7

Paul Woolley, “A Study in Church History,” Evangelical Quarterly (January 1932): 88.

3

Columbia’s efforts to repel the Unitarian movement and promote Trinitarianism in the American
South.8
Five years after the publication of Robinson’s study, Louis C. LaMotte published a
history of the seminary in which he builds on Robinson’s work and goes into greater detail
regarding the historical context of the founding of the seminary, the lives and ministries of
alumni, especially those who became foreign missionaries, and other matters such as the
seminary’s facilities, finances, and campus life.9 Expanding the time frame of his study a decade
beyond that of Robinson’s, LaMotte provides a detailed description of the transition of the
seminary from Columbia, South Carolina, to Decatur, Georgia, in 1927 and the first years of
seminary life in Decatur. He also includes thorough bibliographies for faculty and alumni.
Squarely in the genre of historical narrative rather than theology, LaMotte’s study explores the
theology of Columbia even less than Robinson’s. Thus, LaMotte does not provide analysis of
Old Columbia’s stand for Trinitarianism against Unitarian encroachments.
Erskine Clarke analyses Old Columbia’s influence on the culture of the Old South in
“Southern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary.”10 He points out that Old Columbia
sought to shape Southern society through the Southern Presbyterian Review, which was the
seminary’s academic journal and, according to Clarke, “the most serious scholarly journal
published by religious leaders in the South.”11 Clarke discusses a number of ways in which
Columbia divines such as Thornwell, Smyth, and Palmer laboured to preserve the institutions and
mores of the antebellum South, but at no point does he mention Columbia’s efforts to preserve
8

Robinson, Columbia, 209–228.

9

Louis C. LaMotte, Colored Light.

10

Erskine Clarke, “Southern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,” American Presbyterians
66, no. 2 (Summer 1988): 123–133. Clarke originally delivered this essay as his inauguration address as Professor of
American Religious History at Columbia Seminary in 1987. Clarke, a 1966 graduate of Columbia, is now Professor
Emeritus of American Religious History at Columbia.
11

Erskine Clarke, “Southern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,” 126.

4

the doctrine of the Trinity amidst a Unitarian movement that was seeking to reshape the religious
landscape of the South.
In her study of the seminary, Kirsten Lynn Alworth Doescher focuses on the history,
architecture, and physical development of the Old Columbia campus.12 Doescher provides a
detailed description of the construction and use of the central building on the campus, the Robert
Mills House, which is also known as the Hall House (circa 1823). The structure was originally
designed to be a home for Ainsley Hall, a wealthy Columbia merchant, by Robert Mills, who is
known as the first famous American-trained architect and the designer of well-known American
edifices such as the Washington Monument.13 Ainsley Hall died before the construction of the
house was completed, and the house was eventually sold for use as the Theological Seminary of
the Presbyterian Synod of South Carolina and Georgia, which became known as Columbia
Theological Seminary.14 Doescher discusses the fact that, although visitors to the Robert Mills
House Historic Site are presented with facts about Mills, Ainsley, and the site’s architecture, they
are told almost nothing about the site’s almost century-long use as a home for Columbia
Seminary.15 Her study aims to demonstrate the ways in which the site served as a home for the
seminary, and she provides stories told by students and faculty, student diary entries,
photographs, and data from synod and board of trustees minutes in order to give a sense of what
student life was like at Old Columbia. Theological analysis, however, is beyond the scope of
Doescher’s study, and thus she does not discuss Columbia’s emphasis on the Trinity in
contradistinction to the burgeoning Southern Unitarian movement.

12

Kirsten Lynn Alworth Doescher, “A Home for a Seminary: The Columbia Theological Seminary and the
Hall’s House,” (MA thesis, University of South Carolina, 2001).
13

Doescher, “A Home for a Seminary,” 4.

14

Doescher, “A Home for a Seminary,” 7.

15

Doescher, “A Home for a Seminary,” 2.

5

A final holistic study of Old Columbia is that of David B. Calhoun, which he describes as
“part collective biography and part narrative history.”16 Calhoun heavily relies on Robinson for
historical information about and theological insight into Old Columbia.17 In addition, Calhoun
highlights the historic relationship between Old Columbia Seminary and First Presbyterian
Church of Columbia, South Carolina, and he goes further than previous scholars in detailing the
missionary endeavours of Old Columbia faculty and alumni.18 As he himself notes, Calhoun’s
work is primarily historical and biographical in nature, and, although he touches on facets of
Columbia’s theology, he does not discuss Columbia’s efforts to defeat Unitarianism and promote
Trinitarianism in the American South.
The holistic studies of Old Columbia proffered by Robinson, LaMotte, Clarke, Doescher,
and Calhoun, while providing useful historical and biographical information relative to
Columbia, do not examine Columbia’s efforts to counteract the Unitarian movement and promote
Trinitarianism in the American South. In other words, they do not approach the task of our
present study.
Studies That Note the Trinitarian Emphasis of an Individual Columbia Divine
Although holistic studies of Old Columbia are relatively few, studies involving Old
Columbia’s individual divines are numerous. Like the holistic studies of Columbia, major
studies devoted to Columbia’s individual theologians are primarily historical or biographical in

16

Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, xv.

17

See, for example, Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, xx, 12, 30, 37, 39, 40, 41, 49, 134, 136, 200, 234, 242,
252, 227, 268, 275, 289, 295, 328.
18

See, for example, Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 6–7, 15, 286. See also Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord
Risen Upon It: First Presbyterian Church Columbia, South Carolina 1795–1995 (Columbia, SC: R. L. Bryan, 1994),
33–35.

6

nature.19 Yet, a number of scholars have focused on the philosophical and scientific views of
individual Columbia divines.20 Other studies involving individual Columbians have been
primarily of a socio-political nature.21 Ecclesiological doctrines proffered by Columbia’s

19

See Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., The Life and Letters of James Henley Thornwell D.D., LL.D: ExPresident of the South Carolina College, Late Professor of Theology in the Theological Seminary at Columbia,
South Carolina (Richmond, VA: Whittet & Shepperson, 1875); John B. Adger, My Life and Times, 1810–1899
(Richmond, VA: The Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1899); Thomas Carey Johnson, The Life and Letters of
Benjamin Morgan Palmer (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1906); Thomas Smyth,
Autobiographical Notes, Letters, and Reflections of Thomas Smyth, D. D., ed. Louisa Cheves Stoney (Charleston,
SC: Walker, Evans & Cogswell, 1914); Wayne Carter Eubank, “Benjamin Morgan Palmer, A Southern Divine”
(PhD diss., Louisiana State University, 1943); Doralyn J. Hickey, “Benjamin Morgan Palmer: Churchman of the Old
South” (PhD diss., Duke University, 1962); Eduard N. Loring, “Charles C. Jones: Missionary to Plantation Slaves,
1831–1847” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1976); James Oscar Farmer Jr., The Metaphysical Confederacy:
James Henley Thornwell and the Synthesis of Southern Values (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1986); C. N.
Willborn, “John L. Girardeau (1825–98), Pastor to Slaves and Theologian of Causes: A Historical Account of the
Life and Contributions of an Often Neglected Southern Presbyterian Minister and Theologian” (PhD diss.,
Westminster Theological Seminary, 2003); and Christopher M. Duncan, “Benjamin Morgan Palmer: Southern
Presbyterian Divine” (PhD diss., Auburn University, 2008).
20

Thornton Whaling, “The Philosopher,” in The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 285–303; Robert A.
Webb, “Evolution Controversy,” in The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 231–284; Theodore Dwight Bozeman,
“Science, Nature, and Society: A New Approach to James Henley Thornwell,” Journal of Presbyterian History 50,
no. 3 (Fall 1972): 306–325; David Kinney Garth, “The Influence of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy on the
Theology of James Henley Thornwell and Robert Lewis Dabney” (PhD diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1979); J.
Ligon Duncan III, “Common Sense and American Presbyterianism: An Evaluation of the Impact of Scottish Realism
on Princeton and the South” (MTh thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 1987), 45–74; Walter H. Conser Jr., God
and the Natural World: Religion and Science in Antebellum America (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina
Press, 1993); Theodore Dwight Bozeman, “James Henley Thornwell: Ancient and Modern,” Affirmation 6, no. 2
(1993): 50–71; Monte Harrell Hampton, “Professor James Woodrow and the Response of Late-Nineteenth Century
Southern Theology to Evolution” (MA thesis, North Carolina State University, 1995); and W. Duncan Rankin and
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theologians have also been examined.22 A few studies have discussed the preaching ministries of
individual Columbians.23 Finally, specific facets of the theology of individual Columbians have
been examined.24 However, only a handful of studies explicitly acknowledge the Trinitarian
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emphasis of individual Columbians, and in most cases there is little if any investigation of the
theme.
In his doctoral dissertation, “Atonement and Justification in the Writings of Thornwell
and Girardeau,” Craig A. Sheppard compares and evaluates the doctrines of the atonement and
justification of two Columbians: Thornwell and Girardeau. Because of its relationship with
justification, Sheppard also discusses the doctrine of adoption as proffered by the two divines.
Towards the end of his study, Sheppard notes the familial (rather than merely forensic) emphasis
within Thornwell’s soteriology. Sheppard surmises, “This emphasis on the familial aspect of
salvation likely flows out of his Trinitarian approach. I think this conclusion is Biblically
founded. In each of the three primary passages dealing with adoption (Eph. 1, Rom. 8, and Gal.
3–4), there is a strong Trinitarian dimension in the context.”25 Thus, Sheppard seems to
recognise an overall “Trinitarian approach” in Thornwell’s soteriology, but, beyond this brief
comment, he does not explore the “Trinitarian approach” of Thornwell. However, this is an
exploration that we shall undertake in due time.
Sheppard is not the only theologian who has noted the overall “Trinitarian approach” of a
Columbia divine. In his book Preachers with Power, Douglas F. Kelly discusses the lives and
pulpit ministries of three Columbia divines – Thornwell, Palmer, and Girardeau – along with
Southern evangelist Daniel Baker. Kelly observes that one of the “perennial themes” of
Girardeau’s preaching was “union with Christ.”26 Then Kelly states that his emphasis on the
believer’s union with Christ was “viewed by Girardeau in the broader context of a robust
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Trinitarian theology.”27 Although Kelly mentions other “perennial themes” in Girardeau (as well
as Thornwell and Palmer) that we believe likewise flow from “a robust Trinitarian theology,” he
does not thoroughly investigate the Columbians’ “robust Trinitarian theology” per se.28 Such
investigation, however, is at the heart of our dissertation.
In the second volume of his Systematic Theology, which is titled The Beauty of Christ: A
Trinitarian Vision, Kelly seeks to present a Trinitarian Christology that is rooted in Scripture and
understood in light of “various theological traditions both East and West.”29 At three points in
his approximately 500-page presentation of a Trinitarian vision of Christ, Kelly incorporates the
Trinitarian Christology of two Columbia theologians. In his chapter on the hypostatic union,
Kelly writes, “In a passage that one wishes had been expanded, nineteenth-century Calvinist,
John L. Girardeau, raises this question about the mysterious richness of God’s inner life: ‘Is it
venturing too far to say that as all the persons of the Godhead have one and the same spontaneous
essence, each person appropriates that essence and energizes peculiarly through it in his peculiar
relation to the other persons?’”30 Kelly goes on to state, “[Girardeau] was not far from what the
Fathers of the Church had called perichoresis (or ‘mutual indwelling’ of the three members of the
Trinity within one another, while retaining their distinct personalities).”31 As we shall
demonstrate, the passage quoted by Kelly is not the only one in which a Columbia divine
discusses the theme of interpersonal relationships within the Trinity and the implications thereof.
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In a chapter on the humiliation of Christ in the sufferings of his life and death, Kelly
discusses the “sacred transaction among Father, Son, and Spirit in Gethsemane and Calvary.”32
He states, “Jesus’ attitude to the Father in Gethsemane and on Calvary demonstrates the ineffable
beauty that reigns within the Trinitarian relations. Jesus’ self-offering to the Father as our great
High Priest displays the absolute relational beauty of the infinite tenderness of the love of God.”33
At this juncture, Kelly, without analysis, quotes at length from Thornwell’s sermon “The
Priesthood of Christ” regarding the “surpassing loveliness” of the inner-Trinitarian relationships
revealed in Gethsemane and on Calvary.34
Later, in an appendix titled “Metaphors for the Atonement,” Kelly discusses the motif of
penal substitution.35 In that context, he again references Thornwell, this time quoting from a
portion of Thornwell’s sermon “The Sacrifice of Christ” in which Thornwell presents the
atonement in terms of an offering of love and worship by the Son to the Father. Kelly states that
Thornwell “takes us very close to the heart of God as he describes what the incarnate Son of God
went through for the honor of his Father’s character in the salvation of the church.”36 Kelly does
not offer any further discussion of Thornwell’s Trinitarian understanding of the atonement;
thorough analysis of Thornwell is beyond his scope. On the other hand, such analysis is
completely within our scope, and we will conduct it in due time.
Like Kelly, Thomas E. Jenkins has recognised Thornwell’s explicitly Trinitarian
understanding of Christ’s atoning work. In The Character of God: Recovering the Lost Literary
Power of American Protestantism, Jenkins contends that various literary movements, especially
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neoclassicism, sentimentalism, and romanticism, have significantly shaped American Protestant
theology. Jenkins asserts that Protestant theologians in the nineteenth century “were trying to
keep up with the rapidly expanding secular print culture” and “‘keeping up’ for ministers meant,
to some extent, appropriating popular and cosmopolitan literary styles for religious purposes.”37
According to Jenkins, Thornwell’s emphasis on the Trinitarian nature of the atonement was due
to the influence of romanticism on the Columbia divine.38 In chapter three of this dissertation,
we will examine Jenkins’s thesis and offer one of our own.39
Fred Sanders, like Kelly and Jenkins, has picked up on a Trinitarian emphasis in a
Columbia theologian. Largely in response to a widely held notion that there has been an absence
of Trinitarian emphasis within Protestantism since Calvin, Sanders has sought to reintroduce
evangelical Protestants to a number of their forebears who made much of the doctrine and
implications of the Trinity in his book The Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes
Everything.40 Among those highlighted by Sanders is Benjamin Morgan Palmer. In a chapter
titled “Into the Saving Life of Christ (Or, What’s Trinitarian about a Personal Relationship with
Jesus),” in which Sanders seeks to demonstrate the Trinitarian nature of salvation and assurance,
he quotes a portion of Palmer’s book The Threefold Communion and the Threefold Assurance, in
which Palmer likewise presents the believer’s assurance of salvation as being ultimately rooted in
God’s Triunity.41 Then, in a chapter titled “Hearing the Voice of God in Scripture (Or, the Tacit
Trinitarianism of Evangelical Bible Reading),” Sanders again references Palmer, who believed
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that in the Bible “the words of the Father are delivered by the Son, through the power of the
Spirit.”42 Sanders neither analyses nor discusses the quotations from Palmer. Moreover, Sanders
footnotes Morton H. Smith’s Studies in Southern Presbyterianism as the source for this second
quote.43 The quote is originally from a sermon by Palmer titled “The Church, the Kingdom of
Truth,” which is included in the second volume of Palmer’s published sermons.44 These
published sermons are replete with many such quotations, which we will analyse at the relevant
points of our dissertation.
Studies That Note That an Individual Columbia Divine Emphasised the Trinity in Response to
Unitarian Advancements in the Southern United States
Finally, a few studies, in addition to noting the Trinitarian emphasis of an individual
Columbian, have recognised that the Columbian emphasised the Trinity in response to the
Unitarian movement in the Southern United States. In his two-volume, nearly 2,000-page
intellectual history, Conjectures of Order, Cambridge historian Michael O’Brien examines the
lives of Southern thinkers – writers, philosophers, politicians, and theologians – to paint a picture
of intellectual life in the antebellum South.45 Throughout this massive intellectual history,
O’Brien notes the contributions of figures who play prominent roles in our own dissertation:
Columbians such as Thornwell, Palmer, and John B. Adger, as well as Unitarians Cooper, Clapp,
and Gilman. At points, O’Brien even notes the influence of Columbia Seminary itself.46
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We will interact with specific points of O’Brien’s analysis at the appropriate junctures in
our own study, but for now we point out that O’Brien most closely approaches our own thesis
when he discusses the life, theology, and ministries of James Henley Thornwell. The final
chapter of O’Brien’s history is titled “Theology for the South,” and, in order to paint a picture of
antebellum Southern religion (especially in its urban centres), he analyses representative
theologians from four traditions: Jewish, Roman Catholic, Episcopalian, and Presbyterian. He
devotes approximately forty pages to Thornwell, his representative Presbyterian.47
O’Brien’s examination of Thornwell intersects with our own thesis as he documents both
Thornwell’s Trinitarianism and the rising tide of Unitarianism, which Thornwell knew first hand
and to which his Trinitarian emphasis was a response. On the one hand, O’Brien accentuates the
fact that Thornwell’s childhood benefactor and father figure (William Robbins) and his college
mentor (Thomas Cooper) were Unitarians.48 On the other hand, he stresses the distinctly
Trinitarian bent of Thornwell’s theology, noting exemplary works from the Thornwell corpus
such as “The Necessity of the Atonement” and “The Personality of God.”49 O’Brien most closely
articulates our own thesis when, after briefly discussing Thornwell’s conversion from the
Unitarianism of Cooper to Trinitarianism, he points out that Thornwell’s chief objective became
“persuading others to duplicate his own personal history of conversion” and that “this was to
repudiate Thomas Cooper.”50
O’Brien’s observations of the conflict embodied by Cooper and Thornwell, however, are
marked by terseness and call for the kind of thorough exploration that our own study purposes to
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carry out. Moreover, we believe that the scant assessments of Thornwell’s Trinitarianism in
Conjectures contain a number of their own conjectures that require further exploration and
response, which we seek to provide in due course.
In The Southern Front, Eugene D. Genovese surveys the history and politics of the
American South, and, in a section titled “Representative Carolinians,” he includes a chapter on
Thornwell. Without analysis, he points out that Thornwell had argued that the newly formed
Confederate States of America should dedicate themselves not to a vague deity but rather to the
Triune God. Genovese summarizes Thornwell’s approach to civil religion: “Vague recognition
of God would not do. The State must recognize the triune God of the Bible – the Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost.”51 Genovese alerts us to the fact that Thornwell had much more to say about the
Trinity when he writes, “With regret I must here pass lightly over his theology, for his sermons
and discourses on the Trinity, the nature and attributes of God, the personality of the Holy Ghost,
and other subjects have much to teach about the human condition and our prospects. Our
immediate concern is with his social and political thought, and much of his best efforts in defense
of Calvinist orthodoxy remain beside the point.”52 Thus, in The Southern Front, Genovese alerts
us to Thornwell’s sermons and discourses on the Trinity by telling us that he is not going to
discuss them. However, Genovese promises to discuss such themes in a future publication.53
That promised volume is the approximately 800-page tome, The Mind of the Master
Class: History and Faith in the Southern Slaveholder’s Worldview, which Genovese co-authored
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with his wife, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese. Most significantly for our study, the authors identify the
rising tide of anti-Trinitarianism in the antebellum South and discuss, albeit briefly, the efforts of
several Columbia divines to counteract it. In a chapter titled “The Holy Spirit in the Word of
God,” the Genoveses discuss the rise of anti-Trinitarianism from the mid-eighteenth to the latenineteenth century and, without analysis, quote from Thornwell’s lecture “The Personality of
God” and his sermons “The Necessity of the Atonement” and “The Personality of the Holy
Ghost” as examples of Thornwell’s Trinitarian response.54 In a footnote in the same section, the
authors tersely summarise a facet of John L. Girardeau’s Trinitarian apologetic, writing, “In
criticizing non-Trinitarian monotheism, specifically Islamic, Girardeau stressed interpersonality
as a model of human social relations.”55
The Genoveses are clearly familiar with Thomas Cooper, but they fail to make the
connection between Cooper’s anti-Trinitarianism and Thornwell’s Trinitarian response in South
Carolina’s capital city.56 The Genoveses point out that Cooper “especially hated the
Presbyterians,” but, even then, they do not mention the way in which the conflict between antiTrinitarianism and orthodoxy was epitomized in Columbia by Cooper, a leading Southern antiTrinitarian, and Thornwell, a leading Southern Presbyterian.57
In a chapter titled “Serpent in the Garden: Liberal Theology in the South,” the Genoveses
discuss in more detail the “troublesome inroads” that liberal theologies such as Deism,
Universalism, Spiritualism, and Unitarianism were making in the antebellum South and the ways
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in which “vigilance emerged as the South’s order of the day.”58 The authors cite Theodore
Clapp’s popularization of Unitarianism in New Orleans, but their discussion is surprisingly
devoid of any reference to Palmer’s vigilant counteroffensive.59 Palmer is discussed elsewhere,
but again surprisingly, never with reference to his Trinitarian response to the “troublesome
inroads” of Unitarianism.60
On the other hand, the response of Thomas Smyth to Charleston’s famed Unitarian
minister, Samuel Gilman, does not go unnoticed. The Genoveses most closely approach the crux
of our own thesis when, after noting the popularity of Gilman in Charleston, they write, “Thomas
Smyth of Charleston preached on the Trinity in a manner that suggested the need to continue the
struggle against Unitarian notions. Smyth doubtless knew that the citizens of Charleston,
inveterate church-hoppers, attended the Unitarian Church along with others.”61 In a footnote on
the same page, the authors point out that much of the ninth volume in Smyth’s Complete Works
consists of articles and sermons in which Smyth defends the Trinity against Unitarian criticism.62
The Genoveses tersely summarise one of Smyth’s major polemical responses to
Unitarianism when they write, “Unitarians and infidels like Voltaire, Volney, and Gibbon waved
off Christian claims to uniqueness by pointing to intimations of the Trinity in the Eastern
religions. While conceding those intimations, the Presbyterian Reverend Thomas Smyth of
Charleston argued that none of those triads captured the essentials of Christian doctrine.”63 This
is as far as the authors take their discussion of Smyth’s Trinitarian polemic. We, on the other
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hand, thoroughly explore this and other counteroffensives proffered by Smyth at the appropriate
stage of this dissertation.
Thus, in The Mind of the Master Class, the Genoveses clearly identify the nineteenthcentury conflict between anti-Trinitarian rationalistic religion and historic Trinitarianism.
Moreover, they, to varying degrees, identify our three key Southern theatres in which the conflict
was aggressively contested. The theatre of Columbia is alluded to through the mention of
Cooper’s anti-Trinitarianism on the one hand and Thornwell’s Trinitarianism on the other.
However, the relationship between the two opposing forces is not explored, nor do the authors
mention the establishment of Columbia Seminary itself as a counteroffensive to Cooper. The
New Orleans theatre is identified through the frequent mention of Unitarian Theodore Clapp, but,
even though he is mentioned throughout the volume, Palmer’s efforts to reverse Clapp’s
influence in New Orleans are surprisingly neglected. The Charleston theatre is most clearly
demonstrated as both Gilman’s popularity and Smyth’s counteroffensive are noted. However, the
argumentation of neither Gilman nor Smyth is analysed. The conflicts merely alluded to or
announced by the Genoveses serve as the very focal points of our exploration and analysis.
In a footnote in their chapter titled “Serpent in the Garden: Liberal Theology in the
South,” the Genoveses acknowledge their reliance on John Allen Macaulay’s Unitarianism in the
Antebellum South.64 In his study, Macaulay seeks to demonstrate the significant yet often
overlooked influence of Unitarianism on the antebellum South. He notes two of our theatres of
conflict, when he states, “Out of seven Unitarian churches in the would-be Confederate states,
only two, Charleston and New Orleans, managed to remain organizationally active on the eve of
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the Civil War.”65 As one would expect, therefore, Gilman of Charleston and Clapp of New
Orleans play prominent roles in Macaulay’s study. The history of the Unitarian Church in
Charleston is documented, as is that of the Unitarian Church of New Orleans. Palmer is
mentioned, but not with reference to his opposition to Unitarianism.66
On the other hand, Macaulay specifically mentions Smyth with reference to his role in the
Charleston theatre. He writes, “In Charleston, Presbyterian minister Rev. Thomas Smyth found it
necessary to continue the struggle against Unitarians throughout the 1840s and 1850s,
consistently preaching on the Trinity in hopes that his message would at least allay the influence
that Gilman exerted on members of Smyth’s congregation who church-hopped regularly between
the Presbyterian and Unitarian church buildings.”67 Later in a summary section he repeats the
same: “In Charleston, Presbyterian minister Rev. Thomas Smyth remained threatened by
Unitarianism as many members of his congregation church-hopped regularly between the
Presbyterian and Unitarian church buildings.”68 Macaulay provides no more detail concerning
Smyth; his overarching purpose is to analyse the Southern Unitarian movement, not the
Trinitarian counteroffensive. This latter topic, however, is exactly what we purpose to examine.
In The Gentlemen Theologians, E. Brooks Holifield explores the influence of eminent
clergymen on the culture of the Old South through their ministries in leading Southern urban
centres.69 At various points in his study, Holifield discusses the lives and ministries of several
Columbia theologians, including Thornwell, Girardeau, Adger, Smyth, and Palmer. Holifield’s
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study most nearly intersects with our own when he discusses the urban centre of Charleston and
the ministries of Gilman and Smyth. Holifield describes Gilman as “a self-conscious disciple of
the first generation of Unitarian patriarchs: Channing, Henry Ware, President Kirkland of
Harvard,” and “the most articulate representative of New England liberalism” in the antebellum
South.70 He discusses the fact that Gilman and his wife Caroline, a well-known writer, were
attracting to Unitarianism many of Charleston’s most “educated, cultivated, and influential”
citizens.71
Then, Holifield briefly discusses the counteroffensive of Smyth, who was “intent on
persuading the same constituency” of the superiority of orthodox Trinitarianism.72 Holifield
describes Smyth as follows: “A spokesman for theological conservatism as well as an
internationally known clerical voice on social issues, Smyth felt a special responsibility to
puncture liberalism in Charleston, and he maintained a close watch over Unitarians. When his
friend Samuel Gilman issued a public condemnation of Calvinism in 1852, Smyth moved quickly
to publish ‘Unitarianism Not the Gospel’ which along with his ‘Articles on the Trinity’ appeared
in serial form for several years in The Southern Presbyterian Review.”73
In only one full paragraph, Holifield seeks to summarize but one facet of Smyth’s antiUnitarian argument, namely, Smyth’s assertion that reason alone is not sufficient to know
transcendent reality.74 Thus, although Holifield astutely recognises the conflict between Gilman
and Smyth in Charleston, he offers neither thorough investigation nor sustained analysis of it.
Such investigation and analysis, however, is just what we will attempt to carry out.
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Hughes Oliphant Old has produced a six-volume study of the history of preaching, which
examines preaching from the biblical period to the modern age. In the final volume of his study,
which consists of almost one thousand pages, Old examines the preaching of a vast array of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century preachers in Europe and America. Most notably for our study,
Old devotes almost twenty pages of his study to the preaching ministry of Benjamin Morgan
Palmer.75 Old references Palmer’s short historical sketch of First Presbyterian Church of New
Orleans, which Thomas Cary Johnson, a contemporary of Palmer, includes in his biography of
Palmer.76 Based on Palmer’s account, Old summarises the early decades of the congregation:
“Unitarianism was making rapid gains in this country at this time, and the fledgling congregation
in New Orleans was greatly disturbed by the controversy.”77
Though brief, Old’s account alerts his audience to the fact that Palmer’s pulpit ministry
was responsive to the “rapid gains” of Unitarianism.78 Old discusses four of the sermons that
Palmer preached from his New Orleans pulpit: “Love to an Unseen Christ,” “Looking unto
Jesus,” “The Attraction of the Cross,” and “Christ, the Resurrection and the Life.” Old
summarises the Christology of Palmer’s preaching as follows: “It is not the mundane Christ of
the Enlightenment that Palmer preached, but the transcendent, exalted Christ. Palmer’s
preaching flew in the face of the Unitarian, rationalistic Christ and witnessed to the reality of the
unseen Christ.”79 Old points out that Palmer explicitly employed the language of Nicaea and
Chalcedon in his sermons to expound the “high Christology” of orthodoxy, and he approaches
the nub of our own study when he states Palmer’s impetus for doing so: “The drift toward
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Unitarianism was strong in the nineteenth century, and Palmer left no question that such a drift
was nothing less than apostasy.”80 Beyond these brief descriptions, however, Old does not
explore Palmer’s Trinitarian preaching or the results of it. We, on the other hand, will seek to
thoroughly explore these facets of Palmer’s ministry.
In his dissertation, “Benjamin Morgan Palmer: Southern Presbyterian Divine,”
Christopher M. Duncan provides a “life and times” of Palmer in which he presents an “objective
and scholarly” biography of the Columbia theologian.81 Like Hughes Oliphant Old, Duncan
relies on Palmer’s short sketch of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans and points out that
the ministry of Theodore Clapp, one of Palmer’s predecessors, was “marked with trouble,
beginning with questions about his theological integrity.”82 However, Duncan does not explicitly
note that the “trouble” with Clapp was that he became a Unitarian and that he led the majority of
the congregation in the same direction. Thus, he does not discuss Palmer’s subsequent attempts
to counteract the Unitarianism popularized by Clapp.
On the other hand, Duncan does note that Palmer’s grandfather, Job Palmer, “served as
clerk and sexton of the Congregational Church of Charleston (‘Circular Church’) for thirty-nine
years, devoting much of his energy to defending historic Christian doctrines then being
questioned by New England Unitarians.”83 Duncan also notes that Palmer’s parents sent him
north to Amherst College, which was founded by orthodox Congregationalists who “viewed the
growth of Unitarianism in the eastern part of the state as the greatest theological and societal
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threat of their time, and they believed that a well-educated ministry was the best way to combat
the heresy.”84
Although Duncan briefly notes these details regarding the Palmer family’s attempts to
withstand Unitarianism and equip young Benjamin to do the same, he does not follow these
observations with an investigation of how Palmer himself engaged in a ministry of opposition to
the rising tide of Unitarianism through an emphasis on historic Trinitarianism. Only twice does
Duncan come close to this theme. The nearest he comes is in the conclusion of his thesis when
he states of Palmer, “In many ways, defending the traditional body of divinity against modernism
and theological liberalism would sum up both his life’s work, as well as the story of the
nineteenth-century southern Presbyterian Church.”85 Although Duncan does not discuss the work
of Palmer or the other Old Columbians with specific reference to the Unitarian-Trinitarian
tensions of the nineteenth century, he does briefly note Palmer’s Trinitarian emphasis when he
offers a brief synopsis of Palmer’s books. He points out that Palmer’s The Threefold Fellowship
and the Threefold Assurance “presents a classical Reformed treatment of the doctrine of the
Trinity, the fellowship that Christians enjoy with each, and the resulting assurances of
understanding, faith, and hope.”86 Beyond this, Duncan does not discuss Palmer’s emphasis on
the Trinity.
Thus, although Duncan’s study provides some details that, when pieced together, hint at
Palmer’s Trinitarian counteroffensive in response to Unitarianism, Duncan focuses on other
themes and does not explore these details further. This, however, is precisely what our study
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attempts to do in order to gain a better understanding of Palmer’s life, ministry, and theological
contributions.
Another “life and times” of Palmer much more explicitly notes Palmer’s Trinitarian
emphasis in response to Unitarianism. In her dissertation, “Benjamin Morgan Palmer:
Churchman of the Old South,” Doralyn J. Hickey presents a biography of Palmer with an
approach similar to Duncan’s.87 Like Duncan, Hickey focuses primarily on historical and
biographical matters related to Palmer and she relies on Johnson’s biography for information on
Palmer’s family, noting that Palmer’s grandfather, Job Palmer, “took particular pains to see that
his family should never succumb to Unitarianism.”88
Hickey goes on to note that Palmer himself took up his grandfather’s mantle in the stand
against Unitarianism. She briefly summarises the tenor of Palmer’s preaching ministry: “Within
Palmer’s sermons God was seldom described apart from his Trinitarian manifestation as Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, a practice which stemmed, it would appear, from Palmer’s double concern
to avoid the heresies associated with Unitarianism and to affirm that God is known only through
His chosen revelation. Thus the vast majority of his sermons discussed, not an abstract God, but
God revealed to man through Jesus Christ and God present to the believer through the Holy
Spirit.”89 Beyond this description, however, Hickey does not discuss the “heresies associated
with Unitarianism” as they relate to Palmer’s life and ministry, nor does she offer a sustained
analysis of Palmer’s Trinitarian preaching, which was meant to counteract them. Our study,
however, aims to investigate and analyse these very issues.
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Summary of Previous Studies
In summary we note that, though there have been numerous studies involving Old
Columbia Seminary and its individual theologians, none of them is marked by a sustained
analysis of the Columbia divines’ attempts to repel the Unitarian movement and stand for
Trinitarianism in the Southern United States. The holistic studies of Old Columbia are primarily
historical and biographical in nature, and, thus, detailed theological examination is beyond the
scope of these studies.
We also note that, although most studies involving individual Columbia divines have not
acknowledged the theologians’ Trinitarian emphasis, a relatively few number of studies do
acknowledge the Trinitarian emphasis of an individual Columbian. The Trinitarian emphasis of
Thornwell, Girardeau, and Palmer has been pointed out in a handful of studies, but with scant
detail and almost no analysis. Moreover, the crucial question of why the divines emphasised the
Trinity is neither asked nor answered. The one exception is the four-page discussion of
Thornwell’s Trinitarian view of the atonement proffered by Jenkins, but, as we shall demonstrate
further, his thesis as to the reason for Thornwell’s Trinitarian emphasis is very different from our
own.
Finally, a number of studies intersect with our own in that they not only point out the
Trinitarian emphasis of an individual Columbia pastor-scholar, they also explicitly recognise that
the Columbians emphasised the Trinity in response to the increasing popularity of Unitarianism
in urban centres of the American South. To varying degrees, our three theatres of conflict and
the principal opposing theologians in each have been acknowledged. O’Brien touches on the
Columbia theatre through his examinations of Thornwell and Cooper and their opposing
theologies; the Genoveses, Macaulay, and Holifield most completely intersect with our
dissertation by highlighting the Charleston theatre and the conflict embodied there by Smyth and
Gilman; and Old, Duncan, and Hickey direct our attention to the theatre of New Orleans and to
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the conflict there as epitomised by Palmer and Clapp. However, in each of these studies,
treatment of these themes is extremely scant, ranging from a smattering of isolated observations
to a few paragraphs of discussion. It is our intent, on the other hand, to analyse what these
studies tersely mention: the Old Columbians’ stand for the Trinity in the three major theatres of
the conflict between Unitarianism and Trinitarianism in the American South.
Primary Sources Survey
In this primary sources survey, we briefly introduce the primary resources that provide the
data on which our thesis is chiefly based. In subsequent chapters we argue our thesis primarily
on the basis of these sources.
The Columbia Theatre: James Henley Thornwell and Thomas Cooper
For biographical information on Thornwell, we make use of the published works of two
of his contemporaries who knew him well, namely, The Life and Letters of James Henley
Thornwell, written by his close friend Benjamin Morgan Palmer, and The Story of My Life, the
autobiography of Thornwell’s classmate J. Marion Sims, and we note where the two accounts
differ.90
The published primary sources of Thornwell’s own writings with which we interact are
found chiefly in his four-volume Collected Writings.91 Volumes one and two of Collected
Writings were edited by Columbia divine John B. Adger, and volumes three and four were edited
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by Adger and Columbia pastor-scholar John L. Girardeau. Volume one of Collected Writings
contains theological writings; volume two contains theological and ethical writings; volume
three, theological and controversial writings; and volume four, ecclesiastical writings. We
especially interact with the theological lectures in volume one, which were originally delivered to
his theology classes at Columbia Seminary, and the published sermons in volume two, which
were originally preached for the students of South Carolina College when Thornwell served as
Chaplain and then President of the institution.92
In addition to these published sources, we extensively utilize Thornwell’s extant
manuscripts, including letters, journal entries, lecture notes, and sermons, which are archived in
two locations: The James Henley Thornwell Papers at the C. Benton Kline, Jr. Special
Collections and Archives in the John Bulow Campbell Library at Columbia Theological
Seminary in Decatur, Georgia, and the James Henley Thornwell Papers at the South Caroliniana
Library at the University of South Carolina in Columbia, South Carolina.93 When relevant to our
thesis, we note where Palmer’s edited versions of Thornwell’s letters differ from the original
handwritten letters. We also make use of the diary of Matthew Jouett Williams, a friend and
colleague of Thornwell at South Carolina College, which provides candid observations of
Thornwell’s preaching when he served as president of the college. Williams’ diary is housed at
the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Duke University in Durham, North
Carolina.94
For Thomas Cooper, we look at original manuscripts and rare out of print addresses
related to Cooper’s efforts to advance Unitarianism in the Columbia theatre, including letters
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between Cooper and his close friend Thomas Jefferson, which are kept in the Thomas Jefferson
Papers at the Library of Congress.95 We interact with writings such as Memoirs of Dr. Joseph
Priestley, in which Cooper provides a lengthy appendix describing his own theological beliefs as
well as those of Priestley, his close friend and theological mentor.96 This and other rare works by
Cooper, tracts and commencement addresses such as “A Summary of Unitarian Arguments,”
“Exposition of the doctrines of Calvinism,” “Address to the Graduates of the South Carolina
College, 1821,” and “Address to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,” all of which
reveal Cooper’s religious convictions and his designs to propagate them, are kept in the Thomas
Cooper Papers at the South Caroliniana Library.97 We especially engage these primary sources
in order to provide a better understanding of what Thornwell was exposed to as a student under
Cooper’s tutelage and what he later sought to counteract through his professorial and
administrative labours at South Carolina College and Columbia Seminary. For other
biographical information on Cooper, we use Dumas Malone’s seminal work, The Public Life of
Thomas Cooper, which Malone first wrote as his PhD dissertation at the University of Yale in
1923.98
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We also utilize primary sources regarding Columbia Seminary itself, including original
constitutions and minutes of the board of trustees, as well as reflections, historical and
biographical sketches, and addresses provided by Old Columbia’s professors and alumni
contained in the Memorial Volume of the Semi-centennial of the Theological Seminary at
Columbia, South Carolina.99
The Charleston Theatre: Thomas Smyth and Samuel Gilman
For biographical information on Thomas Smyth, we employ his Autobiographical Notes,
Letters and Reflections, which were compiled by his granddaughter Louisa Cheves Stoney.100
Many of the manuscripts upon which this out-of-print volume is based, as well as other original
documents related to Smyth, are held in the Thomas Smyth Papers in the C. Benton Kline, Jr.
Special Collections and Archives, and we interact with these where appropriate.101 For further
biographical information we make use of the “Smyth Family Papers,” in The Stoney Family
Papers (1775–1949), which are archived at the South Carolina Historical Society in Charleston,
South Carolina (SCHS).102 In addition, we interact with previously unexamined sermons and
articles printed in The Charleston Evening News during the years 1852 and 1853, which were
written by Smyth, Gilman, and other ministers involved in the Unitarian-Trinitarian controversy
in Charleston, and which are housed at the Charleston Library Society in Charleston, South
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Carolina.103 In that same vein, we examine Smyth’s articles on the Trinity, which were originally
published in The Southern Presbyterian Review.104 Most of these articles were reprinted in
volume nine of Smyth’s twelve-volume Complete Works, which is out of print. To our
knowledge, our study is the first scholarly work to contain sustained interaction with any of these
writings.105
We also utilize extant primary sources related to Smyth’s theological opponent, Samuel
Gilman, including his letters, sermons, and articles, which were printed in The Charleston
Evening News; The Charleston Daily Courier; his Contributions to Religion: Consisting of
Sermons, Practical and Doctrinal; sermons and discourses contained in The Old and the New:
Or, Discourses and Proceedings at the Dedication of the Re-Modeled Unitarian Church in
Charleston, S.C., 1854; and letters by Gilman and his family members contained in the Unitarian
Church Records at the South Carolina Historical Society in Charleston, South Carolina, which
provide a behind-the-scenes glimpse of Charleston’s leading nineteenth-century Unitarian family
relative to Gilman’s conflict with Smyth.106
The New Orleans Theatre: Benjamin Morgan Palmer and Theodore Clapp
For biographical information on Palmer, we make use of The Life and Letters of Benjamin
Morgan Palmer, written by Palmer’s contemporary and fellow presbyter, Thomas Cary
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Johnson.107 Though we have not been able to locate all of the original correspondences on which
much of Johnson’s work is based, some of the original documents that Johnson used to write the
biography are held in the Thomas Cary Johnson Papers in the William Smith Morton Library at
Union Presbyterian Seminary in Richmond, Virginia, and we interact with these when
appropriate.108 We also utilize relevant previously unexamined biographical information about
Palmer contained in the leading newspapers of New Orleans in Palmer’s day, including The
Daily Creole, The Daily Crescent, and The Daily Picayune, which may be found at the Historic
New Orleans Collection in New Orleans, Louisiana, as well as Palmer’s personal journal from his
first year in New Orleans, which is kept in the Benjamin Morgan Palmer Papers in the C. Benton
Kline, Jr. Special Collections and Archives.109 For other relevant information about Palmer and
his family, we utilize letters and journal entries found in the Benjamin Morgan Palmer Papers at
The William Smith Morton Library, the Circular Congregational Church Records at the South
Carolina Historical Society, nineteenth-century Reports of the Charleston Unitarian Book and
Tract Society in the Samuel Gilman Papers at South Caroliniana Library, and the Shindler-Palmer
Papers, which are housed in the Ralph W. Steen Library at Stephen F. Austin State University in
Nacogdoches, Texas.110
We examine an array of Palmer’s sermons and his written works. We interact with
unpublished sermon notes and manuscripts, which are kept in the Palmer Papers at the William
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Smith Morton Library and the C. Benton Kline, Jr. Special Collections and Archives.111 We also
examine the three volumes of his published sermons, which contain approximately one hundred
sermons in all.112 We engage with other relevant published addresses, including “Christianity,
The Only Religion for Man,” and his books The Theology of Prayer, in which he provides his
understanding of the Trinitarian nature of prayer, and The Threefold Fellowship and the
Threefold Assurance, in which he describes his belief in the Trinitarian nature of the Christian
life.113
To gain insight regarding Palmer’s predecessor, Theodore Clapp, we seek to rely as much
as possible on primary sources. For information about Clapp’s theology and his ministry, we
look to his Autobiographical Sketches and Recollections, During A Thirty-Five Years’ Residence
in New Orleans, and his Report of the Trial of the Rev. Theodore Clapp, Before the Mississippi
Presbytery at their Sessions in May and December 1832, both of which provide Clapp’s own
account of his conversion to Unitarianism and his perspective regarding the Unitarian-Trinitarian
conflict in New Orleans.114 We also make use of articles from the newspapers The Daily
Picayune and The New Orleans Times concerning Clapp, as well as Palmer’s address, “Semi-
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Centenary Anniversary of Presbyterianism in New Orleans,” in which he assessed the ministry of
Clapp and its influence on New Orleans.115
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CHAPTER TWO: AN OVERVIEW OF THE UNITARIANISM OF THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY
AMERICAN SOUTH & THE TRINITARIANISM OF OLD COLUMBIA SEMINARY
Before we begin our examinations of the individual theatres of conflict, it will be helpful
to set the stage by briefly providing an overview of the Unitarianism found in the nineteenthcentury American South and the Trinitarianism of Old Columbia Seminary. Thus, in this chapter
we will summarise the influences, characteristics, and aims of these competing theological
forces.
Unitarianism in the Nineteenth-Century American South
As we have already noted, the Unitarians that the Old Columbia theologians were chiefly
seeking to counteract were found in three Southern cities: Columbia, Charleston, and New
Orleans. Although Unitarians were scattered in various parts of the South, these were the three
locations where anti-Trinitarian forces gained the most Southern ground in the early to midnineteenth century. Thus, the three cities on which our study focuses, where the Old Columbians
sought to repel the Southern Unitarian movement, were the three major theatres of the conflict
between Unitarianism and Trinitarianism in the South.116
In Columbia, Unitarian notions were propagated not through a church, but rather through
the influence of Thomas Cooper, who held the position regarded by many to be the most
influential in the state, namely the presidency of South Carolina College, from which he was able
to mould the state’s most promising culture shapers.117 In Charleston and New Orleans, on the
other hand, it was through the pulpit ministries of Samuel Gilman and Theodore Clapp
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respectively that the Unitarian cause gained ground. As we noted in chapter one, although seven
Unitarian churches were started in the antebellum South, only the Charleston and New Orleans
congregations were stable enough to remain intact through the crisis of the Civil War.118 Thus,
the Unitarians whom the Columbia theologians were seeking to counteract – Cooper, Gilman,
and Clapp – embodied and significantly led the Unitarian movement in the South.
The Influences and Characteristics of Southern Unitarianism
These representative leaders, and the Southern Unitarianism they fostered, were
influenced by two different but not unrelated strands of anti-Trinitarian thought: the Socinianism
of England and the Arianism of New England. A major theological influence on the leadership
of the Southern Unitarian movement was Joseph Priestley (1733–1804), who relocated from his
native England to America in 1794. Priestley popularized the theology of the Italian reformer,
Faustus Socinus (1539–1604), who represented the rationalist wing of the sixteenth-century
Protestant Reformation. Socinus and the rationalist reformers taught the supremacy of human
reason and that theological ideas such as the Trinity, which were incomprehensible to reason,
should be rejected on that basis. In addition to rejecting the divinity of Christ, Socinus rejected
other Reformed doctrines such as original sin, predestination, substitutionary atonement, and
justification by faith alone. The rationalistic theology of Socinus, or Socinianism, as it came to be
called, flourished in places such as Transylvania and Poland, and Priestley was determined to see
it flourish in England and the United States. Due to the influence of the Enlightenment in Britain
and America, Priestley found audiences that were increasingly open to the religious rationalism
he presented.119 As we shall discuss further in subsequent chapters, although Priestley settled in
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Pennsylvania, he became close friends with several of the Southern Unitarians who play
significant roles in our study, and his books, such as An History of the Corruptions of
Christianity, in which he presents a Socinian view of the Christian faith, were formative for these
and other Unitarians in the South.120
Although Priestley insisted that Socinianism was the only theological position worthy of
the title “Unitarian,” there was another movement afoot in New England laying claim to the
title.121 There, especially in and around Boston, Massachusetts, clerics were increasingly
promoting a brand of theological liberalism that was, like the Unitarianism of Priestley,
influenced by rationalism, but which espoused an Arian, rather than Socinian, Christology.122
Arianism is based on the Christology of Arius of Alexandria (256–336), who taught that
Christ was not God, but that he was the first and greatest created being, more like God than any
other creature, pre-existent to the rest of creation, and the one through whom everything else was
created. Arianism was condemned in 325 at the Council of Nicaea, which declared Athanasian
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Christology – Trinitarianism – to be the Church’s official teaching regarding the nature of
Christ.123
Thus, unlike the Socinian Unitarians, who believed that Christ was a mere man who in no
wise existed until the conception of Jesus, the Arian Unitarians believed “that Christ, though less
than God, was more than man.”124 It can be argued, however, that their beliefs arose out of a
common epistemological framework, for both made human reason the judge of truth.
We have already noted the rationalism of the Socinians, and much of the same can be said
about the Arians. Philip Schaff explains, “Arianism proceeded from human reason,
Athanasianism from divine revelation; and each used the other source of knowledge as a
subordinate and tributary factor. The former was deistic and rationalistic, the latter theistic and
supernaturalistic, in spirit and effect. The one made reasonableness, the other agreement with
Scripture, the criterion of truth.”125 Making the same point, J. N. D. Kelly describes Arians as
“rationalists at heart.”126
If Priestley was the representative of Socinian Unitarianism in America, the representative
of the more Arian-leaning stripe of American Unitarianism was William Ellery Channing (1780–
1842). Channing was a graduate of Harvard College, which, having been founded in 1636, is
generally considered America’s oldest institution of higher learning. Although the Puritans
established it in order to train clergy in the orthodox faith, Harvard, increasingly influenced by
Enlightenment rationalism, essentially became a Unitarian institution by the early nineteenth
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century. Leading culture-shapers in almost every sphere of American life were being educated
by Harvard’s popular Unitarian faculty, such as divinity professor, Henry Ware (1764–1845);
professor of rhetoric, John Quincy Adams (1767–1848), who became the sixth president of the
United States; and professor of sacred literature, Andrews Norton (1786–1853), who wrote
influential Unitarian works such as A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of the
Trinitarians.127
For forty years Channing pastored Boston’s Federal Street Church, which, after Harvard,
was the leading Unitarian institution in the nation, and he became known as “the Luther of the
Boston reformation.”128 As the leading founder of the American Unitarian Association in 1825,
he sought to ensure that American Unitarianism was more Arian than Socinian by denouncing
Priestley’s doctrine. Although the clergy of New England increasingly embraced Channing’s
Unitarianism, they ultimately widened the tent thereof to welcome Priestley’s adherents into the
camp.129
What emerged in the South by the mid-1820s was a brand of Unitarianism that was not
dogmatic regarding Arian-Socinian Christological distinctions, but rather more broadly
rationalistic, liberal, and anti-Trinitarian in its theology. Uniformity regarding the precise nature
of Christ and the Holy Spirit, the meaning of the atonement, the reality of future punishment, and
other doctrines traditionally considered to be litmus tests of orthodoxy was not required. Some of
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the Southern Unitarians in our study leaned towards Priestley’s Socinianism, while others leaned
towards Channing’s Arianism, but they found unity in their common aim.130
The Aim of the Unitarians in the South
We have already noted the common epistemological ground of the Southern Unitarians:
they were rationalists. In addition to this commonality, we can summarise what unified them by
saying that they had a common aim: overturning historic Trinitarian orthodoxy in general and the
Calvinistic heritage of Britain and America in particular. And they were optimistic about their
prospects.
Most of the Unitarians we will consider grew up in Calvinistic homes, memorized the
Westminster Shorter Catechism as children, and attended Calvinistic churches and historically
Calvinistic schools. Most of them travelled a theological journey from Calvinism to
Arminianism to Unitarianism, and they were unified in their rejection of the doctrines of original
sin, predestination, substitutionary atonement, and justification by faith alone. All of them came
to see Calvinism as the enemy of intellectual enlightenment, spiritual freedom, and moral
improvement, for individuals and for society. Having been emancipated from what they viewed
as an off-putting and oppressive theological system, they made it their aim to assist in the
emancipation of others. They sought to cultivate what they understood to be the simplicity of
primitive Christianity, disencumbered from human creeds and confessions.131
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In order to win converts to their cause, much was made of the apparent failures of John
Calvin himself, especially his culpability in the execution of Spanish anti-Trinitarian Michael
Servetus (1511–1553). In order to present Calvinism as bigoted and Unitarianism as liberating,
Calvin was routinely vilified, and Servetus was enshrined as a martyr for an enlightened,
liberated Christianity.132
The Southern Unitarians were optimistic about the spread of Unitarianism, believing that
within a generation Unitarianism would be the dominant religion in Europe and America. They
developed a kind of Unitarian millennialism, believing that Unitarianism would finally unify
Christians, Jews, and Muslims, along with the rest of civilized humanity, in a common
monotheistic religion based on the ethical teachings of Jesus. As we shall see, they laboured
vigorously for the accomplishment of that aim.133
The Trinitarianism of the Old Columbians
Having briefly introduced the influences, characteristics, and aims of the Unitarians of the
South, let us now consider the same matters regarding their theological opponents. We will
begin by considering the primary aim of the Old Columbians relative to the conflict.
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The Aim of the Old Columbians
The Unitarians of the South and the theologians of Old Columbia were well suited to be
theological opponents: whereas the South’s Unitarians were adamantly anti-Calvinistic and
optimistic about the future of Unitarianism, the Columbians were thoroughly Calvinistic and, in
no small measure due to their postmillennial eschatology, optimistic about the future of
Trinitarianism. Whereas the optimism of the Unitarians was rooted in their optimistic view of
human nature working in concert with Enlightenment rationalism, the optimism of the
Columbians was rooted in their confidence in the reviving power of the Holy Spirit working in
concert with the Gospel of Triune Grace, which alone could transform depraved hearts.134
To apply Schaff’s language to the conflict under examination, the Southern Unitarians
elevated human reason, the Old Columbians elevated divine revelation; the former was
rationalistic, the latter was supernaturalistic, in spirit and effect; the one made reasonableness, the
other agreement with Scripture the criterion of truth.135 As we shall see, both groups sought to
advance their cause through every possible means, including higher education, the pulpit, the
pen, and the media, although, again, the Columbians ultimately looked for supernatural revival to
sustain and propel their cause.
The conflict was a classic contest of liberal versus conservative. The Unitarians were the
liberalizing force, seeking to change the religion and therefore the culture of the South; the Old
Columbians were seeking to safeguard – to conserve – the South’s religion and culture. The
Columbians viewed Unitarianism as representative of secularization – the deracination of
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Christendom – in America. They observed it’s influence in formerly Puritan New England, and
they were determined to protect the Southland from its encroachments.136
It is important to remember that the Columbians were part of a class of Southern clergy
who have been described as “gentlemen theologians.” They were well educated, relatively
affluent, and well connected, and they were esteemed by the majority of Southerners as guides
and guardians of their culture, which they viewed as “our Southern Zion.” Their role was to
maintain Christian orthodoxy and cultivate evangelical piety in order that their Southern Zion
might flourish.137
Thus, because Unitarianism took aim at the historic Trinitarian view of God, the Old
Columbians laboured to protect and promote the doctrine of the Trinity, which they believed to
be the sine qua non of Christianity and, consequently, the Christian South. The Trinity was
essential to the Gospel and, thus, essential for human salvation. In their view, Unitarianism
presented a false gospel devoid of saving power, and it was their duty to defeat it, for the welfare
of the South and the salvation of the world. To borrow the language of Genovese, there was a
“serpent in their garden,” and they saw it as their duty to crush it under their feet.138
The Influences and Characteristics of Old Columbia’s Trinitarianism
As we have already suggested, and as we shall discuss further in subsequent chapters, the
Old Columbians believed that their Trinitarianism was based on divine revelation: they believed
that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments revealed one God in three distinct and co-
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equal persons. Moreover, as we shall likewise discuss further, they were the conscientious
inheritors of the Trinitarian theology of the Church.
In their writing and preaching on the Trinity they referenced Church fathers from the
West, such as Augustine, and from the East, such as Gregory of Nazianzus. They espoused and
promoted the Church’s historic Trinitarian creeds, such as that of Nicaea, and its choruses, such
as the Doxology. Their Trinitarianism reflected that of the Westminster Standards, though they
were not afraid to point out places where they believed the Standards could be more robustly
Trinitarian.
They especially looked to John Calvin to deal with the rationalistic exigencies of their
day, and their theology bears significant resemblance to his, though, as we shall discuss, they did
not follow every point of Calvin’s Trinitarian Christology.139 And they looked to other Reformed
forebears such as John Owen, who, like Calvin, had sought to counteract Unitarian threats to
orthodoxy.140
Just as we have identified two types of Unitarianism in early nineteenth-century America,
theologians often identify two ways that Trinitarians have understood the doctrine of the Trinity.
These two ways of describing the Trinity have been referred to as the Latin (or Western) Trinity
model and the Social (or Eastern, or Greek) Trinity model. The Latin model, without denying the
threeness of God, begins with and emphasises the oneness of God; the Social model, without
denying the oneness of God, begins with and emphasises the threeness of God. The Latin model
understands each “person” of the Trinity to be more like a way of being, while the Social view
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understands each person to be more like a psychological subject. Thus, the Latin model does not
picture God as a kind of society of distinct persons, whereas the Social model, as the name
implies, pictures God as a kind of perfectly cooperative, loving society of persons, united in their
divinity and purpose through perichoresis, or mutual indwelling.141
Pressing the Latin view too far could lead to modalism (the view that God is only one
Person who appears to us in three modes or manifestations of being), while pressing the Social
view too far could lead to tritheism (the view that there are three gods united in some way).
Having an appreciation of both the Latin and the Social approaches can be preventative of these
errors, which have been condemned by the Church, and can assist the Trinitarian theologian in
maintaining orthodoxy.142
Unlike some modern theologians, the Old Columbians were not polemicists for either the
Latin or the Social Trinity views.143 However, they did emphasise certain elements of
Trinitarianism that are more characteristic of the Social Trinity model: they tended to emphasise
the threeness of God, which should not come as a surprise, given the fact that they were seeking
to counteract Unitarianism; they made much of the idea that God is fundamentally like a society
of loving, benevolent persons, united perichoretically; and they espoused another notion typically
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associated with the Social view, namely a view of the Father as the “fount of divinity.”144 We
will discuss these elements of the Old Columbians’ Trinitarianism at the appropriate junctures in
the following chapters.
Now, with these brief introductions of the Unitarianism of the Old South and the
Trinitarianism of the Old Columbians behind us, let us turn to the first theatre of the conflict
between them, namely the theatre of Columbia, South Carolina, where Columbian James Henley
Thornwell sought to counteract the Unitarianism advanced there by his one time idol, Thomas
Cooper.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE COLUMBIA THEATRE: TRINITARIAN JAMES HENLEY THORNWELL
VERSUS UNITARIAN THOMAS COOPER
Introduction
We begin our study of Old Columbia’s stand for historic Trinitarianism against the
encroachments of Unitarianism in the American South by examining the theatre of Columbia,
South Carolina, which was home to Old Columbia Seminary and the place where the conflict was
embodied by Unitarian Thomas Cooper (1759–1839) and the Trinitarian response of his one-time
disciple and eventual successor as president of South Carolina College, James Henley Thornwell
(1812–1862). In order to better understand the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict in the antebellum
South, we explore the lives and religious thought of Cooper and Thornwell, and we examine how
Thornwell and Columbia Seminary sought to counteract Cooper’s influence in South Carolina’s
capital city.
Thornwell’s Early Life and Exposure to Unitarianism
James Henley Thornwell was born on 9 December 1812 in the Marlborough District of
South Carolina. His father, a plantation overseer, died when Thornwell was only eight years old,
leaving his mother, a devout Christian of Welsh Calvinistic Baptist heritage, to raise Thornwell
and his three siblings in relative poverty. From an early age Thornwell demonstrated a
tremendous intellectual prowess coupled with remarkable ambition, which drew the attention of
the people of the region. Two men who took a keen interest in young Thornwell were General
James Gillespie (1794–1877), a wealthy planter, and William H. Robbins (1795–1843), a
prominent attorney. Both men became his patrons. During his teenage years, Thornwell lived
first with Gillespie and then with Robbins. They mentored him, financed his education, and
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provided him fatherly direction through the vicissitudes of life.1 Because of the way in which
these men moulded the character of Thornwell and exposed him to matters related to the conflict
under examination, we will briefly discuss their religious commitments.
Beginning in 1826, Thornwell lived for almost two years with Gillespie in his plantation
home in Cheraw, South Carolina. Benjamin Morgan Palmer, Thornwell’s pupil, close friend, and
biographer, likens the relationship between Thornwell and Gillespie to that of a father and a son:
“It is impossible to estimate the influence” of Gillespie, an “Old School Southern gentleman,” on
his “noble-spirited” ward.2
So what were the religious convictions of this inestimably influential father figure?
Michael O’Brien writes that Gillespie was “marked by ‘unbelief,’” and he cites a letter from
Thornwell to Gillespie, dated 4 March 1837, as the basis for his characterization.3 This
description might lead one to the conclusion that Gillespie was not a believer in Jesus Christ.
However, the very letter cited by O’Brien actually reveals otherwise. Therein, Thornwell, by this
time an ordained minister, writes,
I have forty six pages written on the doctrine of election. I am about half through
the essay. I am sorry that your unbelief, if I may use the phrase, cuts you off from
the comforts and consolations and encouragements of this precious truth. I hope
and pray that the Lord may enable you yet to receive it and to be sanctified by it. I
must confess – for I shall be candid in this matter – that it gives me great pain to
think a friend so dearly esteemed, should reject such a truth so indispensably
necessary to the integrity of the gospel system. You do your own soul a deep and
serious injury by rejecting the food which God has provided and feeding on mere
husks. My dear, very dear friend, let me beg you to pause and pray and study,
before you pronounce this doctrine a lie.
I hope you will not misunderstand me, nor take it amiss that I should speak
somewhat freely on a matter of so much importance.4
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Thus, in this letter cited by O’Brien, Thornwell does not use the term “unbelief” to refer
to unbelief in Christ, but rather to Gillespie’s “unbelief” in the Calvinistic doctrine of election.
Moreover, Palmer, who knew Gillespie personally, writes the following about him: “He still
lives, at a venerable age, a pious member of the Episcopal Church, quietly awaiting the summons
to the rest above, upon which his hope and faith have long been fastened.”5 Thus, the evidence
reveals that for this period of his life Thornwell lived with and was mentored by a father figure
who held to the Trinitarian faith.
This was not the case, however, with Thornwell’s other patron. From age fifteen to age
eighteen, Thornwell lived with William H. Robbins, who, according to Palmer, had an even more
profound influence on Thornwell than Gillespie. Palmer describes the relationship between
Robbins and Thornwell as “a closet intercourse” in which Robbins was the “moulding influence,”
the “Mentor of Telemachus to his young ward.”6 During the time that Thornwell lived with
Robbins, this “Mentor of Telemachus” was an adherent of Unitarianism and influenced young
Thornwell in the same direction.7
Robbins was originally from Massachusetts, which, as we have already noted, was the
epicentre of the Arian-leaning stripe of American Unitarianism. Though he continued to study
and espouse the Arian Unitarianism of New England, there was not a Unitarian church to attend
in or around his new home in Cheraw, South Carolina. Thus, although he did not attend the
Unitarian Church, Thornwell was mentored and moulded during these very formative years by a
father figure who espoused the Arian Unitarianism of New England.8
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A few years later, around the time that Thornwell graduated from college, Robbins was
converted from Unitarianism to historic Trinitarianism through the preaching of famed evangelist
Daniel Baker. He publically professed his faith in the Trinity and joined Saint David’s Episcopal
Church in Cheraw.9 It appears that Robbins was converted to Trinitarianism before Thornwell
and that, just as he had previously influenced Thornwell towards Unitarianism, he subsequently
encouraged him towards a full embrace of the Trinitarian faith.10 Before his conversion to
Trinitarianism, however, Robbins sent Thornwell to study under another Unitarian who had
likewise relocated to South Carolina: Thomas Cooper, the President of South Carolina College
(1821–1834).11
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Thomas Cooper’s Unitarian Encroachments
Thomas Cooper was born in Westminster, London, on 22 October 1759, into a family of
wealth and privilege. He attended Oxford University, but did not receive a degree because he
refused to sign The Thirty-nine Articles, article one of which affirms “Faith in the Holy
Trinity.”12 He became a barrister, but his wealth enabled him to spend time pursuing his
favourite interests: philosophy, theology, science, and, especially, the advancement of political
freedoms for those outside the Anglican faith, the Unitarians in particular.13
Whereas Robbins represented the more Arian-leaning form of Unitarianism, Cooper
represented the Socinian wing of the Unitarian movement. He was a close friend and disciple of
Joseph Priestley and even named one of his sons Thomas Priestley Cooper after himself and his
mentor.14 Priestley had been raised as a Calvinist and could recite the Westminster Shorter
Catechism in its entirety at the age of four, but became, as we have already noted, a leading
champion for Socinianism.15
Cooper and Priestley worked together to extend the privileges that the Toleration Act
afforded Dissenters, including the right to hold public office, to those who disbelieved the
Trinity.16 Champions of free speech, the pair became attached to revolution societies in England,
formed associations with the Jacobins of France, and published tracts advocating political
revolution. Edmund Burke levelled charges of treason against Cooper in the House of Commons.
Subsequently, in his Reply to Burke’s Invective, Cooper offered unqualified endorsement of
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revolutionaries such as Thomas Paine, and the public viewed the pamphlet as a call to
revolution.17
Cooper and Priestley eventually became disillusioned by both the seemingly irrevocable
conservatism of England and the turbulent radicalism of France, believing that “in neither land
could one be truly free.”18 Thus, they immigrated to America in the year 1794, when Cooper was
34 years old, settling in Northumberland, Pennsylvania, which was a sort of haven for “fugitives
of English persecution.”19 Priestley conducted Unitarian services each Sunday, which Cooper
attended, first at his home and then, as the congregation grew, at a neighbouring school.20
Cooper remained quiet for a time, but, ever the controversialist, he began publishing a
newspaper in which he criticized President John Adams. In 1800, Cooper was charged with
violating the Sedition Act of 1798, which banned the publication of scandalous or malicious
writings against the federal government.21 The judge in the case found Cooper guilty of violating
the Act, stating, “Take this publication in all its parts, and it is the boldest attempt I have known
to poison the minds of the people.”22 Cooper was sentenced to six months in prison and was
fined one hundred dollars.
The Federalists viewed Cooper as a demagogue and a threat to American prosperity who
should have been deported; the Anti-federalists and those who opposed President Adams’
expanding federalism, including the Sedition Act itself, venerated Cooper as a sufferer for truth,
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an apostle of liberty, and champion for freedom of speech.23 Priestley wrote to his friend and
fellow Socinian, the Reverend Theophilus Lindsey, who had founded Essex Street Chapel, the
first Unitarian congregation in England, saying, “Mr. Cooper has been convicted of a libel, on the
Sedition Act, and is now in prison; but he has gained great credit by it, and he will, I doubt not,
be a rising man in the country.”24 Priestley’s prediction proved to be correct. Overall, the trial
raised public opinion of Cooper and, after serving his prison sentence and “lying low” for a few
years, he was sworn in as a judge in Northumberland in 1804.25
One of Cooper’s greatest admirers became President Thomas Jefferson, an Anti-federalist
and a champion of the First Amendment. Jefferson soon became Cooper’s closest American
friend, and the two corresponded frequently.26 Jefferson, like Cooper, was a friend and follower
of the teachings of Priestley, with whom he often communicated.27 Cooper and Jefferson agreed
that the Unitarianism presented by Priestley was “Christianity in its genuine and original
simplicity,” and that the doctrine of the Trinity was a corruption thereof, which posed an
“insuperable obstacle” to the progress of Christianity.28
Jefferson wrote to his daughter, Martha, concerning inquiries into his religious creed: “I
have written to Philadelphia for Doctor Priestley’s History of the Corruptions of Christianity,
which I will send you, & recommend to an attentive perusal, because it establishes the
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groundwork of my view of this subject.”29 Jefferson commended the same volume to his friend
Henry Fry: “The work of Dr. Priestley which I sent you has always been a favourite of mine. I
consider the doctrines of Jesus as delivered by himself to contain the outlines of the sublimest
system of morality that has ever been taught but I hold in the most profound detestation and
execration the corruptions of it which have been invented by priestcraft and established by
kingcraft constituting a conspiracy of church and state against the civil and religious liberties of
mankind.”30 A decade later he wrote to John Adams that he had read Priestley’s Corruptions of
Christianity many times over and that he rested on it as the basis of his own faith.31 In the same
letter Jefferson summarised his religious views:
I remember to have heard Dr. Priestley say that if all England would candidly
examine themselves, & confess, they would find that Unitarianism was really the
religion of all: and I observe a bill is now depending in parliament for the relief of
Anti-Trinitarians. It is too late in the day for men of sincerity to pretend they
believe in the Platonic mysticisms that three are one, & one is three; & yet the one
is not three, and the three are not one: to divide mankind by a single letter into
ὁµοούσιανς and ὁµοιούσιανς, but this constitutes the power and the profit of the
priests. Sweep away their gossamer fabrics of factitious religion, and they would
catch no more flies. We would all then, like the quakers [sic], live without an
order of priests, moralise for ourselves, follow the oracle of conscience, and say
nothing about what no man can understand, nor therefore believe; for I suppose
belief to be the assent of the mind to an intelligible proposition.32
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And after Priestley’s death, Jefferson wrote to Cooper regarding his great affection for their
theological mentor: “No man living had a more affectionate respect for him. In religion, in
politics, in physics no man has rendered more service.”33
Cooper and Jefferson believed that the best way to influence America in a more Unitarian
direction was through higher education. In 1811, Cooper became the chair of chemistry at
Dickinson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, a position he held until 1817, when he became chair
of chemistry and mineralogy at the University of Pennsylvania.34 Meanwhile, Jefferson was
working diligently towards his dream of establishing a world-class university near Monticello,
his plantation in Charlottesville, Virginia. The Commonwealth of Virginia incorporated
Jefferson’s dream – the University of Virginia – in 1819, though classes did not commence until
1825.35
Jefferson, a member of the university’s board of visitors, believed that an integral part of
the university’s success would be having Cooper join the faculty. Other members of the board,
however, who more accurately represented the religious sentiments of most Virginians (who
were predominantly Presbyterians and Episcopalians), were averse to Cooper’s appointment.
The majority of the board came to believe that, in his push for Cooper’s appointment as
diversified chair of science, philosophy, and law, Jefferson was showing his hand, that he was
revealing his design to make the state’s university a Unitarian school (like Harvard had become).
Joseph Cabell, a friend of Jefferson in the state legislature and a member of the board, warned
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Jefferson that the Presbyterian clergy believed “that the Socinians are to be installed at the
University for the purpose of overthrowing the prevailing religious sentiments of the country.”36
Jefferson, however, remained steadfast in his labours for Cooper’s appointment. He went
so far as to say, “Cooper is acknowledged by every enlightened man who knows him to be the
greatest man in America in the powers of his mind, and in acquired information, and that without
a single exception.”37 Ultimately, however, the Presbyterians of the state, not wanting their tax
dollars to fund an anti-Trinitarian institution, pressured the state’s legislature and the university’s
board to thwart Cooper’s appointment. As William H. Cabell wrote to his brother Joseph, a
leading member of the board, “I fear that Cooper’s appointment will do the University infinite
injury. His religious views are damnable, as exhibited in a book published by him shortly after
the death of Priestley. You will have every religious man in Virginia against you.”38 Leading the
opposition to Cooper was Presbyterian clergyman John Holt Rice, who wrote a widely
disseminated article in the Virginia Evangelical and Literary Magazine, of which he was the
editor, expressing strong disapproval of Cooper.39 Lamenting Presbyterian efforts to block
Cooper’s appointment, Jefferson wrote to his friend William Short,
Their pulpits are now resounding with denunciations against the appointment of
Dr. Cooper, whom they charge as a monotheist in opposition to their Tritheism.
Hostile as these sects are in every other point to one another they unite in
maintaining their mystical theogony against those who believe there is one God
only. The Presbyterian clergy are the loudest, the most intolerant of all sects, the
most tyrannical, and ambitious, ready at the word of the lawgiver, if such a word
could be now obtained, to put the torch to the pile, and to rekindle in this virgin
hemisphere the flames in which their oracle Calvin consumed the poor Servetus,
because he could not find in his Euclid the proposition which has demonstrated
36
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that three are one, and one is three, nor subscribe to that of Calvin, that magistrates
have a right to exterminate all heretics to Calvinistic creed.40
Jefferson was devastated by the board’s decision to acquiesce to the Presbyterians. On 16
May 1820, he wrote two of the members of the board of visitors who had not made the meeting at
which the board decided not to follow through on appointing Cooper, stating,
Another subject on this, as on former occasions, gave us embarrassment. You may
have heard of the hue and cry raised from the different pulpits on our appointment
of Dr. Cooper, whom they charge with Unitarianism as boldly as if they knew the
fact, and as presumptuously as if it were a crime and one for which, like Servetus,
he should be burned. And perhaps you may have seen the particular attack made
on him in the Evangelical magazine. For myself I was not disposed to regard the
denunciations of these satellites of religious inquisition, but our colleagues, better
judges of popular feeling, thought that they were not to be altogether neglected,
and that it might be better to relieve Dr. Cooper, ourselves and the institution from
this crusade. . . . I do sincerely lament that untoward circumstances have brought
on us the irreparable loss of this professor, whom I have looked to as the cornerstone of our edifice. I know of no one who could have aided us so much in
forming the future regulations of our infant institution, and although we may
hereafter procure from Europe equivalents in the sciences, they can never replace
the advantages of his experience, his knowledge of the character, the habits, and
the manners of our country, his identification with its sentiments and principles,
and the high reputation he has obtained in it generally.41
Cooper, having been prevented from an appointment at the University of Virginia,
accepted an offer to become professor of chemistry at South Carolina College in Columbia,
South Carolina, in January of 1820.42 Many in South Carolina were enamoured with Cooper’s
strong Anti-federalist, state’s rights politics and his intellectual acumen, and were, at least at the
outset, willing to overlook his theological liberalism.43 In June of 1820, after the death of
Jonathan Maxcy, the first president of the college, the trustees appointed Cooper president pro
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tempore, and in December of 1821, by a vote of ten to nine, the board elected Cooper as
president of the institution.44
As suggested in the board’s narrow election of Cooper, it did not take long for tensions to
rise within the college and throughout the state over Cooper’s Unitarian views. Cooper and
Jefferson exchanged correspondences lamenting the opposition they each received from the
Presbyterians in their respective states. Their hopes had been high for the South Carolina
legislature, which oversaw the college, that “priestcraft has not in that body the baleful
ascendancy it has elsewhere.”45 However, Cooper informed Jefferson that, although he believed
Unitarianism would ultimately prevail in Columbia, the Presbyterians presently maintained
control of the city: “Our town here is crowded with Presbyterian parsons; they are a systematic
and persevering sect, and while they have the address to cajole the people out of their money,
their power will increase. He who has any regard for the peace of himself & his family can
venture to stem this tide of fanaticism? About 20 Years hence the prevailing sect among the
better informed people, will be the Unitarian.”46
By 1823, the Presbyterians and other orthodox Christians represented a majority in the
legislature and had gained a majority on the college’s board of trustees. Jefferson wrote to
Cooper, “I am sorry to learn by your letter of the 6th that the genus irritabile vatum revive their
persecutions against you in a state on whose liberal opinions I had believed that fanaticism had
no hold.”47 Fearing his removal, Cooper asked Jefferson if there were any chance he could move
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to Virginia with the prospect of securing appointment to the faculty at Virginia. He wrote to
Jefferson,
I fear however that you overrate the theological liberality of this State. . . The
Presbyterian clergy have been and are now holding meetings in every part of the
State, with the express and avowed intent of procuring my expulsion from this
Institution. . . . At present the majority (of the Board of Trustees) are
Presbyterians; and I am given to understand that many of that party have
organized a plan for expelling me, in conformity to the wishes of their own clergy.
. . . Such is the industry exerted by the clergy, and such their influence, that my
friends consider me in jeopardy. That I may look somewhat ahead therefore, I
write to request your opinion, whether in case of being turned out from hence with
unimpeached conduct, I should be likely to meet with success as a private teacher
of chemistry or Law, or both, in the vicinity of Charlottesville? Whether my
Unitarian professions are so obnoxious in your State, that I should be an obstacle
to the success of your university?48
Jefferson had disappointing news. Virginia’s opposition to Cooper remained, “excited by the
clamors of the same tritheistical hierophants, and listened to by some from fears respecting the
success of our college.”49
In Columbia, Cooper survived the initial wave of Presbyterian efforts to remove him. He
wrote Jefferson,
At present, I am triumphant over my clerical and federal enemies, and appear to be
pretty much in “the odour of sanctity” here. But we have scotched the Snake, not
killed it. The Clergy are silently watching their opportunity. If the attack should
again be made upon me from that quarter, I shall make the last effort of my Life
and go the whole length before the public: I am preparing or rather prepared for
the struggle. Nothing prevents me from being the assailant, but the fear of the
effect of rancor on the fortunes of my Children; which would be inevitable. . . . I
hope the Clergy will let you alone. I do not feel quite safe from their machinations
here, yet. I dare not yet say with Entellus in Virgil, hic victor castus artemque
repono.50
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However, unlike Jefferson, Cooper was not a skilled politician, willing to downplay his
unpopular Unitarian views. As Malone puts it, “In their attitude toward Trinitarianism, the clergy
in general, and the Presbyterians in particular, Cooper and Jefferson were essentially agreed. The
greatest difference between them was that one expressed in public print what the other wrote only
in confidence to comprehending friends; one proclaimed from the housetop what the other
murmured in the closet.”51 In private correspondence with his friend John Adams, Jefferson
freely declared,
The wishes expressed in your last favor, that I may continue in life and health until
I become a Calvinist, at least in his exclamation of “mon Dieu! jusque a quand!”
would make me immortal. I can never join Calvin in addressing his god. He was
indeed an atheist, which I can never be; or rather his religion was Daemonism. If
ever man worshipped a false god, he did. The being described in his 5. points is
not the God whom you and I acknolege [sic] and adore, the Creator and
benevolent governor of the world; but a daemon of malignant spirit. It would be
more pardonable to believe in no god at all, than to blaspheme him by the
atrocious attributes of Calvin.52
Cooper, on the other hand, declared such sentiments publically. At least twice during his
presidency at South Carolina College, he published a tract titled “An Exposition of the doctrines
of Calvinism.” His point in this publication was to prove that one who “really believes those
doctrines, and makes them the guide of his conduct” cannot be “a good citizen or a good man.”53
He writes, “I challenge any reader to produce me, from ancient or modern times, a set of tenets so
absolutely, so unprovokedly, cruel, blasphemous, and devilish.”54 Speaking of the tenets of the
Westminster Confession of Faith, he declares,
Where a deliberate adoption of these tenets induces holders to act in conformity to
them, it cannot but be that his temper is sored, that he becomes malignant,
51
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intolerant and full of deep rooted hatred toward those who, as he thinks, in
opposing him, oppose God. Undoubtedly, as a class of preachers and teachers, the
most rancorous, the most obstinate, the most intolerant and persecuting, the most
avaricious, ambitious and dangerous are the Presbyterian clergy of the United
States. Their designs however are more than suspected: their view of establishing
a compulsory national religion, an unholy alliance between church and state, and a
regular system of TYTHES, are now pretty well understood.55
Of the Confession’s doctrine of God, he writes,
This is horrible blasphemy against the character of God Almighty, who by this
doctrine is transformed into a tyrant, furious, revengeful, capricious, cruel, and
wicked, far beyond our worst conception of any earthly despot, inasmuch as
omnipotence is added to these attributes, and eternal duration to his vindictive
punishment. . . Is this religion? Can such a being be a fit object of worship? Is it
possible not to contemplate with horror and strong disgust a tyrant so detestable?
Is it from such an example we are to take our lessons of benevolence, and to learn
peace on earth and good will toward men?56
Suffice it to say, the Presbyterians of South Carolina grew weary of having their tax
dollars support Cooper’s salary and watching him mould the future leadership of the state.
Historian George P. Schmidt has documented that the college president in nineteenth-century
America was “the greatest single educative force encountered by the students” and that his
“opportunities for shaping opinions and moulding character were almost unlimited, and many a
president utilized them to the utmost.”57 And as historian Daniel W. Hollis points out, in the
nineteenth century, the presidency of South Carolina College was “one of the most prominent
and sought-after positions in the State. In prestige it ranked just behind the United States
Senatorships and the governorship.”58 As South Carolina’s Presbyterians increasingly sent their
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sons to other colleges in order to keep them from the one who was known as “Old Coot,”
enrolment at South Carolina College steadily declined.59
With pressures for his removal mounting once again, “the old controversialist had had
enough of it; at seventy-four even he was weary of strife. On 27 November 1833, he resigned the
presidency.”60 For the state’s Presbyterians, his departure came none too soon. Famed
Presbyterian evangelist to the slaves, Charles Colcock Jones, who was a Columbia Seminary
graduate and professor, represented the general sentiment in his appraisal of Cooper: “That old
man has done this state more evil than fifty years can remove. He has a world of iniquity to
answer for in poisoning the State with his infidel principles.”61
According to many of his contemporaries, the most promising student to sit at Cooper’s
feet during his tenure at South Carolina College was a young man named James Henley
Thornwell, who entered the institution in 1829 and graduated in 1831. Already tending towards a
Unitarian direction because of Robbins, Thornwell was attracted to Cooper’s teaching and “fell at
first under the charm of his influence.”62 During Thornwell’s first year under Cooper’s
mentorship, he viewed Cooper as his “idol.”63
Thornwell did not maintain his idolatry of Cooper throughout his college career, however.
Another member of the faculty, professor of philosophy Robert Henry, had also noted
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Thornwell’s rare abilities and invested in the collegian. After Henry’s death, Thornwell would
write that, in contrast to Cooper, Henry was “a thoroughgoing advocate of the Nicene creed.”64
Through Henry’s influence, Thornwell began to question more deeply the Unitarian doctrines he
had imbibed from Robbins and Cooper. He entered a prolonged mental conflict, comparing and
contrasting Unitarianism with historic Trinitarianism. In the end, he confessed that he found
Unitarianism to be “a system that would not hold water.”65 He would later share with one of his
divinity students, “When I went to College, I was under Dr. Cooper; but read the Bible through,
and became convinced as to the nature of God’s plan of salvation.”66 After they had both been
converted to Trinitarianism, Robbins wrote Thornwell, “I do not fear for your principles in
religion – they withstood the insidious approaches of Dr. Cooper.”67
As we shall discuss in more detail, Thornwell would eventually join the faculty at South
Carolina College and become the president of his alma mater. The young man who idolized
South Carolina’s most famous anti-Trinitarian would, ironically, become the state’s leading
champion for Trinitarianism and be tasked by his fellow Presbyterians to reverse the Unitarian
advancements his former idol had made at the state’s college. The irony that Cooper mentored
the very one who would replace him and reverse his efforts was not lost on Palmer:
Who could have dreamed, when this ribald infidelity was in the zenith of its
power, that it was even then nourishing in its bosom a champion for the truth, who
would soon enter the lists, and take up the gage of battle, and bear it off upon its
triumphant lance! Who that, eight years before, saw a half-grown youth sitting at
the feet of the great apostle of Deism, and drinking in his counsels as the
inspiration of an oracle, could foresee the advocate for Christianity, standing for
its defence upon the platform of its evidences, and undoing the work of his own
oracle and guide! Who could then have foretold that an infidel philosophy was
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whetting the dialectics which should unravel its own sophisms, and feathering the
arrow by which its own life should be pierced; that Deism itself should be made to
train the giant strength by which its own castle should be demolished, and the
spell of its foul enchantment be dissolved! Who can understand the ways of God?
It was the young Saxon monk, climbing Pilate’s staircase upon his knees, who
shook the gates of Papal Rome. It was the young man bearing the garments of
those who stoned the first martyr, who filled the world with the faith which once
he destroyed.68
As we noted in chapter one, O’Brien more temperately and tersely communicates the
same idea as Palmer in his description of Thornwell’s conversion from Unitarianism to
Trinitarianism, pointing out that Thornwell’s chief objective became “persuading others to
duplicate his own personal history of conversion” and “this was to repudiate Thomas Cooper.”69
It is to this chief objective and repudiation that we now turn our attention.
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Thomas Cooper
Thornwell’s Trinitarian Counteroffensive
During his senior year at South Carolina College, Thornwell embraced Trinitarianism as
“God’s plan of salvation.”70 However, he did not immediately join a church, as he was unsure of
what sort of church to join. Of course, he eventually settled on Presbyterianism, but there are at
least two different versions of how this came about.
Palmer’s account is that on an evening stroll in downtown Columbia, Thornwell
wandered into a bookshop and happened upon a volume titled Confession of Faith. He had never
heard of it, but saw that it contained a system of Christian doctrine. He purchased it for twentyfive cents and read through it that night.71 Thornwell found the Confession to be beautiful in its
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logic and, after comparing its propositions with its Scripture proofs, thoroughly biblical. In this
way, asserts Palmer, Thornwell was introduced to and convinced of the theology of
Westminster.72
A different version of how Thornwell was introduced to Presbyterianism is told by J.
Marion Sims. Originally from Lancaster County, South Carolina, Sims became friends with
Thornwell while both were students at South Carolina College. Sims would later become one of
the leading physicians of the nineteenth century in both America and Europe and is considered by
many to be the father of modern gynaecology.73 Sims’ version of the story, which he relays in
his autobiography, is that Thornwell’s encounter with Presbyterianism came not because he
stumbled into a bookshop, but rather because he fell in love.
Sims writes that, shortly after graduating from college, Thornwell became enamoured
with the beautiful and accomplished sister of a fellow classmate from the Sumter District of
South Carolina. Thornwell desired to marry this young lady – a Miss Baker, but she was an
uncompromising Presbyterian who would not think of marrying outside the Presbyterian faith.
After having many conversations with Miss Baker and reading a number of books on the subject,
Thornwell remained unconvinced of Presbyterianism. “Then,” writes Sims, “this beautiful
woman told him if he would take the ordinary Confession of Faith, and study that, she thought he
would see the truth. He did so, and he rose from its perusal a converted man; and from that time
he determined to give himself to the Church.”74
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Though Thornwell himself became an uncompromising Presbyterian, Miss Baker did not
consent to marry him. Sims, who continued his friendship with Thornwell after college, did not
blame Miss Baker for denying Thornwell her hand in marriage. Although Thornwell was a
“giant in intellect” who made everyone else “seem to be a mere [intellectual] pygmy in his
grasp,” he was “a poor, dirty-looking, malarial-looking boy . . . very small, very thin, very pale
and looked as if he had never had enough to eat.”75
Although the precise nature of Thornwell’s first exposure to Presbyterianism may be up
for debate, his subsequent attachment to the Presbyterian Church is not. In April of 1832,
Thornwell settled in Sumterville, South Carolina, where he worked as a schoolmaster. On 13
May 1832, Thornwell publically professed faith in Christ and joined the Concord Presbyterian
Church near Sumterville. Any doubts regarding the Triunity of God had vanished. On this
momentous day, he wrote out a prayer of celebration and consecration in which he “ascribed all
the praise” to “the glorious Three-in-one.”76 During this same period of time, Thornwell
concluded that the Triune God was calling him to be a minister of the gospel.77
By November of 1832, Thornwell was back in Cheraw, and, beginning in January of
1833, he served as the principal of the Academy where he had excelled as a student. During his
time in Cheraw, Thornwell and many others in the community experienced a Spiritual revival,
with many professing conversion to Christ.78 This would prove to be formative for Thornwell’s
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understanding of the Christian life and ministry, in which he would pray and preach for further
seasons of revival.79
In the spring of 1834, Dr. Ebenezer Porter, a professor at the Theological Seminary at
Andover, Massachusetts, paid a visit to his former pupil, the Rev. Urias Powers, who was
Thornwell’s pastor at the Presbyterian Church of Cheraw. After meeting Thornwell and
discerning his giftedness, Powers offered Thornwell the opportunity to attend Andover Seminary
without cost. Thornwell accepted his offer, and, in the late spring of 1834, he moved to
Andover.80
Free tuition was not the only factor motivating Thornwell to attend Andover rather than
the newly established seminary in Columbia; he believed that Andover would afford him a better
opportunity to learn German, Syriac, Chaldee, and Arabic. However, the professor who taught
these languages left the institution around the time of Thornwell’s arrival. In addition to this
disappointment, Thornwell, who was now a decidedly “Old School” Presbyterian, found Andover
to be “awfully New School.”81 Thornwell also turned up his nose at the culture of the institution.
He wrote Gillespie, “It is peopled with a sad mixture of gentlemen and ploughboys. I use the
term gentleman in its vulgar sense, having reference merely to manners and not to the heart.”82
Dissatisfied with Andover, Thornwell headed twenty-five miles south to Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and enrolled at Harvard Divinity School because of its reputation for language
training. He was determined to master the oriental languages and, in this pursuit, his mantra
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became, “What man has done, man can do.”83 Thornwell had a premonition that his life would
be short, and thus he worked furiously to accomplish much in the time he was given. In Gillespie
he confided, “I feel anxious to accomplish much while I do live, for I am apprehensive that the
seeds of early death are implanted within me.”84
Correspondences written at this time reveal that Thornwell went to Harvard with the
intention of studying language before transferring to Columbia Seminary.85 Thornwell also
communicated his aspirations to teach theology at Columbia.86 To Gillespie he wrote, “I wish to
establish a literary character in my own state. For I have an eye on the Professorship of Biblical
criticism in the Theological Seminary at Columbia. That Institution is destined to take the lead of
any other in this country; and just as soon as Howe relinquishes I hope to come in.”87 From
Harvard he also told Gillespie, “I have no idea of settling in this country. No money could
induce me to do it. But I do intend to fit myself for a professorship in Columbia and shall
therefore receive my education there. If the advantages at Andover had been such as I expected
to find, I should never have left it.”88
At Harvard, Thornwell encountered, in full force, the Unitarianism he had come to reject.
One of Thornwell’s future protégés, John L. Girardeau, described what Thornwell encountered
when he wrote, “Unitarianism has been organized in a denominational form and has been
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enthroned in the Athens of America and at Harvard University.”89 On 14 August 1834, only a
couple of years after he himself had been intensely wrestling with the claims of Unitarianism,
Thornwell wrote his childhood friend, A. H. Pegues:
I am now comfortably settled in this venerable abode of science, literature, and
learning. The Library contains thirty-nine thousand volumes, and the Athenaeum
Library of Boston, sixty thousand; to both of which I have access, besides the
privilege of attending all the Lectures of the College. You see, therefore, that the
advantages I enjoy, and the facilities for study, are liberal and encouraging. I room
in Divinity Hall, among the Unitarian students of Theology; for there are no others
here. I shall expect to meet and give blows in defence of my own peculiar
doctrines; and God forbid that I should falter in maintaining the faith once
delivered to the saints. I look upon the tenets of modern Unitarians as little better
than downright infidelity. Their system, as they call it, is a crude compound of
negative articles, admirably fitted to land the soul in eternal misery. The
peculiarity of their belief consists in not believing. Read over their tracts and
pamphlets, and you will find that they all consist, not in establishing a better
system, but simply in not believing the system of the Orthodox. Ask them to tell
you what they do believe, and they will begin to recount certain doctrines of the
Orthodox, and tell you very politely that they do not believe these. The truth is,
they have nothing positive; their faith is all negative; and I do not know that the
Bible holds out a solitary promise to a man for not believing. And yet these notbelievers talk about Christian charity with a great deal of pompousness, and take it
hugely amiss that they are not regarded by pious men as disciples of Jesus. Have
you seen “Norton’s statement of reasons for not believing the doctrine of
Trinitarians?” It is a queer book, and should be read just for the curiosity of seeing
its absurdity and nonsense. When a difficult passage stares him in the face, he
turns it off very nicely, by saying Paul was mistaken here; that he did not
understand the real nature of Christianity, and therefore blundered. Sometimes he
makes even Jesus Christ go wrong; because he happened to be busy about
something else, and did not have time to correct Himself. Now, a man who can
swallow such stuff as this, can swallow anything. It is an open defiance of all the
established laws of exegesis; and the doctrines, which need such miserable
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subterfuges to support them, cannot come from God. No, my friend, we are never
safe in departing from the simple declarations of the Bible. 90
With words that indicate that his friend was undergoing the kind of struggle between
Unitarianism and Trinitarianism that he had undergone a couple of years previously, Thornwell
wrote,
Let me entreat you to read Shuttleworth on the consistency of Revelation with
reason. It is the ablest work which has issued from the British press since Butler’s
Analogy. Read it carefully, and you will find philosophy bowing at the altar of
religion; read it prayerfully, and you must become a Christian.
The Unitarian will tell you that experimental religion is all an idle dream;
but, my friend, believe not the tale. It is no such thing. The truly pious man walks
with God; he is under the influence of the Holy Spirit; the consolations of the
Gospel support him in affliction, and cheer him in distress. There is such a thing
as holy communion with the blessed Trinity; as a peace of mind which passeth all
understanding; as joy in the Holy Ghost, and consolation in believing. There is no
fanaticism, no enthusiasm here; it is all sober truth; and those who laugh at these
things now, will weep bitterly in a coming day. May God be with us both! May He
take us under the shadow of His wing and save us in the hour of final retribution!91
We should note well what we read in this letter from young Thornwell to his struggling
friend, for these words provide in nutshell form what would become characteristic of Thornwell’s
ministerial labours. In coming years, Thornwell would “give blows” to Unitarianism on the one
hand while seeking to persuade others to experience “holy communion with the blessed Trinity”
on the other. As we shall see in the lives of other divines such as Smyth and Palmer, this twofold
way of dealing with Unitarianism’s encroachments would become a hallmark of Old Columbia’s
Trinitarian counteroffensive.
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Thornwell spent only a few months in New England. Disappointed by what he found at
Andover and Harvard, and wary of a New England winter, he returned to South Carolina in
October of 1834. He planned to enter the senior class at Columbia Seminary in January and
round out his seminary studies. However, the churches of South Carolina were in urgent need of
pastors, and, on 28 November 1834, Harmony Presbytery examined him for licensure. Having
devoted the previous year to the mastery of the theological topics upon which he was examined,
Thornwell easily demonstrated his proficiency.92 During his examination, Thomas Goulding, a
professor at Columbia Seminary, said, “Brethren, I feel like sitting at this young man’s feet as a
learner.”93
On 12 June 1835, Thornwell was ordained and installed as the pastor of the newly
established Presbyterian Church in the village of Lancaster, South Carolina. He wrote Gillespie
regarding the day of his first sermon:
On that day – a day never to be forgotten, I actually trembled in the sanctuary of
God and breathed forth a deep earnest and heartfelt prayer to the Holy Ghost to
baptize me with divine influence and to make my labours, humble though they be,
effective means for the salvation of sinners. It requires but little experience to
convince a minister that all his help must come from the Lord. We actually preach
to dead men. There is a deep and settled carnality in the heart of man which the
whole artillery of pulpit eloquence is utterly unable to shake unless accompanied
with the mighty influence of the Holy Spirit.94 Only the “almighty and everglorious Comforter” can “arm the truth with barbed arrows to pierce the sinner’s
heart.”95
In April of 1836 he took charge of two other churches, Waxhaw and Six-Mile Creek.96
To say the least, pastoring three churches kept the young man busy: “From one of these charges
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to another he was in the habit of driving through the country at a very high rate of speed behind a
mettlesome horse named ‘Red Rover.’”97 He soon became known not only for his high-speed
travels, but also for his Christ-centred, practical preaching that aimed for conversion. One who
heard him often during this time described his preaching as “intensely practical, and plain;
nothing abstract. The impression in my mind, now, is that of earnest expostulation with sinners.
Now, to-day, is the day of salvation. He was very earnest; his eye kindled with intense
excitement; his whole frame quivered. His sermons created great enthusiasm among the people
of all denominations, who crowded into the little church until it overflowed.”98 The young
minister was marked by gravity in the pulpit and gaiety without: “Men stopped to wonder at him
as he passed along the streets, striving to put together the solemnity of his pulpit utterances and
the exuberant pleasantry of the private companion.”99
On 3 December 1835, the poor preacher “married up,” being united in marriage to Nancy
White Witherspoon of Lancaster. Nancy’s father, who had served as South Carolina’s
Lieutenant-Governor, was among the most respected and admired men of the state, and her greatuncle was the famous Rev. John Knox Witherspoon (1723–1794).100 Thornwell enjoyed the
transition from the difficulties of poverty and singleness to the comforts of increasing financial
prosperity and marital bliss. He wrote Gillespie, “I have one of the best wives in the world, for
she manages every thing and just leaves me to my books and study.”101 The young couple’s first-
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born son died at the age of three months, and Nancy faced a life-threatening illness before being
restored to health. These early days of ministry and marriage were years of sanctification for the
new pastor and husband, who was still a relatively new Christian. The naturally ambitious and
sometimes quick-tempered Carolinian was learning humility and patience.102
Thornwell’s pastoral ministrations in Lancaster were relatively short-lived. In the late fall
of 1837, Thornwell was elected as Professor of Logic and Belles Lettres at South Carolina
College. Since Thornwell’s graduation six years earlier, the Presbyterians of the state had
managed to affect significant change at the college. Other denominations in South Carolina,
largely in reaction to the Unitarian views being propagated at the college through Cooper’s
influence, had established or were exploring the establishment of their own colleges. In 1826,
South Carolina’s Baptists established Furman University, named for Calvinistic Baptist preacher
and colonial patriot Richard Furman (1755–1825). In 1838, the Associate Reformed
Presbyterians established Erskine College, named for Scottish Seceder Ebenezer Erskine (1680–
1754). The Methodists founded Wofford College, named for Methodist minister Benjamin
Wofford (1780–1850), in 1854, and the Lutherans followed suit, establishing Newberry College
in the town of Newberry, South Carolina, in 1856.103
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Meanwhile, South Carolina’s Presbyterians were narrowing their focus on the reformation
of the state college.104 The college’s board, of which Presbyterians made up the majority, was
familiar with Thornwell’s transformation from a disciple of the apostle of Unitarianism to being a
Presbyterian minister and a budding stalwart for the Trinitarian faith. They also knew something
of his intellectual abilities. They were hoping that he would employ both his Trinitarian
convictions and his intellectual acumen for the reformation and success of the state’s college.
They were not disappointed. Thornwell served briefly as Professor of Belles Lettres and
Logic, and then, after two years pastoring a few blocks away at Columbia’s First Presbyterian
Church, he was tasked with leading in the spiritual reformation of the college as Chair of Sacred
Literature and the Evidences of Christianity and college chaplain, positions which were
established for the specific purpose of counteracting the influence of Cooper. Finally, Thornwell
became president of the college in 1851 and served in that capacity until becoming professor of
theology at Columbia Seminary in 1856. Well before he assumed the presidency, “he had
achieved actual, if unofficial, hegemony over the institution.”105 The opinion of South Carolina’s
Presbyterians regarding Thornwell’s tenure was summarised by Rev. Thomas H. Law:
At the time when young Thornwell entered South Carolina College its president
was Dr. Thomas Cooper, a man captivating in many respects, but a blatant infidel,
who was using his high office to poison the minds of the choicest young men of
the State attending upon its chief institution of learning, and in disseminating
infidel influences from which our people did not recover for a generation or more.
But Dr. Thornwell seems to have been the man whom God raised up, qualified
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and sent to this very fountain of baleful influence to correct and purify it, and
redeem the State from its pernicious power.106
During his tenure at South Carolina College, Thornwell was the anti-Cooper. For over a
decade, Cooper had sought to influence South Carolina’s future culture-shapers – lawyers,
doctors, entrepreneurs, politicians, and clergy – in a Unitarian direction. Under mounting
pressure from the state’s Trinitarian voices and only months after the establishment of Columbia
Seminary a few blocks away, Cooper delivered the annual commencement address to the class of
1830. In this speech, which young Thornwell very likely heard first-hand, Cooper mentioned
God only in passing: “Thank God, old men are not destined to live forever in this world” and “I
pray God you may all anxiously aspire to that highest and best of characters.”107 With
Presbyterian pressures for his resignation and the recent establishment of the seminary no doubt
in mind, and with what was as much a defence of himself as an address to the collegians, Cooper
declared,
This is not a theological institution and I rejoice that it is not. We are freed from
the quarrelsome questions of orthodoxy and heterodoxy, and are wisely left to
bestow our attention on objects of more direct and practical utility. By the
Constitution of South Carolina, our legislators are prohibited from intermeddling
with religious subjects, or legislating on religious considerations: and so of course
are all those who derive their authority under them. “The free exercises and
enjoyment of religious profession and worship,” (says our Constitution,) shall
forever hereafter be allowed in this State to all mankind, without discrimination or
preference.
About religion, therefore, I have little to urge. While you remained
members of this institution, I have always said to you, what I have always said to
the Students who preceded you – that while you are under the control of your
parents, it is right and it is wise in you to adopt and profess their religious tenets as
your own. They may be in error; but you are quite sure that they are incapable of
willfully misleading you. Moreover, while you were here, the College duties were
abundantly sufficient, if faithfully attended to, to occupy the whole of your time.
But now, that you have arrived at an age when the laws of nature, and the laws of
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the land, set you free from parental control, and permit you to think for
yourselves, take care that your religion is your own; the honest result of your own
diligent and impartial inquiry. Whatever you may decide upon in this respect, let
your faith be known and judged of by its fruits; by the moral worth of your
character, and the habitual uprightness of your conduct. This is all that society has
a right to look to. Whoever takes the liberty of inquiring beyond this, inquires
impertinently. To our fellow-men we are accountable for our conduct, to no
human being are we accountable for our opinions. If I tolerate what I deem the
errors and heresies of my neighbor, he has no right to quarrel with me for mine.108
Thornwell’s chapel sermons and commencement addresses, which he delivered as
chaplain and then as president, could not have been more different. In blinding contrast to the
messages he heard from Cooper, Thornwell’s chapel sermons and presidential addresses were
marked by nothing less than Trinitarian evangelism. With Cooper-repudiating language,
President Thornwell urged “the chosen young men of the state” to “lay their laurels at the feet of
Jesus” and to take the salvation of their souls seriously because “God is serious, who exerciseth
such patience towards us. Christ is serious, who shed his blood for us. The Holy Ghost is serious,
who striveth against the obstinancy of our hearts.”109 With language clearly meant to counteract
the teaching and legacy of his old idol, President Thornwell declared to the collegians:
The mysteries of the cross have ever been the stone of stumbling and the rock of
offence to philosophic pride, and yet I am firmly persuaded that the essence of
Christianity lies precisely in the scheme of redemption. It is a religion for sinners,
and whatever illustrations it gives of Natural Theology and the precepts of Moral
Philosophy are subsidiary to the end of persuading men to be reconciled to God
through the blood of the Redeemer. It is a dispensation of pardon to the guilty and
of sanctifying grace to the unholy and depraved. If you are disposed to
contemplate Christianity in any other light than as a revelation of God’s mercy
and grace to [the] fallen in the mediation of His Son, if you are disposed to treat it
simply as a development of the doctrine of Natural Religion and to believe that its
blessings can be secured by a punctual observance of what are called the duties of
morality, I shall have to regret that my labour has been lost among you. You have
not so been instructed in the Gospel of Christ. I call these walls to witness that I
have not shunned to declare unto you. And the God who searches the hearts and
tries the reins of the children of men, knows the intensity of that solicitude with

108

Cooper, “Address to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,” 7.

109

“God’s Covenant Promise,” a discourse delivered in the chapel of South Carolina College, 10 October
1852, JHT Papers, SCL.

76

which in season and out of season I have testified to you repentance towards God
and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.110
Thornwell employed this kind of anti-Cooper Trinitarian exhortation, seeking to convince
the young men of South Carolina College that “the man who denies the atoning death of the Son,
the regenerating grace of the Spirit and the eternal love of the Father denies the Gospel. He has
denied the faith and is worse than an infidel.”111 And he summoned the collegians to follow in
his footsteps by withstanding what Robbins had called the “insidious approaches” of Unitarians
such as Cooper: “Never, never be ashamed of the Gospel. Never be ashamed of a crucified
Saviour and an indwelling Spirit. Let not an atheist’s laugh or a skeptick’s sneer deprive you of
the richest honour that God can confer on man, the honour of sharing with His own Son the glory
of His Heavenly kingdom. My young friends may I hope to meet you at the right hand of the
Judge in the day of final accounts? Shall I be permitted to rejoice that I have not labored in vain,
nor spent my strength for nought?112
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is only in this world of sin and death that the arch hypocrisy is honoured by which a man passes for a
disciple of Christ when he is not only not led by Christ’s Spirit, but absolutely sneers at the thought of any
such influences. Depend upon it my young friends that if you have not the Spirit of Christ, you are none of
his. If you have never been baptized into His death, if you have never felt the fellowship of His resurrection,
if you have never longed for the glory of his presence, if you have never been renewed by the power of His
grace, you are infidels in as damning a sense of the term as if you sneered with Gibbon, railed with Voltaire,
or prevaricated with Hume. You must be in Christ or you cannot be saved. I shall feel that I have
accomplished much if I have disarmed you or your prejudices against the evangelical scheme. But a
mightier work remains to be done. Let me beg you not to leave these walls without seeking that union with
Christ which is the source of evangelical power. You would be shocked at the imputation that moral
excellence is not your highest aim, but this cannot be compassed without the Gospel. You must die with
Christ, if you would live with Him above, if you would accomplish your part on earth so as to gain God’s
approbation and render death a blessing.
These sorts of Trinitarian evangelistic exhortations were typical for Thornwell’s college sermons. For
similar addresses to the students of South Carolina College, see “A Sermon Preached in the Chapel of South
Carolina College,” 11 May, 1851, JHT Papers, SCL; “Baccalaureate Address,” delivered at South Carolina College
commencement, December 1852, JHT Papers, SCL; “Baccalaureate Address,” delivered at South Carolina College
commencement, 5 December 1853, JHT Papers, SCL; Baccalaureate Address,” delivered at South Carolina College,
4 December 1854, JHT Papers, SCL; “A Sermon on Colossians 1:6–8,” n.d., JHT Papers, SCL. For candid
impressions of Thornwell’s preaching while he was President of South Carolina College, see the two-volume diary
of Matthew Jouett Williams (MJW). The diary is part of the Matthew Jouett Williams Papers, which are housed at
the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Duke University (DMRL). Williams was a professor
of mathematics, natural philosophy, and astronomy at South Carolina College under Thornwell’s presidency. In his
diary, Jouett often commented on the chapel sermons of Thornwell as well as the preaching of other ministers in the
city of Columbia. Williams’s diary indicates that Thornwell regularly preached for the weekday chapel services and
preached at the Sunday service held for the students in the chapel. Thornwell also held a prayer meeting each
Monday evening for faculty and students. Entries include the following: “Heard Dr Thornwell preach this morning. I
was surprised to see (as I thought) a change in his manner, a change which I certainly did not consider for the best.
There was a great increase of action which gave to his manner the appearance of labour. I hope he will think better of
it and determine stare super antiquas vias.” Sunday, 22 February 1852; “Dr Thornwell dined with us today. He is a
delightful companion. . . . Went to the Methodist Church at night. Heard a Mr Johnson preach. It was sheer
nonsense.” Friday, 22 June 1852; “The exercises of the college were resumed this morning. The bell rang at the usual
hour for prayers. About a hundred students and all the Faculty except Drs Henry and Reynolds were in attendance.
Dr. Thornwell made us a neat and appropriate speech.” Monday, 4 October 1852; “Dr Thornwell delivered a most
excellent sermon in chapel. I am sorry so few were present to hear it.” Friday, 29 October 1852; “Dr Thornwell
preached his commencement sermon today in the College Chapel. The house was packed with people from gallery to
pavement. . . . His sermon was an admirable effort. I hope it did good. I hope so in spite of the obvious fact that
many persons of both sexes were there not to hear the great truths of the revelation expounded and defended but to
see and be seen.” Sunday, 5 December 1852; “We had a grand procession today from the state house to the site of
the new College Chapel when the ceremony of laying the cornerstone was performed. We afterwards marched back
to the state house where Dr Thornwell delivered a beautiful and highly finished address.” Friday, 10 December 1852;
“Heard Dr Thornwell preach in the College Chapel this morning. His text was from Proverbs. ‘The sluggard shall
desire and have nothing.’ The sermon was a capital one and very appropriate.” Sunday, 23 January 1853; “Went in
the morning to College Chapel and heard an excellent sermon from Dr Thornwell on repentance. Heard my new
pastor Rev. Murchison this afternoon. He seems to be a good man but is, without doubt, a very weak one. His text
was part of the dialogue between our Saviour & the Samaritan woman at the well. It was a poor specimen of
preaching considered in any point of view.” Sunday, 31 January 1853; “I listened to Dr Thornwell this forenoon
preach one of the greatest sermons I ever heard. It was preached in the College Chapel. The audience was composed
almost exclusively of students. It was a great effort.” Sunday, 20 February 1853; “Cold, unpleasant day. Attended
prayer meeting at Dr Thornwell’s this evening.” Monday, 21 February 1853; “I attended the Chapel in the forenoon.
Dr Thornwell preached an excellent sermon. It was appropriate and I trust reached the hearts and consciences of his
audience.” Sunday, 13 March 1853; “Heard Dr Thornwell preach in the College Chapel in the forenoon and Rev Mr
Parsons in Washington St Church (Methodist) in the afternoon. It would be invidious to institute comparison
between these preachers. The learned president of the College deserves his high reputation for profound learning, for
extensive research, varied attainments, and powerful eloquence. Mr Parsons is a young man without the advantage of
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Clearly, Thornwell took seriously the board’s directive to counteract the teaching of his
one-time idol at South Carolina College. As seen in their dismissal of Cooper and their
appointment of Thornwell, the Presbyterians of the state were determined to completely retake
the college. They were also determined to establish a seminary that would further engage in the
Trinitarian counteroffensive to the Unitarianism propagated by Cooper.

Columbia Seminary Established to Counteract Unitarian Advances
As noted earlier, several previous works have discussed the founding and early years of
Columbia Seminary.113 None, however, has properly emphasised the fact that the founding of the
seminary and its placement in Columbia, South Carolina, as well as the clarification of its
theological identity during the first few years of its existence, were in large part due to the
Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict as embodied by Cooper and Thornwell. But this is essential to
understanding the history and personality of Old Columbia.
In December of 1828 the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America’s Synod of
South Carolina and Georgia established the rather prosaically named Theological Seminary of the
Synod of South Carolina and Georgia. Its five original students met for one year in Lexington,

early training. Yet his sermon was a good one and perhaps was as fruitful of good results as the more learned, more
artistic, more finished, and more eloquent sermon of Dr Thornwell – I say perhaps, because of the nature of the
congregations addressed by these very different clergymen. I do not mean to say that Mr Parsons was more deeply
imbued with the Spirit of Truth. By no means. Nothing could be more earnest than Dr T’s manner. It was impossible
to resist the conviction that he felt deeply, the solemn truths he so earnestly insisted upon. But a collection of College
boys is not so easily touched.” Sunday, 20 March 1853; “Went to the Chapel in the forenoon. Heard Dr Thornwell in
an excellent sermon. Went to Washington St Church (Methodist) in the afternoon; Rev C Murchison preached. It
was a very moderate sermon. A thing of shreds and patches.” Sunday, 27 March 1853; “Went this morning to
Washington St Church. Rev C. Murchison preached. I hope he edified others. I am sure his sermon did me but little
good. I must – I must endeavour to impel this prejudice against my pastor. Whence comes it? I cannot understand it.”
Sunday, 3 April 1853; “Heard Dr Thornwell in the morning & Rev. C. Murchison in the afternoon. The first sermon
was excellent; the second was not.” Sunday, 29 May 1853; “Rev C Murchison . . . disgusted many of the audience by
relating funny anecdotes. I went in the afternoon to hear Dr Palmer at the Presbyterian Church. His discourse was a
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Georgia, under the direction of Thomas Goulding (1786–1848), the pastor of the Lexington
Presbyterian Church.114 Though Goulding, a native of Georgia, had received a private education
in Connecticut, as well as training for the legal profession, which he pursued before entering
Christian ministry, he had no formal seminary training of his own. In spite of his lack of formal
training, Goulding, “a thorough Calvinist of the Genevan school,” was respected as a “well-read
and polished scholar” who had “gathered rich harvests from the fields of literature.”115 In
January of 1830, with Goulding continuing as professor, the seminary was relocated to Columbia,
South Carolina, the state’s capital. The school became popularly known as Columbia
Theological Seminary, though the name was not formally accepted until 1925. Ironically, in
1927, the seminary was relocated to Decatur, Georgia, where it remains today, still bearing the
name Columbia Theological Seminary.116
For a number of years, the Synod had supported Princeton Seminary but increasingly saw
the need to establish its own seminary in order to provide ministers for its own region as well as
states to the west such as Alabama and Mississippi, which were rapidly being settled. The
founders’ hope was to “light up another sun which shall throw further west the light of the
Gospel.”117 Ultimately, the Synod’s motivation for establishing Columbia Seminary was
twofold: “to raise up a qualified and native ministry to supply the destitute places, and to preside
over the extant churches; and to provide an institution free from the skeptical influences which
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then pervaded the College of the State.”118 Rather than retreating to a remote location, the
seminary’s founders decided to situate the seminary on the field of battle in downtown Columbia
only blocks from the college and the “skeptical influences” of Thomas Cooper.
One member of the Synod committee charged with determining the location of the
seminary explained why he advocated for Columbia: “I am not an advocate for shutting up
candidates for the ministry in a convent or a cave; and if young men cannot withstand
temptations in early life, I fear that there is but little hope that they will bear the burden and the
heat of the day, which awaits them in later life.”119 Thus, the seminary was established in
Columbia as part of a concerted effort by South Carolina’s Presbyterians to prepare men to
combat the Unitarian worldview that Cooper had been propagating for nearly a decade. Their
strategy was to retake the state, beginning with the capital city, for the historic Trinitarian faith.120
The young seminary also unhesitatingly announced its commitment to Reformed
theology. The school’s original constitution states, “The design of this institution is, and ever
shall be, to educate young men for the gospel ministry, who shall believe, love and preach the
doctrines of the Bible, as set forth in the Confession of Faith of the Presbyterian Church in the
United States of America.”121 Moreover, the constitution prescribed the following formula of
subscription to the Westminster Standards, which was to be publically declared by each professor
at his inauguration: “In the presence of God and these witnesses, I do solemnly subscribe the
Confession of Faith, Catechisms, and other standards of government, discipline, and worship of
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the Presbyterian Church in the United States as a just summary of the doctrines contained in the
Bible, and promise and engage not to teach, directly or indirectly, any doctrine contrary to this
belief, while I continue a Professor in this Seminary.”122
Although the seminary clearly avowed a commitment to the Westminster Standards, the
need for further clarification as to its identity relative to the Old School-New School division
within American Presbyterianism became apparent. As Kelly writes,
New School Presbyterianism largely – though not entirely – in the North, was
more open to the spirit of the age, and accommodated itself theologically to some
aspects of Arminianism and other elements of post-Enlightenment thought. The
Old School, which comprised a slight majority in the North and a vast majority in
the South, cordially and strictly held to the robust Calvinism of the Westminster
standards, and consciously saw itself as challenging the errors of the age. The
Presbyterian Church in America . . . split over this very issue in 1837.123
By the 1830s, Princeton Seminary in New Jersey (founded 1812) had clarified itself as a
bastion of Old School Presbyterianism, as had Union Seminary in Virginia, which was originally
founded in 1812 as the department of theology at Hampden-Sydney College. However, as
Thornwell had discovered first-hand, the other leading institution at which a large percentage of
Reformed ministers were trained, namely Andover Seminary, had embraced a New School
identity. Although established in 1807 as an alternative to the Unitarianism at Harvard, Andover
Seminary was, nonetheless, “founded by a union of the old Calvinists with the Hopkinsians on a
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platform of avowed toleration.”124 Thus, with existing Reformed seminaries aligned with
different sides of the Old School-New School debate, the question of Columbia’s theological
identity was on the mind of many.
In 1830, a graduate of Andover, George Howe, joined Goulding as the second member of
the Columbia faculty, first as instructor of Hebrew and Greek, and then as professor of Biblical
Literature. As the more formally educated of the two professors, Howe became the chief
architect of the seminary’s curriculum, which he based largely on that of his alma mater. He
chose a number of textbooks authored by Andover faculty, including the Theological Lectures of
Leonard Woods. Woods, one of Howe’s mentors at Andover, had New School affinities and
favoured the increasingly popular governmental view of the atonement.
Governmentalism views the atonement as vindicating the inviolability of divine law by
demonstrating the ramifications of sin, but does not affirm the Reformed doctrine of vicarious
penal satisfaction. The governmental theory, also known as the moral government or rectoral
theory, may be traced to the Dutch lawyer and theologian Hugo Grotius (1583–1645). Grotius
posited that through Christ’s death, God, acting solely as a divine governor, displayed the just
deserts of sin, thereby deterring sin and maintaining the divine moral order of the universe. This
demonstration of the sobering consequence of sin is to be contemplated by the sinner in order to
appreciate the profundity of divine mercy.125
The governmental theory was articulated by New England Congregationalist Samuel
Hopkins (1721–1803) in his System of Doctrines. Thus, the theory became associated with
“Hopkinsianism.” Yale theologian Nathaniel William Taylor (1786–1858) promoted the
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governmental theory, which therefore also became associated with “Taylorism.” Closer to home,
Baptist minister Jonathan Maxcy (1768–1820) promoted the governmentalist view. A native of
Massachusetts, Maxcy served as pastor of First Baptist Church of Columbia before becoming
Cooper’s predecessor as president of South Carolina College.126
Howe’s perceived sympathies with New School theology created a crisis at Columbia. As
S. Donald Fortson points out, within mid-nineteenth-century American Presbyterianism, charges
of Unitarianism were increasingly being levelled at those associated with New School
theology.127 Many in the Columbia Seminary community believed that New Schoolism was
simply a form of Unitarianism. As Old Columbia alumnus Louis C. LaMotte puts it, “Charges
that the faculty sympathized with New School theology, which shaded off into Unitarianism in
New England, began to be whispered.”128 The majority of South Carolina’s Presbyterians feared
that, if New School sympathies were tolerated, the seminary would devolve into what South
Carolina College had become under Cooper’s presidency; they feared that the seminary would
become the very thing it was established to defeat.
Aaron W. Leland (1787–1871), who, like Howe, was a native of Massachusetts, joined
the Columbia faculty in 1833. In August of 1834, Leland wrote to his friend Thomas Smyth
(1808–1873), pastor of Second Presbyterian Church in Charleston and an influential member of
the seminary’s board, saying, “The state of the seminary is bad: we talk of peace but there is no
kinship or cordiality. The efforts of Dr. G[oulding] . . . against Br. H[owe] are secret but
untiring. The accusation now is heresy.”129 Tolerance was advocated by a few of the seminary’s
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supporters, but the majority of the Synod and seminary community desired Columbia to be
uncompromisingly Old School – an undiluted challenger to the Unitarianism of Thomas Cooper.
Tensions at Columbia grew steadily. Feeling that his voice was not being heard,
Goulding, the Old School Presbyterian who was never known “to relax, in public or in private,
one jot or tittle of his creed,” left the seminary and returned to the pastorate in 1834.130 Shortly
thereafter, charges of heresy against the Columbia professors appeared in the Times and Gazette,
a newspaper published by a member of the influential First Presbyterian Church in Columbia,
and sessions of local churches published resolutions regarding the direction of the seminary.131
Thus, in just the first few years of its existence, Columbia Seminary became a microcosm
of the Old School-New School tensions within American Presbyterianism, which Fortson
describes as follows: “As the 1830s unfolded, trust eroded, charity dissipated, and the exercise of
raw ecclesiastical power for party advantage created a chasm that was impassable.”132 To many,
the future of Columbia Seminary seemed just this bleak.
However, Columbia survived and even began to thrive as it clarified itself as an Old
School Presbyterian institution committed to exposing and correcting any digressions towards
Unitarianism, whether they be of the New England Arian variety or of the English Socinianism
embodied by Cooper. Thornwell, who had been exposed to the Arian-leaning Unitarianism of
Robbins and Harvard, as well as the Socinianism of Cooper, emerged as the leader who would
steer the clarification efforts for the Synod’s seminary.
Desiring resolution, Howe and Leland – the two members of the faculty accused of
holding views that “shaded off into Unitarianism” – requested to be examined by the seminary’s
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board and the Synod that they might demonstrate their orthodoxy. At the Synod of 1838, Howe
and Leland admitted that in earlier days they had leaned towards New Schoolism, but that they
had come to fully embrace the Old School position.133
The Synod appointed three presbyters – Thornwell (at that time a newly-appointed
professor at South Carolina College), John C. Coit (the pastor of the Presbyterian Church of
Cheraw), and John Witherspoon (a grandson of the famous Princeton president, a cousin of
Nancy Thornwell, and the pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Columbia) – to write a letter to
the churches clarifying the Old School orthodoxy of Howe and Leland, both of whom stated their
commitment to the “Testimony” of the Synod approved the same year, a year after the official
division of the Presbyterian Church into the Old and New School denominations.134 Thornwell,
who was by this time a member of the seminary’s board, authored the Testimony, which
announced the Old School position of the Synod and the seminary. The Testimony, adopted by
the Synod by a vote of forty-nine to eight, summarized the Synod’s desire for itself and its
seminary to be distinctively Old School, without any hint of the Unitarian leanings that
characterized the Northeast and which had gained full regnancy at South Carolina College under
Cooper’s presidency.135
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After a somewhat uncertain first decade, Columbia Seminary, which was established
expressly to counteract the Unitarianism being propagated a few blocks away at South Carolina
College, settled in as a nineteenth-century stronghold of Old School Presbyterianism.
Thornwell’s leadership at this crucial juncture laid the foundation for his reputation as the leader
– the “Calvin,” the “Knox,” the “Calhoun” – of the Southern Presbyterian Church, and helped
establish Old Columbia as a bulwark from which a Trinitarian counteroffensive could be
launched against Unitarian encroachments in South Carolina and throughout the Southland.136
Thornwell’s Theological Emphases Viewed in Light of His Stand for Trinitarianism against
Unitarian Encroachments
We now turn to analysis of Thornwell’s theological emphases, and we will seek to
demonstrate that these emphases, some of which have been noted by previous scholars, are better
understood when placed in the context of Thornwell’s stand for Trinitarianism against the
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advancements of Unitarianism. We begin by examining his epistemology in terms of his
Trinitarianism. We then consider his Trinitarian hermeneutic of Scripture. After that, we give
consideration to Thornwell’s Trinitarian emphasis in the realm of soteriology, examining his
Trinitarian understanding of natural and supernatural religion, the atonement, adoption, and the
Lord’s Supper. Finally, we consider Thornwell’s understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity as
the archetype of human society. In each of these sections, we demonstrate that these theological
emphases should be viewed as part of Thornwell’s stand for Trinitarianism against Unitarian
encroachments as embodied by his one-time idol, Thomas Cooper.
Thornwell’s Trinitarian Epistemology
Previous scholars have emphasised the influence of Scottish Common Sense Realism
(SCSR) on Thornwell.137 Before discussing the relationship between SCSR and Thornwell, let us
briefly discuss SCSR itself. SCSR originated fundamentally as a reaction to the epistemology of
Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776). Hume’s epistemology was marked by
scepticism about what the human mind can really know outside itself. In contradistinction, the
epistemology of SCSR was marked by certainty about what the human mind can know outside
itself. The Scottish Realists maintained that there are “certain primary intuitions, or fundamental
laws of belief, implicitly contained in the constitution of the mind, which, brought into contact
with the materials derived from the external world, enable us to know.”138

137

See Theodore Dwight Bozeman, “Science, Nature, and Society: A New Approach to James Henley
Thornwell,” Journal of Presbyterian History 50, no. 3 (Fall 1972): 306–325; David Kinney Garth, “The Influence of
Scottish Common Sense Philosophy on the Theology of James Henley Thornwell and Robert Lewis Dabney” (PhD
diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1979); Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians, 111; James Oscar Farmer Jr., The
Metaphysical Confederacy, 92; J. Ligon Duncan III, “Common Sense and American Presbyterianism: An Evaluation
of the Impact of Scottish Realism on Princeton and the South” (MTh thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 1987),
45–74; Walter H. Conser Jr., God and the Natural World: Religion and Science in Antebellum America (Columbia,
SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1993); Theodore Dwight Bozeman, “James Henley Thornwell: Ancient and
Modern,” Affirmation 6, no. 2 (1993): 50–71.
138

John L. Girardeau, quoted in Palmer, Thornwell, 541.

88

Common Sense was developed by Scottish philosophers Thomas Reid (1710–1796) and
Dugald Stewart (1753–1828) and propagated by theological moderates within the Church of
Scotland. However, it was the decidedly more evangelical great uncle of Nancy Thornwell, the
Rev. John Knox Witherspoon (1723–1794), who brought what John Macleod called “the Scottish
Apologetic Philosophy of Common Sense” to America when he became president of the College
of New Jersey (now Princeton University).139 Evangelicals such as Witherspoon found in SCSR
“both the epistemological and ontological basis of their natural theology and their philosophical
ethics.”140 Conservative Presbyterians in America followed Witherspoon’s lead and committed
themselves “virtually en bloc to Scottish Philosophy.”141
Although SCSR has been widely associated with nineteenth-century American
Presbyterianism, it was employed in various spheres of American academia. The inductive
method popularized by English philosopher Francis Bacon (1561–1626), which was so much a
part of the SCSR that “Baconianism” became synonymous with SCSR, was widely utilized in
colleges and seminaries, from Unitarian Harvard to Calvinistic Princeton, in almost every
discipline, from natural science to biblical hermeneutics.142 SCSR was in varying degrees
espoused by leading intellectuals with diverse religious commitments, from Unitarian Thomas
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Jefferson to Old School Princetonian Charles Hodge.143 Thus, E. Brooks Holifield concludes that
SCSR “was not so much a set of conclusions as it was a way of thinking that could commend
itself to a variety of thinkers.”144
Thornwell had first been exposed to SCSR as a young man while living with Gillespie, he
was mentored in it by his Unitarian patron, Robbins, and he was taught it by his Unitarian college
mentor, Cooper.145 Through these influences, Thornwell took a great interest in philosophy and,
following in Cooper’s steps, was esteemed as “an unrivalled logician and peerless intellectual
gladiator.”146 There is no doubt that Thornwell was among the “gentlemen theologians” of the
South who viewed SCSR as a sort of “handmaiden” of orthodox theology.147
For this reason, Macaulay argues that “Southern liberals like Samuel Gilman and
Southern conservatives like James Henley Thornwell and Robert Lewis Dabney were indebted to
Scottish Common Sense Realism for offering a broad foundation on which to reconcile some of
their differences and in essence share a common Southern Christian rationalism.”148 Macaulay
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contends that their commitment to SCSR reveals that Unitarian Gilman and Trinitarian Thornwell
possessed many “shared theological assumptions and positions.”149
Our assertion is that, in addition to recognizing the epistemological commonalities shared
by Thornwell and the Unitarians of his day through SCSR, what must also be acknowledged is
Thornwell’s rejection of certain Unitarian epistemological presuppositions and his effort to
present alternatives to them. For direction in this effort, Thornwell turned to two places: the
church fathers and John Calvin, likely having been introduced to the former by the latter. In
contrast to Cooper, who believed that what is incomprehensible is unacceptable, Thornwell
followed the fathers and Calvin in stressing divine incomprehensibility.150 He quoted fathers
such as Cyril of Jerusalem, who said, “Our highest knowledge is to confess our ignorance,” and
Gregory Nazianzen, who said, “I love God because I know Him. I adore Him because I cannot
comprehend Him.”151
Thornwell especially looked to Calvin to deal with what he called the “rationalistic
infidelity” of the Unitarian movement, and he encouraged his students to do the same.152 While
other Old School seminaries such as Princeton and Union continued to use Turretin’s Institutes as
their primary textbook, Thornwell replaced Turretin with Calvin’s Institutes when he became
professor of theology at Columbia. Calvin’s Institutes formed the basis of his classroom
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teaching, especially on the Trinity.153 Reflecting Calvin’s Institutes, Thornwell disavowed
theological systems that assume man’s ability to comprehend the divine. He writes,
A theology which has no mysteries; in which everything is level to human
thought, and capable of being reduced to exact symmetry in a human system,
which has no facts that commend assent while transcending the province of human
speculation, and contains no features which stagger the wisdom of human conceit;
– a system thus thoroughly human is a system which is self-condemned. It has no
marks of God upon it. For His footsteps are on the sea, and His paths in the great
waters, and His ways past finding out. There is no searching of His understanding.
Such a system would be out of harmony with that finite world in which we have
our place. For there mystery encompasses us behind and before – in the earth, the
air, the sea and all deep places, and especially in the secrets of our own souls. Man
lives and breathes and walks amid mystery in this scene of phenomena and
shadows, and yet he would expect no mystery in that grand and real world of
which this is only a dim reflection!154
In other words, Thornwell believed he could trace heresy to hubris: “Most heresies have
risen from believing the serpent’s lie, that our faculties were a competent measure of universal
truth. We reason about God as if we possessed an absolute knowledge. The consequence is, we
are lost in confusion and error.”155 More specifically and unmistakably an aspect of his
repudiation of Cooper, Thornwell believed that a hubristic epistemology lies behind
Unitarianism. He writes, “There is in Theology a region which must be left to the dominion of
faith; it can never be entered with the torch of Logic; and most fundamental errors proceed from
a disregard of this significant fact, and are only abortive efforts to define the indefinable. The
Socinian hopes by searching to find out God, and because he cannot think the Trinity according
to the laws of Logic, he denies its existence.”156 Likely with Cooper’s “A Summary of Unitarian
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Arguments” in mind, Thornwell articulates what he believed to be the Unitarian’s foundational
defect in more detail:
The Unitarian professes to understand the Infinite Personality of God, and rejects
the doctrine of the Holy Trinity with a smile of contempt. He forgets meanwhile
that his argument has only proved that there cannot be three human persons in the
same numerical essence. He has quietly eliminated the very element which, for
aught he knows or can show, redeems the doctrine from all reasonable objection.
Until he can tell us what the Infinite is, we need not listen to him while he
undertakes to inform us how the Infinite is. It is so easy to slide into the habit of
regarding the infinite and finite as only different degrees of the same thing, and to
reason from one to the other with the same confidence with which, in other cases
we reason from the less to the greater, that the caution cannot be too much insisted
on that God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, nor God’s ways our ways. To treat
the power which creates and the human power which moves a foreign body as the
same thing; to apply to creation the laws and conditions which limit the
mechanisms of man; to represent the infinite as only a higher degree of human
knowledge; and to restrict each to the same essential conditions and modifications,
is to make man God, or God man – a fundamental falsehood, which must draw a
fruitful progeny in its train.157
According to Thornwell, the only remedy for the “presumption of the Socinian” is the
“mysterious operations of that Spirit whose office it is to take of the things of Christ and show
them unto men.”158 This was Thornwell’s own testimony: He believed that he had once been
guilty of the “presumption of the Socinian” but that the Spirit of God, working through the
Scriptures, had united him to God’s eternal Son by his saving “mysterious operations.” This
pneumatological emphasis, in addition to SCSR, must be acknowledged in order to have an
accurate understanding of Thornwell’s (and Columbia’s) theological epistemology.159
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O’Brien asserts that, for Thornwell, “Mind had to be satisfied, before faith could be
licensed.”160 This is certainly an apt description of Unitarian epistemology and even
developments in nineteenth-century American theology in general, but this is not an accurate
description of Thornwell. The following excerpts enable us to more accurately assess
Thornwell’s theological epistemology: Palmer relays,
Penetrated with the conviction that God can be known only so far as He has been
pleased to reveal Himself, he bowed with perfect docility before the dogmatic
authority of the Scriptures. The writer has heard him say a dozen times, “I have
been cogitating upon such and such a subject, and can see no flaw in my
reasoning, but I am gravelled with one verse in the Bible;” and then he would add,
with inexpressible simplicity, “You know, P., that if there is but one passage of
Scripture against us, our speculations must go to the winds.” In this were
signalized at once the modesty of the philosopher and the humility of the
Christian. He brought all his conclusions to this touch-stone; and wherever he
found a “thus saith the Lord,” he ceased to reason, and began to worship. He first
sought, by careful exegesis, to ascertain the meaning of God’s word; then to
collate and classify, until he built up a systematic theology. As the inductive
philosopher ranges through nature, collects his facts, and builds up his science, so
the theologian ranges up and down the inspired record, collects its doctrines as
they are strewn in magnificent profusion through the histories, poems, epistles and
prophecies of the Bible; and in the same spirit of caution, constructs his scheme of
divinity.161
And, in a letter to Matthew J. Williams, Thornwell explained,
The longer I live, and the more I think, the more profound is my conviction of
human ignorance. I can say, too, that I have a growing attachment to the great
truths of Christianity. I feel that I am rooted and grounded in the gospel; that its
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doctrines are incorporated into my whole life, and are the necessary food of my
soul. I have looked at the matter on all sides; and I can say, from the heart, that I
desire to glory in nothing but the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ. The distinction of
being a Christian is the highest honour I would court; and the shallow metaphysics
that would take from me the promises of God’s Word, I do most heartily
despise.162
In sum, Thornwell’s epistemology should not only be understood by what it had in
common with Cooper (and other Unitarians such as Gilman) through espousal of elements of
SCSR, it should also be understood in terms of Thornwell’s effort to stand for Trinitarian
supernaturalism in contradistinction to the Unitarian rationalism promoted by his former idol,
Thomas Cooper, by emphasising the pneumatological element of knowing divine truth. For
Thornwell, there was a complimentary relationship between SCSR and pneumatology: the human
mind was furnished with the capacity to know reality outside itself, but, in order to know divine
reality, a gracious illuminating work of the third person of the Trinity was required.
Thornwell’s Trinitarian Hermeneutic
In keeping with his conviction that theology is fundamentally receptive rather than
speculative, Thornwell based his Trinitarianism on the Scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments. Moreover, believing that the God of both the Old and New Testaments is the Triune
God, he consistently evinced a Trinitarian hermeneutic of both Testaments.163 One way in which
he demonstrated this was in his belief that the doctrine of the Trinity is communicated in the first
verse of the Bible through the name of the Creator given therein: Elohim. Rather than
interpreting the plurality expressed in this appellative merely as a pluralis majestatis, Thornwell
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writes, “This word by its very form is intended to express the trine Personality of God. It is the
name of the Trinity – the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.”164 He made this deduction in
concert with consideration of Genesis 1:26, which he understood to be a trialogue between the
divine Persons. With further light afforded by the New Testament in mind, Thornwell writes,
“We find that the work of creation is promiscuously ascribed to each Person of the blessed
Godhead. It was in fact, the work of the Trinity. If this is clear and indisputable truth, we should
interpret the narrative in Genesis in conformity with its light. Thus far, I think, the ground is firm
beneath us. When the great God is first announced to us, He is announced to us by a name which
proclaims Him as the Father, Son and Holy Ghost – the God whom we adore, in the new
creation, through the Lord Jesus Christ.”165
Furthermore, Thornwell inquires, “Why was the name Elohim chosen by God to reveal
the mystery of his Triunity?” He arrived at his answer through etymological study of Elohim,
which he held to be a derivative of the word alah, “to swear.” Thornwell believed that Elohim
thus signifies the Covenant of Redemption, that,
[Elohim] represents the Trinity as engaged in an eternal covenant, which was
ratified betwixt them by the solemnity of an oath. It is certain that the Son was
constituted a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek by an oath. The council
of peace was between them both, and reference is supposed to be had to this
august transaction – a transaction which, in its historic accomplishment, unfolds,
in full proportion, the glorious doctrine of the three in one – when God is
introduced as erecting the stage upon which the historic fulfillment should take
place. This, I think, is the real import of the name – the Trinity in covenant for
man’s redemption; and if this be so, it is very suggestive that the first title by
which God proclaims Himself to our race should be a title of blessedness and
grace. He appears in the old creation only as preparing the way for the new. He is
God the Creator, that He may also be God the Redeemer.166
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Here we see evidence of how Thornwell’s stand for the Trinity placed him out of step
with his theological mentor, John Calvin, for Calvin emphatically denied that Elohim
communicates God’s Triunity.167 Similarly, Thornwell’s interpretation of Elohim as a
communication of the Triunity of God and the inner-Trinitarian Covenant of Redemption stands
out when compared to other leading Reformed theologians of his era. Hodge did not mention
Elohim in his discussion of the Trinity in his Systematic Theology.168 Dabney believed that the
argument for the Trinity based on Elohim “ought to be surrendered.”169 Shedd understood the
plurality of Elohim to be a pluralis majestatis, or pluralis excellentiae, as he put it.170 Writing
several decades later, Berkhof epitomized the general trend among exegetes when he argued that
seeking to find proof for the Trinity in the term Elohim is “to say the least, dubious.”171 It should
also be noted that the Westminster divines did not include Genesis 1:1 or Genesis 1:26 as proof
texts for the Triunity of God, though they did cite (in the Larger Catechism) the Old Testament
passages Genesis 1:2, Psalm 45:6, and Isaiah 6:3–8 and 9:6 in support of the Trinity.172
We may summarize Thornwell’s Trinitarian hermeneutic by saying that he was less like
Calvin and his own nineteenth-century Reformed compatriots, whose wariness of eisegesis
characterized their Old Testament hermeneutic, and more like the early church fathers, who “had
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no qualms whatsoever about reading preconceived theological ideas into a given passage, as long
as they got those ideas from elsewhere in the Bible.”173
Once again, in order to gain insight as to why Thornwell may have been willing to be out
of step with Calvin and his nineteenth-century Old School compatriots regarding Old Testament
hermeneutics, we should keep in mind the immediate context of Thornwell’s stand for the
Trinity: his effort to counteract the Unitarianism of Cooper. In “A Summary of Unitarian
Arguments,” Cooper himself points out that the Council of Sirmium (351), which argued for the
pre-existence of Christ, “anathematized all who denied that God the Father spake to God the Son,
when he said, ‘Let us make man,’ &c.’”174 However, Cooper stresses that “the attempts that have
been made by Trinitarian expositors formerly, to deduce the doctrine of the Trinity from the Old
Testament, have been so inconceivably absurd, that even Trinitarians, of modern times, reject
them entirely.”175
Thornwell, in his effort to counteract Cooper, was willing to be out of step with “modern”
Trinitarians and stand in solidarity with the church fathers in positing a thoroughgoing Trinitarian
hermeneutic of both the Old and New Testaments, even if it meant that his hermeneutic fell under
Cooper’s category of that which is “inconceivably absurd.” As we shall note later in this
dissertation, other prominent Old Columbia theologians, who likewise were standing for
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Trinitarianism against Unitarian encroachments, were willing to follow Thornwell’s lead and
adopt the same hermeneutic.
Thornwell’s Trinitarian Soteriology
The Trinitarian Nature of “Natural Religion”
Thornwell believed in the Trinitarian nature of both “natural religion” and “supernatural
religion.” Thornwell preferred to use the terms “natural religion” and “supernatural religion”
rather than the more common terms of “natural religion” and “revealed religion” because he
believed, “we are as much indebted to revelation for any adequate knowledge of natural religion
as for the mysteries of the Gospel. They are both revealed.”176 By “natural religion,” Thornwell
meant the religion of the elect angels and Adam and Eve before the fall; by “supernatural
religion” he meant the religion of grace after the fall.177 Because natural religion is, like
supernatural religion, based on God’s self-disclosure, natural religion does not consist of a vague
Unitarian conception of God. Rather, it is the communion of angels and men with the Triune
God. Thus, Thornwell insists, “The doctrine of the Trinity is a doctrine of natural religion.”178
Thornwell noted his disagreement in this regard with the position of Joseph Butler (1692–
1752), as articulated in Butler’s highly influential Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed.
Therein Butler asserted that natural religion is directed exclusively to God the Father – who, in
the scheme of natural religion, is experienced as a Unitarian God – and that revealed religion (or,
as Thornwell prefers, “supernatural religion”) is directed to all three Persons of the Godhead.179
Thornwell, on the other hand, posits that the difference between natural and supernatural religion
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is “not in the objects to which they are respectively directed, but in the relations under which
those objects are contemplated.”180 Natural religion contemplates God as Creator and Governor;
supernatural religion contemplates God as Redeemer and Saviour, but, Thornwell insists,
The Trinity is alike the object of both. It was the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost who
created Adam, and he was bound to worship the Trinity – for there is no other God
– under the pain of idolatry. Natural religion is as much revealed as supernatural.
If its object be the Trinity, nature never could discover the personality of the
Deity. Adam was dependent upon the Author of his being for the knowledge of
His name. And though, when the object of worship was once made known, and
the relations in which man stood to the Deity discovered, the duties were a matter
of obvious deduction, yet, as the same holds in supernatural religion, revelation is
equally important to both. By natural religion we understand the religion of man in
his state of nature as he came from the hands of his Maker; by supernatural
religion, the religion of sinners redeemed by grace and restored to the favour of
God. The covenant of works is natural, the covenant of grace supernatural,
religion; and both are equally revealed.181
By emphasising the Trinitarian nature of natural religion, Thornwell was distinguishing
himself from the nineteenth-century theological norm, which gave pre-eminence to natural
theology as expressed through ontological, cosmological, teleological, and moral arguments for
God. Thornwell knew that this sort of natural theology was championed not only by the
orthodox, but also by Unitarians such as Cooper. Thornwell believed that this natural theology
alone would never lead one to know the Triune God, but rather to merely assent to a vague
Unitarian deity. His desire, even in the realm of natural theology, was to present an alternative to
the general drift towards Unitarianism, which he held to be nothing less than theological
nominalism: “If we do not believe one God in three Persons, we embrace only a name without
the reality.”182
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Thornwell loved the Westminster Standards, to which he vowed full subscription as a
presbyter in the Presbyterian Church and as a professor at Columbia Seminary.183 Yet, so strong
was his desire to rid the church of any confusion or compromise with Unitarianism, Thornwell
was willing to critique his beloved Standards when he felt they fell short of adequately
articulating God’s Triunity. Specifically, Thornwell was critical of Question Four of the
Westminster Shorter Catechism, which asks, “What is God?” and answers, “God is a Spirit,
infinite, eternal and unchangeable in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and
truth.” After affirming what he believed is helpful in the catechism’s definition of God,
Thornwell, in his published classroom lecture on the nature and attributes of God, writes “There
is but one defect. It seems to me that the peculiar personality of God should have been distinctly
and prominently announced. He is not only Spirit, but Personal Spirit, and not Personal barely,
but Tri-personal – the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.”184
The class notes of an unknown student record him as saying, in the same lecture, “The
definition of the Shorter Catechism is defective in introducing existence independently of Tripersonality. It should have been, ‘God is a tripersonal Spirit, &c’ for the Triunity is of the very
essence of God. It follows the scholastic method in supplementing the def’n [sic] of Being of
God by account of His Tri-personality.”185
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Though Thornwell was well aware that subsequent questions in the Catechism teach the
tri-personal nature of God, he wanted any definition of Scripture’s God to clearly convey the
Trinity in contradistinction to the Unitarian doctrine of God. As we noted previously, nineteenthcentury Unitarians were familiar with the Shorter Catechism, many of them having grown up
memorizing it.186 And they heartily affirmed the definition provided in Question Four of the
Catechism. In sharp contrast to Thornwell’s criticism of the definition provided in Question
Four, George Washington Burnap (1802–1859), who was a graduate of Harvard, the pastor of the
Unitarian Church in Baltimore, and a leading Unitarian apologist, declared, “No better definition
[of God] can be given than the answer . . . ‘God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, unchangeable in his
being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.’ As long as we keep to this
definition, our conception of God is clear, distinct, and unembarrassed.”187 Of course, Burnap
went on to condemn Question Six of the Catechism: “But the moment you introduce three
persons into his essence, all becomes to us darkness and confusion, inconsistency and
contradiction.”188 According to Burnap, Questions Four and Five of the Catechism are
unblemished, while Question Six is “found to contain one of the most marvellous fallacies ever
imposed upon the human mind.”189
In his critique of the Catechism, as in other instances, Thornwell’s Trinitarian emphasis
placed him out of step with his Old School compatriots. Charles Hodge of Princeton believed,
“Probably the best definition of God ever penned by man, is that given in the ‘Westminster
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Catechism:’ ‘God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power,
holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.”190 And Thornwell’s willingness to critique the Standards
should be viewed in contrast to Dabney of Union, who maintained, “The Confession will need no
amendment until the Bible needs to be amended.”191 Against such a notion, Thornwell argued,
“A Protestant Church, with an unchangeable creed, is an anomaly. Its very name is a confession
of its liability to err; and that no provision should be made for correcting its errors seems not a
little extravagant . . . What we insist on is, that our Standards should not be rendered absolutely
unalterable.”192 Thornwell’s theological priority reflected his own conversion experience: he was
first a Trinitarian and then a Westminsterian.
Because of his own personal background and his desire to counteract the Unitarianism
that he believed posed a threat to the Church and culture of the South, Thornwell desired that
when preachers and parishioners spoke or heard the word “God” that they would immediately
think of the personal Triune God of Scripture, rather than Cooper’s vague Unitarian Deity.193
Thus, we find Thornwell positing the Trinitarian nature of “natural religion” and insisting on
overtly Trinitarian definitions of God.194
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The Trinitarian Nature of “Supernatural Religion”
In July of 1852, as president of South Carolina College, Thornwell visited Harvard
University, where, as we noted previously, he had briefly studied as a divinity student.195 He
wrote his wife regarding his impression of the commencement activities and the general ethos of
Harvard:
They concluded the dinner by singing the seventy-eighth Psalm. This has been an
old custom, handed down from the Puritan fathers. It was really an imposing
ceremony; and I should have enjoyed it very much, if I had not remembered that
they were all Unitarians, witnessing, in this very service, to their own
condemnation. . . You cannot imagine how attractive this place is to me. There is
but one draw-back, and that is the religion; it makes me sad to see such men, so
accomplished, so elegant, at once such finished gentlemen and such admirable
scholars, sunk into so vile a faith. I have really had scruples about associating with
them as I have done.196
Thornwell viewed Unitarianism as “vile” not only because it denied the Trinity, but also
because, as he understood it, to deny the Trinity is to deny any hope of salvation. For Thornwell,
saving grace is necessarily Triune. Thus, every facet of Thornwell’s soteriology – the theology
of what he calls “supernatural religion” or “the religion of grace” – is remarkably Trinitarian. In
the remainder of this section, we examine the Trinitarian emphasis in Thornwell’s soteriology.
The Trinity and the Plan of Redemption
If one were only to read the characterisation of Thornwell’s theology proffered by
Cambridge historian Michael O’Brien, one might believe that Thornwell had very little to say
about redemption. O’Brien writes, “As was the norm in the Calvinist tradition, Thornwell’s was
a God-centered Christianity, in which Christ was a marginal figure. He was thus very far from
the twentieth-century tradition of Southern evangelicalism, whose every second word was to
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become ‘Jesus.’ Thornwell’s ‘Lectures on Theology’ of the late 1850s barely mention Christ.”197
O’Brien goes on to state, “Thornwell’s language about God was often ecstatic, almost sensually
masochistic, and centered more on God’s power and will than on his love.”198
Although it is beyond our scope to address O’Brien’s claim that the marginalization of
Christ is “the norm in the Calvinist tradition,” we will at this juncture deal with his claim that
Christ and the love of God were marginalized in Thornwell’s theology. Regarding O’Brien’s
claim that Thornwell’s “Lectures on Theology” “barely mention Christ,” several points should be
made. The “Lectures on Theology” to which O’Brien refers are the sixteen lectures included in
volume one of Thornwell’s Collected Writings. These lectures should be read in light of the
prefatory comments of the editor of volume one, John B. Adger, who stresses that these sixteen
lectures only cover Thornwell’s teaching on theology proper, creation, the covenant of works,
and hamartiology. Thornwell had planned to compose for publication lectures covering
Christology and soteriology, but “death cut short the full execution of his plan.”199
In volume two of Thornwell’s Collected Writings, Adger incorporates a number of
Thornwell’s discourses that focus on Christological and soteriological themes. Yet even in
volume one’s “Lectures on Theology,” Thornwell stresses the Triunity of God, and, contrary to
O’Brien’s assertion, Thornwell not only mentions Christ, he explicitly and consistently declares
his belief that true theology is founded only on the revelation and knowledge of God in Christ.200
As we broaden the scope from his “Lectures on Theology” to the whole of the
Thornwellian corpus, we find even more evidence that O’Brien’s assertion that Thornwell’s
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Christianity was one in which “Christ was a marginal figure” is simply a mischaracterisation.
We will not attempt to amass all the evidence to disprove O’Brien’s assertion; a sampling must
suffice.
The following excerpts chosen from various “genres” within the Thornwellian corpus are
characteristic of Thornwell’s Christianity: When a fiancée broke off their engagement to be
married, the young heartbroken Thornwell wrote to a friend of his reliance on the “Spirit of
Christ.”201 During his first pastorate, Thornwell wrote Gillespie, “Whenever the Lord calls, I
trust, I shall be ready to go. I belong to him and not to myself. The gospel of the Son of God can
support me abundantly. Jesus is all-sufficient and I have no doubts of his willingness to save me.
I have much vileness. I am less than the least of all his mercies, but, blessed be his name, they
are free and he assures me that I am welcome to Christ and full and complete redemption in him.
I believe his assurance and in the name of Christ can often give the challenge to all my spiritual
enemies, ‘who shall separate me from the love of Christ?’”202 To a ministerial colleague he
wrote, “I desire to glory in nothing but the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ.”203
In his prayer journal, Thornwell prayed, “I am wretched and blind and naked – But the
blood of Christ can cleanse me and the Spirit of Christ can purify. . . . Save me from a legal spirit.
. . . May my heart be the temple of the Holy Ghost. . . . Reveal to me thy glory in the person of
Jesus Christ. May I see the Saviour’s loveliness and surrender myself unreservedly to him.”204
To his young children he wrote, “You must pray to God every night when you go to bed,
and every morning when you get up. You must ask Him, for the sake of Jesus Christ, to give you
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His Spirit. The Spirit will make you feel that you are sinners, that you need a Saviour; and will
enable you to believe in Jesus Christ. . . . Jesus Christ saves children, as well as grown people.”205
Representative of the focus of his pulpit ministry, as chaplain at South Carolina College,
he declared to the collegians,
The glory of Christianity is its Saviour, and His power to save is in the blood by
which He extinguished the fires of the curse, and the righteousness by which He
bought life for all his followers. Jesus made our curse, Jesus made our
righteousness, this, this is the Gospel! All else is philosophy and vain deceit. This
it is which gives Christianity its power. By this, and this alone, it subdues the
ferocity of passion, disarms temptations of its violence, disrobes the world of its
charms, changes the tiger into the lamb, and makes the lion eat straw like the ox.
This constitutes the grand difference between the religion of Mohammed and the
religion of Jesus, between the Koran and the Bible.206
Again, to the collegians he explained the nature of Christianity: “The nature of religion: It
is just friendship with God through X [sic]. It is a personal intercourse with the Father of our
spirits, a real living communion with Him that made us. What can be more sublime, what more
enobling, what more purifying? In his word, his ordinances and our duties, we know Him to be
present as we know the presence of a friend.”207 He asked the college graduates of the class of
1852, “Have I succeeded in impressing upon any of you the importance of religion and
particularly of that work of the Holy Ghost by which you are brought into union with Christ?”208
And as he was delivering the address, he cried out in prayer, “Blessed Jesus I commend these
young men to thee and fervently beseech thee to draw them to thyself.”209 And in a
Baccalaureate address he declared to the students, “No religion can ever solve for a sinner the
205
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problem of life or quicken him who is dead in trespasses and sins but the Gospel of Jesus Christ. .
. . In the spirit of Paul, we should count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of
Jesus Christ our Lord.”210
In contrast to the picture painted by O’Brien, in which Thornwell’s Christianity is devoid
of Christ and lacking in love, we find Thornwell declaring to his fellow presbyters at the General
Assembly of 1856, “The charity for man which sacrifice obviously expresses was conspicuous in
the whole career of Jesus. His bosom glowed with love.”211 And similarly, in an undated
sermon, Thornwell speaks of that “supreme love, that wonderful love of God which spared not
His own Son, but delivered Him up for His enemies. . . . Here is the magic of the Cross; it
presents a scene of love such as the world had never seen before and will never see again. . . .
Here was love, unspeakable love, ‘When God the mighty Maker died for man the creature’s
sin.’”212 One wonders why O’Brien would say that Thornwell’s Christianity was one in which
“Christ was a marginal figure,” when Thornwell himself was constantly reiterating his belief that
“the cross of Christ is the centre of the Christian system.”213
Thornwell’s Christ-centred redemptive preaching should be understood in
contradistinction to what he called the “Christless Christianity” – the moralism – of Cooper, who
insisted that atonement for sin and regeneration by the Spirit were superfluous and even
dangerous doctrines, and that “the Unitarian opinion contains every thing necessary to influence
the dispositions and the practice of men on the side of morality.”214 Thornwell believed that it
was no coincidence that Unitarians such as Cooper rejected both the orthodox plan of redemption
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and the doctrine of the Trinity, for he believed the two doctrines to be intimately connected. To
the collegians under his chaplaincy Thornwell explained,
The doctrine of the Trinity is so evidently involved in the scheme of redemption
that it is morally impossible to deny the one without denying the other. The most
satisfactory proof of the essential unity and personal distinctions of the Father, the
Son and the Holy Ghost is to be found in the offices which each discharges in the
economy of grace. If not a single passage existed in the Scriptures directly
establishing this mysterious truth of revelation, it might be collected as a
necessary inference from the moral appearances which we are called to
contemplate in the plan of salvation. The same principle of ratiocination by which
we establish the Being of God from the operation of His hands, the natural
disposition to ascend from effects to the causes which produce them – to follow a
stream until we reach the fountain by which it is supplied – will also lead us from
the phenomena of grace to acknowledge three agents of unlimited perfections,
essentially the same and yet distinct. As the heavens declare the glory of God, and
the firmament showeth His handiwork, as the invisible things of Him are clearly
seen, being understood by the things that are made, so the purpose, execution and
accomplishment of that wonderful method by which the guilty are accepted, the
dead are quickened and the ruined saved, reveal, clearly as any effect can disclose
its cause, the separate, distinct and harmonious operations of the Triune God.215
Moreover, Thornwell sought to explain how orthodox Christians, from uneducated laity
to learned clergy, could so readily believe a doctrine so incomprehensible as the Trinity. He
emphasised to the undergraduates,
The evidence, perhaps, upon which the large majority of Christians receive this
article of faith is the spiritual experience of their own hearts. They have not
studied isolated texts nor collected together the names, titles and achievements
which are promiscuously ascribed to each of the Persons of the Godhead; but they
have been conscious of their own moral necessities – they have admired the
beauty and rejoiced in the fitness of those exquisite arrangements by which their
need has been relieved. They know, because they have felt, the love of the Father,
the grace of the Son, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.216
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Thus, argued Thornwell to the future culture shapers of South Carolina, the Unitarian
rejects the Trinity, of which he cannot fully conceive, while concurrently rejecting grace, of
which he feels no need. The Trinitarian accepts the Trinity, of which he likewise cannot fully
conceive, precisely because he accepts grace, of which he desperately feels his need.217
According to Thornwell, the more one appreciates grace, the more one adores the Persons of the
“Adorable Trinity” for their distinct, though concurrent, roles in the scheme of grace, for grace is
necessarily the work of the Triune God of grace.218
It has been noted by previous scholars that Thornwell differed from Charles Hodge
regarding the validity of Roman Catholic baptism, with Thornwell denying and Hodge affirming
its validity, and that the Old School Presbyterian Church adopted the view of Thornwell, thereby
placing itself not only out of step with Hodge, but also with Thornwell’s theological mentor, John
Calvin.219 We raise the issue here not to engage in a lengthy discussion of it, but rather to
highlight one of the primary reasons why Thornwell denied the validity of Roman Catholic
baptism, namely because of his understanding of the relationship between the ontological Trinity
and the economic Trinity.220
Hodge and Thornwell agreed that Unitarian baptism should be rejected, even though it is
administered in the name of the Trinity, because Unitarians do not affirm the orthodox position
on the ontological Trinity.221 On the other hand, Hodge argued that Roman Catholic baptism,
likewise in the name of the Trinity, is valid because the Roman Catholic Church is sound in its
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doctrine of the ontological Trinity.222 Thornwell’s response was essentially that the ontological
Trinity cannot be divorced from the economic Trinity. He reasoned that, because the Trinity
revealed in the scheme of sovereign grace is the only Trinity there is, the Trinity of Roman
Catholicism is a false Trinity. To his fellow presbyters, he announced, “the Trinity of Rome is
officially a different Trinity than ours. . . . To baptize in the name of the Father, Son and Spirit is
not to pronounce these words as an idle form or a mystical charm, but to acknowledge that
solemn compact into which these glorious Agents entered, from eternity, for the redemption of
the Church.”223
In order to prevent his position from becoming a slippery slope in which only Old School
Presbyterian baptisms would be accepted, Thornwell emphasised his belief that the essential,
fundamental doctrines of salvation by grace are what must be maintained in order for baptism to
be valid. Thus, while denying the validity of Roman Catholic baptism, Thornwell sought to
maintain the spirit of Protestant catholicity: “To be immersed or sprinkled – a formal invocation
of the names of the Trinity accompanying the deed – is not necessarily to be baptized. There
must be reference to the economy of grace, a distinct recognition of that precious scheme of
redemption in its essential features and fundamental doctrines, without which ordinances are
worthless and duties are bondage.”224
Thus, as demonstrated in his denial not only of Unitarian, but also of Roman Catholic,
baptism, though both are administered in the name of the Trinity, Thornwell’s Trinitarian
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theology – especially his belief in the way in which the ontological Trinity is revealed most
clearly in the economy of grace – controlled virtually every area of his theology and practice.225
The Trinity and the Atonement
Previous scholars have noted that a facet of soteriology that Thornwell discussed in an
overtly Trinitarian way is the doctrine of the atonement.226 However, exploration as to why
Thornwell would have theologised about the atonement in this way has been lacking. The only
scholar who has sought to thoroughly answer this question is Thomas E. Jenkins.227
As noted in chapter one of this dissertation, Jenkins posits that the reason Thornwell
emphasised the Trinitarian nature of the atonement is because of the influence of the literary
movement of romanticism.228 According to Jenkins, when it comes to character development,
neoclassicism and sentimentalism “emphasise a certain emotional singularity.”229 In
romanticism, on the other hand, “there is a fascination with emotional ambivalence.”230 Whereas
characters within neoclassical and sentimental literature only exhibit one predominant feeling,
“romantic characters typically struggle with contradictory feelings.”231 Jenkins understands the
influence of these literary movements upon nineteenth-century American Protestant theology to
be as follows: Neoclassicism characterised God as exclusively serene; sentimentalism similarly
characterised Him as exclusively sympathetic; but romanticism characterised Him as ambivalent.
Jenkins postulates that neoclassical and sentimental notions about God more naturally led to
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Unitarian theologies in which God was defined by a single emotion, most especially for
nineteenth-century Unitarians, sympathetic love. On the other hand, orthodox theologians who
were influenced by romanticism were “lucky to have the Trinity,” because through the
interpersonal relationships of the Trinity, God’s emotional life is not one-dimensional but rather
complex.232
One of these “lucky” theologians who “used the Trinity to imagine God in the company
of equals with whom he could interact, thus bringing out different sides of his character,” was
James Henley Thornwell.233 In his four-page discussion of Thornwell, Jenkins offers analysis of
but one of Thornwell’s sermons, “The Necessity of the Atonement.”
Jenkins observes that, in “The Necessity of the Atonement,” Thornwell is particularly
concerned with the “social relations of the Trinity,” that, because God is Triune, God’s character
is “fundamentally social.”234 Based on this observation, as well as the way in which Thornwell’s
presentation of the atonement portrays a God of emotional complexity – as the eternal Son
demonstrates love for God the Father while the Father pours out His wrath on His sin-bearing
Son – Jenkins surmises that Thornwell’s God is the God of romanticism, specifically that
Thornwell’s doctrines of the Trinity and the atonement were shaped by the influence of romantic
literature.
If, however, there is evidence of this assertion, Jenkins does not provide it. The closest he
comes to providing evidence of his thesis is when he points out that Thornwell began his teaching
career at South Carolina College as professor of “belles lettres” (literature valued for its aesthetic
quality). But to argue that Thornwell’s embrace of the Trinity and the historic doctrine of
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substitutionary atonement was the result of his interest in nineteenth-century literature seems to
be a matter of conjecture, especially given the fact that Jenkins does not demonstrate that
Thornwell had a particular proclivity for romantic literature.235 Thus, although Jenkins
insightfully points out Thornwell’s Trinitarian emphasis, his argument for the reason for this
emphasis lacks evidence.
A more defensible answer to why Thornwell emphasised the Trinitarian nature of the
atonement is because of his overall Trinitarian response to the Unitarianism embodied by
Thomas Cooper. It is important to remember that the sermon Jenkins references in his discussion
of Thornwell – “The Necessity of the Atonement” – was originally prepared for and addressed to
the graduates of South Carolina College.236 For over a decade Thomas Cooper had delivered the
annual address to the graduates, including Thornwell himself, and there is no indication that he
spoke to the students of their need for atonement and redemption.237 In fact, Cooper believed that
the Calvinistic doctrine of forgiveness, if truly followed, leads to immorality and social decay.
He declared, “That a life of crime may be fully expiated by a few minutes of repentance, may be
Calvin’s religion, but it is not a tenet that society ought to encourage.”238
Thus, Thornwell’s emphasis on the atonement – especially the Trinitarian nature of the
atonement – should be viewed in light of his effort to counteract Cooper’s theology of the Cross,
which involved neither Trinity nor atonement. To collegians and anyone else who would listen,
Cooper had portrayed “the idolatrous worship of Jesus Christ, as God equal to the Father, the
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doctrine of the Trinity connected with it, and that of atonement, as the chief and most signal
corruptions of Christianity, and the most obstinately retained.”239 Cooper taught that the Cross
was not a substitutionary atonement for sin and that the Calvinistic doctrine of substitutionary
atonement is a monstrous one.240 For Cooper, the Cross was merely an example of human
devotion to God, which should inspire others to devote themselves to God as well.241
In “The Necessity of the Atonement,” as well as in his other chapel discourses and
sermons focusing on the atonement, Thornwell was clearly seeking to counter the teaching of his
one-time idol, though he never mentions him by name. (Speaking unfavourably in public about
one’s predecessor would be out of step with the rules of nineteenth-century Southern gentility.)
Instead of mentioning Cooper directly, he spoke of “sophists,” “skeptics,” and “Socinians” who
deny the need of satisfaction for sin and for whom the Pauline doctrine of the “necessity of
atonement” is “inexplicable jargon.”242 In “The Necessity of the Atonement,” Thornwell devoted
fifty-five pages to seeking to convince the collegians to reject the opinion of Cooper and see the
necessity of the atonement.243
Thornwell reasoned that the necessity of the atonement arises from God’s justice and his
love, but that the Unitarian views atonement as unnecessary because the Unitarian God is neither
a God of justice nor a God of love. Thornwell arrived at this conclusion because he believed that
both justice and love require relationship, something that a solitary, monadic god does not

239

Cooper, “A Review of Dr. Priestley’s Theological Works,” 766.

240

Cooper, “An Exposition of the Doctrines of Calvinism,” 15.

241

Cooper, “A Review of Dr. Priestley’s Theological Works,” 576.

242

Thornwell, “The Necessity of the Atonement,” in Collected Writings, 2.208.

243

Thornwell, “The Necessity of the Atonement,” in Collected Writings, 2.205–261.

115

intrinsically possess.244 Thornwell sought to explain to the undergraduates that the only way God
could maintain his justice and pardon sinners was through Trinitarian atonement:
God cannot absolutely pardon. He can only transfer the punishment. He cannot set
aside the sanction of His law, but only can give it a different direction. Who, then,
can save from going down to the pit? It was reserved for the wisdom of the Eternal
to answer this question. The sublime idea of the incarnation and death of the Son
could only have originated in the mind of Him who is wonderful in counsel and
unsearchable in His judgments. In Jesus, the Mediator of the new covenant, we
behold a kinsman, who, through the eternal Spirit, is able to endure the wrath of
God – a man who can satisfy justice and yet recover from the stroke – a Being
who could die and in dying conquer death.245
As an undergraduate at the college, Thornwell had been exhorted from the chapel desk,
“It is the habit of mental exertion, the facility of studying, arising from constant practice, the
acquired power of commanding and fixing your attention, upon which you must rely for your
future reputation and success.”246 To the graduates who had been under his tutelage, Thornwell
offered a very different exhortation:
Let me impress it upon you that the first, the indispensable element of success in
your future career must be sought in the favour of God. . . No doubt, my brethren,
your bosoms are bounding with hope, the future seems full of promise, and you
are eager to enter upon the scenes of manly life. But be assured that the first care
which should demand your attention is the salvation of the soul. What you first
need, most pressingly need, is to have your conscience purged from dead works
by the blood of Him who, through the Eternal Spirit, offered Himself without spot
unto God.247
Contrary to Jenkins’s thesis, Thornwell’s emphasis on Trinitarian atonement arose not
from an allegiance to the literary movement of romanticism, but rather from his mission – his
commission from the trustees of South Carolina College – to counteract the influence of his onetime Unitarian idol. “The Necessity of the Atonement” is not the only place where we find
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Thornwell seeking to call his students away from the “allurements” of Unitarianism, with which
he himself had been enamoured when he sat in their seat as a student, and impress on them their
need for Trinitarian atonement. This aim is seen throughout his college chapel sermons and
commencement addresses.248
The Trinity and the Doctrine of Adoption
Several previous scholars have provided thorough studies on Columbia’s emphasis on
adoption, with most of them pointing out that Columbia emphasised the doctrine much more than
the other leading Old School seminaries, Princeton and Union.249 A number of these studies
posit that the reason for this was that, while Princeton and Union used Turretin’s Institutes as
their primary textbook and followed him in subsuming adoption under justification, Columbia,
under Thornwell’s direction, replaced Turretin with Calvin’s Institutes as the primary textbook,
and, therefore, followed Calvin in giving a more prominent place to adoption.250
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In Conjectures of Order, O’Brien titles his section on Thornwell “The Adoption of Sons,”
and he offers a different theory as to why Thornwell emphasised the doctrine of adoption.251
O’Brien posits that Thornwell emphasised adoption because of his own personal journey of
living in servants’ quarters as the son of a plantation overseer, experiencing the death of his
father, and then being adopted into “the warmth of the household” of patrons Gillespie and
Robbins.252 The same sort of theory might be applied to another Columbia theologian who
emphasised adoption, John L. Girardeau, who experienced the loss of his mother at an early age
and grew up with a distant father. While attending preparatory school in Charleston at the age of
ten, Girardeau lived with the mother of his stepmother. Miserable, he pled with his father to
allow him to return home. In a journal he wrote, “Begged father to take me back into the
country, did not wish to live in town. He refused; bitter, bitter disappointment. I was now almost
left to take care of myself.”253
Without entirely discounting these theses, we would stress that the Old Columbia
theologians’ emphasis on the doctrine of adoption, like the other emphases we have discussed, is
helpfully viewed as part of their Trinitarian response to Unitarian encroachments. As we noted in
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chapter one, Sheppard is on the right track when he notes in passing that Thornwell’s emphasis
on the familial (rather than merely forensic) aspect of salvation “likely flows out of his
Trinitarian approach.”254
Unitarianism presented a view of the fatherhood of God that the Columbians believed to
be inconsistent with the testimony of Scripture, for Unitarianism presented a doctrine of the
universal fatherhood of God. Based on the aforementioned fact that the epicentre of American
Unitarianism was Boston, a common 19th century jest was that Unitarians believed in “the
fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, and the neighborhood of Boston!”255
The Columbia divines sought to present what they believed to be a more biblically
accurate view of the fatherhood of God. For them, this meant demonstrating the Trinitarian
nature of biblical adoption in contradistinction to the universal fatherhood of Unitarianism, that
the fatherhood of God could be experienced exclusively through the redeeming grace of the
incarnate Son and the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit.256 It should also be noted that, in
providing adoption a prominent place in their soteriology, the Columbians, more so than their
Old School counterparts at Princeton and Union, were faithfully reflecting the theology of the
Westminster Confession, which devotes a separate chapter to adoption.257

254

Sheppard, “Atonement and Justification in the Writings of Thornwell and Girardeau,” 274. See page 9
of this dissertation.
255

George Brown Tindall and David E. Shi, America: A Narrative History, 4th ed. (New York: W. W.
Norton & Company, 1996), 513.
256

See Girardeau, Discussions of Theological Questions, 432–433, 472; Adoption Conferred by Christ”
(John 1:12) in Sermons, 1.421–431; Palmer, “Lectures on the Lord’s Prayer; Lecture Third: Invocation,” BMP
Papers, CBK.
257

See Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 12. We discuss the theme of adoption further on page 250
of this dissertation.

119

The Trinity and the Lord’s Supper
Previous scholars have also pointed out that Thornwell (and, therefore, Columbia)
espoused Calvin’s view of the Lord’s Supper, while Hodge (and, through him, Princeton) and
Dabney (and thus Union) espoused the Zwinglian view. Like those who have noted Columbia’s
aforementioned emphasis on adoption, they have pointed out that, although Princeton and Union
continued to use Turretin’s Institutes as their primary textbook, Thornwell replaced Turretin with
Calvin’s Institutes as the primary textbook at Columbia, thereby leading Columbia to adopt
Calvin’s position on the supper. 258
It should be understood, however, that the lone fact that Thornwell used Calvin’s
Institutes at Columbia does not fully explain why Columbia championed the Calvinian view of
the supper to the extent they did. As we have already noted and will discuss later on, there were
facets of Calvin’s theology that the Columbians did not champion. Thus, something more was at
play in their strong advocacy of a Calvinian view of the supper. The question is “What was it?”
Holifield argues that the reason for the difference between Columbia on the one hand, and
Princeton and Union on the other, was because of “two distinctive patterns” in nineteenth-century
American Reformed theology, “the first approximating a Catholic accent on the category of
continuity, the second approaching a radical Protestant emphasis on discontinuity.”259 Holifield
suggests that the Columbia theologians were among those who were willing to accept “categories
of continuity that at times approximated the Roman Catholic tradition,” while Hodge of Princeton
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and Dabney of Union represented “another pattern present within the Reformed tradition: the
impulse to accent discontinuity, in various ways, as the prevailing theological category.”260
However, Holifield’s continuity-discontinuity thesis falls flat when one considers the
aforementioned divergent views of Hodge and Thornwell regarding the other Protestant
sacrament, namely, baptism. If the pattern of Thornwell’s theology were “a Catholic accent on
the category of continuity,” would not this have led him to accept the validity of Roman Catholic
baptism? And if Hodge’s prevailing theological approach were “to accent discontinuity” with the
Roman Catholic tradition, would not he have likely rejected the validity of Roman Catholic
baptism? Put simply, Holifield’s thesis does not adequately answer the question why Columbia
embraced and even vigorously championed the Calvinian view of the supper when the other
leading Reformed seminaries did not.
Our contention is that Columbia’s championing of Calvin’s doctrine of the supper is most
helpfully viewed not as part of an overriding accent on “continuity,” but rather as part of
Columbia’s overriding accent on Trinitarian supernaturalism in response to the inroads of
Unitarian rationalism. Previous scholars are right to point out Thornwell’s use of Calvin’s
Institutes at Columbia and the way that shaped Columbia’s eucharistology, but it should be
stressed first and foremost that Thornwell’s implementation of Calvin’s Institutes was in and of
itself part of his overall effort to “deal hard blows” to Unitarian rationalism and equip his
students to do the same.261 Thornwell believed that Calvin provided an anti-rationalistic
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Trinitarianism that would help him counteract the influence of Cooper, and he urged his seminary
students to likewise look to Calvin in order to deal with “the emergencies of the conflict with
Rationalistic infidelity.”262
Surviving student class notes demonstrate that Thornwell walked his students through the
first three books of Calvin’s Institutes, and provided them analysis and study questions based
thereupon.263 He squeezed so much out of the Institutes that one student declared, “That man,
Jimmie Thornwell, finds in Calvin’s Institutes what John Calvin himself never thought of!”264 It
is worth noting that the lengthiest written analysis of the Institutes that Thornwell provided for
his classes was of Institutes 1.1.13, which deals with the Triunity of God. Thornwell urged his
students to receive the doctrine of the Trinity as revealed by the Spirit in the Scriptures with
humility, but also to defend it with tenacity. He plied his students with Calvin’s Scripture proofs
for the deity of the Son and the Spirit, and he equipped them with Calvin’s refutations of the
“evasive interpretations” made by Unitarians.265
Columbia’s view of the supper should be viewed in light of this overall effort to
counteract Unitarian rationalism by emphasising Trinitarian supernaturalism. When John B.
Adger assumed the chair of church history and polity at Columbia, Thornwell took him aside and
said, “I hope you will make the Fourth Book of Calvin’s Institutes your text-book in church
government, for I, in my department, carry our students through the first three books so that they
learn Calvin’s theology, and it would be well for them to go with you over the Fourth Book that
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they may get his views of church government; – besides, I do believe in Calvin’s doctrine of the
Lord’s Supper.”266
It is essential to note that Adger, who had studied under Hodge at Princeton, but who
joined Thornwell in espousing, teaching, and defending the Calvinian view of the supper,
believed that the tendency of nineteenth-century Presbyterians to espouse the Zwinglian view
was because they were (largely unwittingly) influenced by Unitarian rationalism, the foe that
Columbia Seminary existed to defeat.267 We should note that the embodiment of that foe –
Thomas Cooper – had represented the sacramental view of Zwingli as being essentially that of
the Unitarians. Cooper followed Priestley in condemning the Calvinian view of the supper for
containing “superstitious and unwarrantable” notions “that will not bear the test of reason,
scripture, or experience.”268 On the other hand, Cooper believed, “Zuinglius, and a few others,
appear, from the account given of their tenets, to have come pretty near the truth; and Faustus
Socinus, with that penetration and sagacity which generally accompanied him in theological
disquisitions, has in his tract De usuet fine caenae domini, in a great measure explained this
institution, according to the simplicity in which it is found in scripture.”269
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For Cooper, the supper is simply “a solemn, but cheerful rite, in remembrance of
Christ.”270 There is no doctrine of atonement in his theology of the supper, nor is there any sense
in which the communicant communes with Christ. There is no mention of the Spirit’s work. The
supper is merely a commemoration of Jesus’ example of sacrifice and a call for his disciples, who
are to partake of the supper in a “devout, serious, and rational manner,” to follow in his
footsteps.271
Seeking to counteract this Unitarian rationalistic view of the supper, Columbia Seminary
articulated a Trinitarian supernaturalistic eucharistology. Thornwell emphasised the way in
which the supper was not an end in and of itself, but rather a means of grace by which the soul of
the communicant directly communes with the incarnate Christ by the Spirit. Those who
administer and partake of the sacraments must “look beyond the visible symbols to the personal
agency of the Holy Ghost to render them effectual. . . and they cannot be used with any just
conception of their real nature without leading the soul directly to [Christ]. Any theory of their
office which even proposes the temptation to stop at themselves is utterly destructive of their true
design.”272 For Thornwell, the supper is a means by which the believer experiences and is
nourished by his “mystical union” with the incarnate Son.273
Following Calvin, Adger rooted his theology of the supper in John 1:1–4, 6:22–59, and 1
Corinthians 10:16, and he articulated a doctrine of the supper that emphasised the Trinitarian
nature of God, the hypostatic union of the Son, and the efficacious ministry of the Spirit. For
Adger, the mystery of the supper is based on the mystery of the incarnation. Christ is the Word,
in whom is life. The only hope for humankind, being dead in sin, is to be restored to life through
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communion with the Word. But that Word was distant from us and thus could avail us nothing.
But, reasons Adger, “If he comes nigh, and takes our flesh, and makes it vivifying for us – that is,
joins himself to our flesh and joins us to him by his Spirit – we may then hope.”274
The reality of this mystical union is communicated and confirmed to the communicant as,
by faith, he partakes of the body and blood of Christ.275 Representative of Columbia’s Trinitarian
supernaturalism over against Unitarian rationalistic presuppositions, Adger quotes with
affirmation the words of the one he calls “the great, because humble, Genevese”:
I will not be ashamed that it is too high a mystery either for my mind to
comprehend, or my words to express; and, to speak more plainly, I rather feel than
understand it. The truth of God therefore, in which I can safely rest, I here
embrace without controversy. He declares that his flesh is the meat, his blood the
drink, of my soul; I give my soul to him to be fed with such food. In his sacred
supper he bids me take, eat and drink his body and blood, under the symbols of
bread and wine. I have no doubt that he will truly give and I receive.276
Finally, Adger communicates Columbia’s unapologetic confidence in Calvin’s doctrine of the
supper:
Let transubstantiators and consubstantiators, and all other who exaggerate the
sacraments on the one side, and let Socinians and Rationalists, and all other
depreciators of them on the other, say what they will, we admire more than we can
express the consummate skill and masterly power with which, with the Word for
his rule and the Spirit his guide, Calvin steered betwixt Scylla and Charybdis, and
framed for us a statement of revealed truth on this difficult subject, which makes it
not level to our comprehension, of course, but yet not confused or selfcontradictory.277
Adger insisted that the reason Calvin’s doctrine of the supper was being rejected by
nineteenth-century Presbyterians was the same reason the doctrine of the Trinity was rejected by
Unitarians, namely, because, although it is revealed in Scripture, it is incomprehensible to the
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human mind.278 He believed this was a perilous position to take: “If we were to abandon all the
mysterious doctrines which are unintelligible to our weak comprehension, we should just
abandon our whole faith. The whole of Christianity moves in the sphere of the supernatural.”279
Adger believed that previous generations of Reformed Christians had accepted Calvin’s view
because, in contrast to many nineteenth-century Presbyterians, “they were not tinctured in the
slightest degree with the rationalism of this age, and they accepted it, as they perceived it in the
word.”280 However, posited Adger, “the tendencies of the age, especially in New England, are
rationalistic, and even Presbyterians are often too much inclined to suffer a disparagement of the
supernatural.”281
In making such a claim, Adger was critiquing Reformed mentors and compatriots: not
only his one-time professor, Charles Hodge, but also his fellow Old School presbyter, R. L.
Dabney, who taught his students at Union that Calvin’s view of the supper was “not only
incomprehensible, but impossible.” 282 Adger’s view also put him out of step with another
theologian he greatly admired: William Cunningham, who taught the students at New College
that Calvin’s exposition on the supper was “unsuccessful,” “unintelligible,” and “the greatest blot
in the history of Calvin’s labors as a public instructor.”283 In response to Cunningham’s critique
of Calvin, Adger declared, “Now I have great respect for William Cunningham, but more for
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John Calvin. I hardly know any modern writer whom I esteem more highly than Cunningham,
and this is perhaps the only blot I ever discovered upon any of his writings.”284
In their espousal, defence, and vigorous promotion of Calvin’s view of the supper, the
Columbians were once again demonstrating their willingness to be out of step with their Old
School compatriots in order to stay in step with their own overarching mission: to counteract
Unitarian rationalism and any perception of its influence in the American Southland by
emphasising Trinitarian supernaturalism in doctrine and practice.
Thornwell’s Doctrine of the Trinity As the Archetype of Human Society
As we discussed in chapter two, the Old Columbians, without specifically arguing for the
Social view of the Trinity over against the Latin view, did exemplify certain Social Trinitarian
leanings.285 One instance of this was Thornwell’s insistence that the Trinity was a kind of society
that served as the archetype of human society. He emphasised this view to the students of South
Carolina College in order to argue against Unitarian notions of God. In “The Necessity of the
Atonement,” he argued, “Absolute solitude of Being is wholly incompatible with the actual
exercise of moral qualities. Society is the element of virtue, and hence I turn with delight to
those representations of the Scriptures in which it is implied that God is necessarily social as well
as holy—that such is the nature of His essence that while absolutely one it exists eternally in the
threefold distinction of Persons.” Because they are intrinsically relational, God’s affections, such
as his eternal love, require a society of persons: “If the unity of God implied unity of Person,”
then there would be “no object but Himself on which His affections might be placed.”286 Thus,
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he declared, “The Trinity is a glorious society,” marked by an “unutterable blessedness which
accrues to the Persons of the Trinity from their mysterious communion with each other.”287
In Conjectures of Order, O’Brien devotes a chapter to Southern society in which he
portrays nineteenth-century Southerners as a people who prized social interaction, feared
loneliness, and disparaged solitude.288 In this lengthy chapter, O’Brien briefly mentions
Thornwell and his Trinitarian theology as evidence for this portrayal. Referencing the
aforementioned sermon “The Necessity of the Atonement,” O’Brien writes, “James Henley
Thornwell once hazarded that God himself did not like to be alone, and this explained the
existence of the Trinity, which was a sort of society.”289 Seeking to summarize Thornwell’s
theology as representative of the Southern view of society, O’Brien writes, “If God feared
loneliness, how much more did humans?”290
As we have noted, Thornwell clearly believed that the Trinity was “a sort of society,” but
O’Brien misrepresents Thornwell when he presents him as hazarding that the Trinity can be
explained because “God himself did not like to be alone,” insinuating that there was a time when
God was alone, or that “God feared loneliness.”291 In the very sermon referenced by O’Brien,
Thornwell made clear his belief that there was never “a period when God was a solitary Being in
the depths of eternity.”292 Contrary to O’Brien’s characterization, Thornwell’s whole point was
that created human society is the ectype of an uncreated and completely satisfied divine society.
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Other Columbians followed Thornwell in speaking of God in Social Trinitarian language,
picturing the Trinity as the archetype for human society marked by moral perfection,
benevolence, fidelity, and love. Their language regarding their understanding of the Trinity as
archetypal for human society described the perichoretic “society” of the Trinity with language
that is lofty and beautiful, even poetic.293 But we would be remiss if we did not point out a
failure on the Old Columbians’ part to apply fully this important facet of their theology in their
own society.
If the Trinity is the archetype of human society, then surely the reciprocal love, respect,
honour, and esteem that each of the co-equal divine Persons share with one another provide a
model for human society that would preclude race-based chattel slavery among co-equal divine
image-bearers, a system generally defended by the Old Columbians.294 It should be pointed out
that the Southern Unitarians on whom our study focuses – Cooper, Gilman, and Clapp – likewise
defended Southern slavery; the Old Columbians were by no means unique in their support of
it.295 But, with their doctrine of the Trinity as the archetype of human society, were they not even
more without excuse for their defence of it? Girardeau criticized non-Trinitarian theologies such
as Islam and nineteenth-century Unitarianism for their inability to provide a theological
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framework for understanding human social relations, but his own Trinitarian theology pictured a
model of society that was surely incongruous with the system of slavery he himself condoned.296
The Columbia divines were in many ways progressive for their day. They laboured for
the conversion of the black population and stressed that they were fully the imago dei. They
sought to encourage the Southern Church to love and nurture the blacks in their midst. Columbia
professor Charles Colcock Jones, Girardeau’s cousin and mentor in his ministry to the slaves,
applied Jesus’ admonition, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” to the white Christian’s
relationship to Southern blacks. He declared, “And who are our neighbors if the Negroes are
not? They are members of the same great family of men; and members of our own communities
and parts of our very households; and spend their days in our service. If we see them stripped of
necessary religious privileges, and lying in their depravity, helpless, and exposed to eternal death,
shall we be neighbors unto them if we look upon them and see their misery and pass by without
affording them what relief may be in our power?”297
Commendation is certainly due to men like Jones, Adger, Thornwell, Smyth, Palmer, and
Girardeau for their ministry to the slaves in an antebellum Southern culture in which that was
often looked down upon and in some cases illegal; at times their lives were threatened because of
their bold ministry to the slaves.298 However, their doctrine of the Trinity as the archetype of
human society provided a foundation for going further in their advocacy for and ministry to the
slaves. Their failure to follow this doctrine to its logical and ethical conclusions in this regard
had negative ramifications for generations to come.
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As noted previously, Genovese, in his book The Southern Front, includes a chapter on
Thornwell.299 He also includes a chapter on the theology of Martin Luther King Jr. in which he
discusses that, although King was ordained as a Baptist minister, his theology was in fact
Unitarian.300 Genovese asserts that King was inconsistent in holding to a personal yet monistic
deity, and that he would have done well to read Thornwell, who would have confronted him with
“a defense of Trinitarian doctrine that asserted a triune God who expressed interpersonality.”301
Without disagreeing with Genovese, we would simply point out that, perhaps, if Thornwell had
applied his doctrine of the Trinity as the archetype of human society more consistently in matters
of race, then King might have been more interested in listening to what his fellow Southerner had
to say.
Summary
As we noted earlier in this chapter, in the fall of 1822, towards the close of his first year
as president of South Carolina College, Thomas Cooper confidently vowed to his friend Thomas
Jefferson that, although the city of Columbia was then dominated by Presbyterians, “about 20
Years hence the prevailing sect among the better informed people, will be the Unitarian.”302 This
was not to be the case. The Presbyterians of the state were determined to counteract Cooper’s
designs, and they accomplished their counteroffensive by establishing Columbia Seminary only
blocks away from the seat of Cooper’s regnancy and gaining control of South Carolina College.
For the shaping of the seminary and the college as robustly anti-Unitarian, pro-Trinitarian
institutions, they looked primarily to one man: James Henley Thornwell, who himself had been
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“under the charm of Cooper’s influence,” but who had become a believer in and stalwart for the
one whom he called “the Adorable Trinity.”303
Thornwell believed that he largely accomplished what he had been tasked by the state’s
Presbyterians to do by “breaking down the spirit of infidelity, which had largely taken possession
of the State.”304 To his friend, Robert Breckinridge, he expressed that, although he wished to see
more individuals converted to the Trinitarian faith under his ministry, the overall tide had
dramatically changed in the theatre of Columbia: “Under God’s blessing, I have succeeded
beyond what I could hope, in changing the whole current of association upon the speculative
question of the truth of Christianity.”305
Contrary to Cooper’s confident prediction that Unitarianism would replace
Presbyterianism as the dominant sect in Columbia, the number of Presbyterians in Columbia
steadily increased throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. The
First Presbyterian Church of Columbia, which, as we have seen, was pastored at various times by
Thornwell and was intimately connected to Columbia Seminary, continued to grow, as did other
Presbyterian Churches in Columbia, which were plants of First Presbyterian.306 On the other
hand, Unitarianism, though it had a number of individual adherents in Columbia during Cooper’s
day and subsequent generations, did not actually coalesce to establish a single church until
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1950.307 From this historical perspective, we may conclude that Thornwell and Old Columbia’s
efforts to quell the Unitarian movement and advance Trinitarianism in the theatre of Columbia
were met with success.308
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE CHARLESTON THEATRE: TRINITARIAN THOMAS SMYTH VERSUS
UNITARIAN SAMUEL GILMAN
Introduction
We now travel southeast from Columbia through the Palmetto State to the theatre of
Charleston, South Carolina, and examine the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict as embodied by famed
Unitarian minister Samuel Gilman (1791–1858) and Thornwell’s colleague, Trinitarian Thomas
Smyth (1808–1873). After an overview of Smyth’s life, ministry, and relationship to Columbia
Seminary, we note Smyth’s early encounters with Unitarianism, which left lasting impressions on
him. We then engage in a sustained analysis of the Charleston theatre, where Gilman sought to
win “the Holy City” for Unitarianism and where Smyth responded with a vigorous Trinitarian
counteroffensive.
Overview of Smyth’s Life, Ministry, and Relationship to Columbia Seminary
Thomas Smyth was born in Belfast, Ireland, on 14 June 1808 to Samuel and Ann Magee
Smith.1 His mother, who was of Scottish ancestry, was known for her piety, and his father,
whose family emigrated from England, was a ruling elder in the Presbyterian Church of Ireland.
Samuel Smith was, for a time, a wealthy grocer and tobacco distributor, but lost most of his
fortune during a financial downturn in 1825. Thomas often holidayed at the home of his
mother’s sister, Martha Magee, who left an indelible impression of Christian charity on him. The
widow of a Presbyterian minister, Magee endowed the Presbyterian Church in Ireland with the
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funds to advance the cause of missions and establish schools, including Magee College in Derry,
which was named in her honour.2
So weak in his infancy that he was not expected to live, Smyth grew up “sickly and
dwarfed,” but, cultivated by a persevering mother, he became a voracious reader and bibliophile.3
He distinguished himself as a brilliant student at the Institute of Belfast, a preparatory school, and
matriculated to Belfast College, from which he graduated with highest honours. He was
converted to the Trinitarian faith during his senior year of college and made his public profession
of faith at the age of twenty-one.4
Believing God was calling him into gospel ministry, Smyth began pursuing a divinity
degree at Highbury College in London. His studies were interrupted, however, when, in 1830, he
joined the rest of his family in America, where they had recently immigrated. He lived for a time
with his eldest brother in Patterson, New Jersey, came under the care of the Newark Presbytery,
and entered the senior class at Princeton Seminary. He was encouraged by two of his professors
at Princeton, Archibald Alexander and Samuel Miller, to become the supply pastor at Second
Presbyterian Church of Charleston, South Carolina. Around the same time, he also received a
call from the First Presbyterian Church of Columbia to be their supply pastor. After much
deliberation, he chose to serve the Charleston congregation. In August of 1832, six months after
he commenced his labours in Charleston, Second Presbyterian Church called him as their
permanent pastor.5
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In 1832, Smyth married Margaret Adger of Charleston, who, as we mentioned in the
previous chapter, was the sister of John B. Adger, missionary to Smyrna and professor at
Columbia Seminary.6 John and Margaret’s father, James Adger, was a prominent businessman
and reportedly the fourth richest man in the United States. He and his new son-in-law had much
in common as both were “Ulster men” who had immigrated to the American South with a vision
for success. Smyth immediately made an impression on James Adger, and the latter made his
public profession of faith and joined Second Presbyterian Church shortly after Smyth
commenced his ministry there.7 Thus, like Thornwell, the young minister “married up,” and he
enjoyed a life of privilege at his home at 12 Meeting Street, which was located in the most
affluent district of one of the most affluent cities in the South.8
Smyth’s ministry was known for its evangelistic focus: “He could not preach, without
pleading with sinners,” and he stressed to his congregants that they should understand themselves
first and foremost as “Christ’s representatives and agents for the conversion of the world.”9 He
desired to be an overseas missionary, but chronic illness prevented him. So, instead, he served as
the chairman of the foreign missions committee in the Synod of South Carolina for twenty-six
years and “doubtless exerted a more direct and extensive influence in awakening and diffusing a
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missionary spirit than any other minister in [the Presbyterian Church].”10 He focused much of his
ministerial energy on the black people of Charleston, and, along with his brother-in-law, John B.
Adger, and close friend John L. Girardeau, he established churches for the slaves.11
The sanctuary of Second Presbyterian Church was massive, which made it difficult for the
frail Smyth to project his voice in such a way as to be heard by his congregation. The
congregation was so determined to retain Smyth as their pastor that they remedied the problem
by lowering the ceiling and decreasing the size of the sanctuary.12 Over the course of his career,
Smyth received many calls from other churches, as well as colleges and seminaries. First
Presbyterian of Columbia offered him numerous calls to be their senior minister; the Duane
Street Church in New York City (later known as Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church) called him
to succeed James W. Alexander, the son of Archibald Alexander, when the former accepted a
professorship at Princeton; the New Brunswick Presbyterian Church in New Brunswick, New
Jersey, called him as well. In addition, Charles Hodge encouraged him to succeed Samuel Miller
at Princeton; Thornwell, when he was first offered the chair of Sacred Literature and the
Evidences of Christianity and the chaplaincy at South Carolina College, sought to persuade
Smyth to take the positions; and Magee College offered him a professorship. He entertained a
number of these offers, but ultimately declined them all, believing that his departure from Second
Presbyterian Church would be viewed as a victory for rationalistic religion over orthodoxy in
Charleston.13
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He did, however, invest much of his time, talent, and treasure in Columbia Theological
Seminary.14 In 1832, around the same time that he commenced his forty-year pastorate at Second
Presbyterian Church, the seminary was relocated to Columbia, and, from that time, until his death
in 1873, Smyth influenced Columbia Seminary like no other parish minister in the country.
Henry Alexander White, a Southern Presbyterian historian and professor at Columbia from 1903
until 1926, writes, “The training of a godly ministry enlisted the most eager zeal of Dr. Smyth.
To this end he gave loyal support to the Columbia Seminary. With voice, pen and purse he aided
in upbuilding this school of the prophets. Numerous gifts in money and books came from
himself and his people.”15 Smyth’s personal library was one of the largest in the country,
numbering approximately twenty thousand volumes. Though other seminaries, including
Princeton, vied for it, the majority of his library became the possession of Columbia Seminary.16
In June of 1847, Smyth, along with George Howe, Thornwell, Palmer, and Adger, established the
seminary’s theological journal, The Southern Presbyterian Review, and he became one of the
most frequent contributors to it.17
In addition, Smyth regularly delivered addresses at the seminary and filled in when
professors were away. On multiple occasions, Thornwell and other prominent ministers urged
him to accept a full-time position on the seminary’s faculty.18 Ultimately, he “refused to leave
his Charleston church for a position on the Columbia Seminary faculty but served on its board

14

Because of Smyth’s significant influence on Columbia Seminary, William Childs Robinson, Erskine
Clarke, and David B. Calhoun afford Smyth prominent places in their studies of Old Columbia. See Robinson,
Columbia, 111–113, 128, 150–155, 212, 231; Clarke, “Southern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,”
127–129; and Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 78–79, 83, 93, 108–110, 131, 145, 205.
15

Henry Alexander White, Southern Presbyterian Leaders, 264.

16

Smyth, Works, 10.783; Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 131; Clarke, “Thomas Smyth,” 205. See also,
Letter from Augustine T. Smythe to E. M. Green, 10 December 1913, CBK.
17

Adger, My Life and Times, 229. The Review ran from 1847 until 1885. See “Author Index,” in W. Duncan
Rankin et al., An Index to the Southern Presbyterian Review, 39–41. As we shall see, many of the articles that Smyth
contributed to the Review grew out of the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict in Charleston.
18

Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 165.

138

and loyally supported the seminary in its work to train a competent and godly ministry.”19 Smyth
personally influenced the spiritual and theological formation of students and faculty at Columbia
such as John L. Girardeau, who was converted while under Smyth’s pulpit ministry and was
significantly shaped by his influence.20 When the seminary’s board wished to call Thornwell to
be professor of theology, Smyth, along with George Howe and John Adger, helped provide the
funds to endow his professorship.21 When Thornwell was installed as professor at the seminary,
Smyth delivered the installation sermon.22
After four decades of ministry in Charleston, Smyth passed away on 20 August 1873. At
the funeral, his successor, G. R. Brackett, delivered the eulogy, and John L. Girardeau preached
the homily. Smyth’s son Adger Smyth went on to become the mayor of Charleston; his son
Augustine became a leading South Carolina attorney and state senator; and his son Ellison
became a prosperous businessman.23 Columbia Seminary established a lectureship through
Smyth’s generous bequest. Still today, the “Smyth Lectures” are an important annual event at
Columbia Seminary.24
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Thomas Smyth
Smyth’s Encounters with Unitarianism
According to J. Marion Sims, James Henley Thornwell was motivated to study
Westminsterian Christianity because he fell in love with a beautiful young lady who was an
uncompromising Presbyterian. It appears that Thomas Smyth was similarly motivated to
acquaint himself with the Unitarian faith. When Smyth was a student at the Institute of Belfast,
he fell desperately in love with a Unitarian named Mary Cunningham.25 In his attempt to win
Mary’s heart, Smyth looked into her faith for himself. The well-to-do Cunningham family
approved of Smyth, but, in the end, Mary did not reciprocate Smyth’s affection.26
It took years for Smyth to recover emotionally from the heartbreak, and he continued to
hold Mary in high esteem. Years later, in 1844, during a visit to Belfast, Smyth, who by this
point had been an ordained minister for over a decade, visited with Mary once again, noting that
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she had become “a very large, fine looking woman.”27 During their time together, he revisited
the topic of Unitarianism with her and sought to encourage her towards historic Trinitarianism,
supplying her with books to read on the topic. She responded with an open mind, and, after their
visit and subsequent correspondences with her, Smyth wrote to a friend that Mary had
“renounced her Unitarianism” and embraced the Trinitarian faith.28 He promised to support her
in her newfound faith by writing her “as she wishes advice.”29
Mary was not the only Irish Unitarian Smyth saw converted to Trinitarianism. In college,
Smyth came under the tutelage of professor of elocution, James Sheridan Knowles (1784–1862),
who, in addition to being a well-loved professor, was a celebrated actor, composer, and
playwright. A Unitarian for most of his adult life, Knowles was converted to the Trinitarian faith
in middle age and became a Baptist preacher in 1845. Years later, Smyth spoke of the
impression Knowles and his conversion from Unitarianism to Trinitarianism had made on him,
declaring it to be “among the many superhuman trophies to the power of divine grace.”30
These early encounters with Unitarianism in Ireland seem to have been preparatory for
Smyth’s decades-long ministry in which he would seek to counteract the ministry of one of
America’s most gifted and well-respected Unitarians: Samuel Gilman, the pastor of the Unitarian
Church of Charleston.
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Samuel Gilman and the Unitarian-Trinitarian Conflict in Charleston
The History of the Unitarian Church of Charleston
In 1681, Dissenters from the Church of England founded an Independent Church in
Charleston, which became known simply as the “Meeting House.” The street in front of the
church, which became the main thoroughfare in downtown Charleston, was named “Meeting
House Street,” a name that was subsequently shortened to “Meeting Street.” The original
membership of the Meeting House included English Congregationalists, Scottish Presbyterians,
and French Huguenots. Although a significant portion of the French Huguenots and Scottish
Presbyterians eventually formed their own churches, the Meeting House continued to grow
steadily, so much so that a second sanctuary was built just two blocks away, on Archdale Street,
and concurrent services were conducted on Sundays by the church’s co-pastors. In 1813, after
the death of one of its pastors, the congregation called Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr. to serve as
co-pastor with the Reverend William Hollinshead. Shortly thereafter, Hollinshead became
severely ill, and, in 1815, the church called Anthony Forster to co-pastor the church with
Palmer.31
Forster grew up in Brunswick County, North Carolina, attended the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, and eventually became a teacher at the Raleigh Academy in Raleigh,
North Carolina, which was directed by the Reverend Dr. William McPheeters, founding pastor of
the Presbyterian Church of Raleigh.32 McPheeters, whose grandson, William Marcelus
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McPheeters, would later serve as long-time professor of Old Testament at Columbia Seminary,
took Forster under his wing and tutored him in theology.33 In 1813, Forster was licensed to
preach by the Orange Presbytery in North Carolina, and soon thereafter became a member of the
Harmony Presbytery in South Carolina. He briefly served as pastor of the Independent Church in
Wappetaw, South Carolina, then as supply pastor at the First Presbyterian Church of Charleston,
and then as pastor of the Independent Church on John’s Island, South Carolina. Finally, in 1815,
he became co-pastor of the Independent Church of Charleston, along with Benjamin Morgan
Palmer Sr.34
Although he was educated and ordained as a Presbyterian, in 1813 Forster married Altona
Holstein Gales, the daughter of a wealthy Unitarian newspaper publisher named Joseph Gales,
who became the mayor of Raleigh in 1819.35 Gales was originally from England, where he
became a close friend and disciple of Joseph Priestley. In 1795 he followed Priestley to America,
settling in Philadelphia where he became a leading member of the Socinian congregation
Priestley helped establish there. He moved to North Carolina in 1799, and he “took the lead in a
movement to establish Unitarianism within that state as well.”36 Thus, like Cooper, Gales
represented the Socinian wing of the Unitarian movement in the South.
Hoping to engage Mr. Gales in theological conversation and convert him to the
Trinitarian faith, Forster borrowed some of his father-in-law’s Unitarian books, including works
by Priestley. Rather than convincing his father-in-law to embrace Trinitarianism, the young
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Presbyterian minister converted to Unitarianism: “His investigation was long and laborious; but
the final result of it was a full and entire conviction that the doctrine of the Trinity was not a
doctrine of the Scriptures.”37 In the spring of 1816, Forster informed Harmony Presbytery of his
desire to withdraw his membership therefrom because “he could no longer accept in good faith
the doctrine of the Trinity, but instead had become Unitarian in his belief.”38 In 1817, a growing
rift between the orthodox members of the Independent Church of Charleston and those
“influenced more directly by eighteenth-century rationalism” resulted in the secession of the
latter under Forster’s leadership.39
Under Palmer’s direction, the orthodox members, who held to the system of theology
outlined in the Westminster Standards, maintained control of the Meeting Street campus, where
they were known as the Independent (Congregational) Church or the “Circular Church” because
of the shape of their sanctuary. Under the leadership of Forster, those who had embraced
Unitarian views established the Second Independent Church on the Archdale Street campus.
There, “discarding the use of all formulas and systems of man’s invention, they declared the
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Scriptures, and the Scriptures alone, to be the rule of their faith and practice; leaving every
individual to the free and uncontrolled exercise of his own judgment and conscience in the
interpretation of the sacred volume.”40
In 1819, Forster became ill with tuberculosis, stepped down from his Charleston
pastorate, and returned to Raleigh. On 28 October 1819, with his wife acting as his amanuensis,
Forster wrote to Hugh Paterson, the chairman of the congregation, resigning the pastorate.41
Forster passed away a few months later, on 18 January 1820, at the age of thirty-five.42 His old
Presbyterian mentor, William McPheeters, conducted the funeral service.43 Forster’s successor at
the Second Independent Church of Charleston was a recent Harvard graduate named Samuel
Gilman, who led the congregation to declare more openly its theology and change its name to the
Unitarian Church of Charleston.44
Samuel and Caroline Gilman
Exemplary of the way in which Socinian-leaning Unitarians were increasingly
collaborating with the Arian-leaning Unitarians of New England in order to reshape the South,
Thomas Jefferson once wrote his friend Benjamin Waterhouse, a Harvard professor and
theological disciple of Channing, to propose a strategy for winning the South for Unitarianism:
Harvard must send its best and brightest divinity students southward to establish Unitarian
churches and attract Southern elites to the Unitarian faith. Jefferson assured Waterhouse that
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“Missionaries from [Harvard] would soon be greeted with more welcome, than from the
tritheistical school of Andover.”45
Undoubtedly, the most famous realisation of Jefferson’s vision was Samuel Gilman
(1791–1858), the son of a wealthy merchant from Gloucester, Massachusetts, and a graduate of
Harvard, where he studied under distinguished Unitarians such as Stephen Peabody, the brotherin-law of President John Adams; Henry Ware, whose appointment as divinity professor in 1808
precipitated the establishment of Andover Seminary; and John Thornton Kirkland, president of
Harvard from 1810 until 1828.46
At Harvard, Gilman had distinguished himself as a writer and poet, and, after graduation,
he tutored Harvard undergraduates, including Ralph Waldo Emerson. In 1819, when Gilman was
ordained and installed at the Archdale Street Church, Unitarian minister Joseph Tuckerman, who
was the roommate of William Ellery Channing at Harvard, preached the sermon; Jared Sparks, a
Harvard alumnus and eventual president of Harvard, presided over the service.47 In 1836, his
alma mater asked Gilman to write an ode for Harvard’s two hundredth anniversary. The ode,
“Fair Harvard,” continues to be the official song of Harvard University and is sung annually at
commencement.48
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When, shortly after Forster’s death, the leaders of the Second Independent Church, who
believed “there was then only one theological school in this country in which the doctrines which
they had embraced were taught and professed,” wrote the president of Harvard, John Kirkland,
asking him to send them one of his best graduates to be their pastor, he sent them Samuel
Gilman.49 Thus, in the Charleston Unitarian Church, we see another example of the confluence of
the Socinian and Arian strands of Unitarianism. Forster, as previously noted, came to the
Unitarian position through the influence of his Socinian father-in-law and the writings of
Priestley. Yet, the Charleston congregation looked to the more Arian-leaning Harvard for
Forster’s successor. In Gilman, they found one who highly esteemed Priestley, but who was a
disciple of Channing.50
In Charleston, Gilman quickly established himself as an ambassador of Unitarianism.
After two decades in Charleston, he reflected, “I came as an avowed Unitarian, and was expected
to unfurl here the banner of Unitarian Christianity.”51 That he did, but in such a way as to garner
the respect even of those who disagreed with his doctrine. During a visit to Charleston in April
of 1826, Gilman’s mother wrote his sister, “How often do I wish you were seated on one of the
benches listening to the good advice given in the mildest possible manner by your dear brother. . .
His Parrish almost adore him. Many, very many, that is averse to his Doctrine say he is a good
man.”52
This was not merely the impression of a biased mother. Even staunch theological
opponents such as Thornwell described Gilman as having “a genial sympathy with his kind, a
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spirit full of love to all that God has made beautiful . . . pure, gentle, confiding, shrinking from
the very thought of inflicting gratuitous pain, these qualities are everywhere so conspicuous, that
one must not be told, why the circles of Dr. Gilman’s intimacy are so devoted to their pastor and
friend.”53
Gilman’s goal was to present to Charlestonians the “moderation, reasonableness, and
respectability of Unitarianism.”54 He was helped in this endeavour by his wife, Caroline Howard
Gilman, who was “among the most energetic of female editors and among the most influential
novelists” of the mid-nineteenth century.55 Nineteenth-century writer Mary Forrest testified,
“There is, perhaps, no woman whose name has sustained itself longer and more endearingly with
the American public, and is, at the same time, more closely interwoven with the rural and fireside
literature of the South, than that of Caroline Gilman.”56
By the age of sixteen, Caroline was a well-known poet, having published poems such as
“Jephthah’s Rash Vow” and “Jairus’ Daughter.” When she was eighteen, she was attending a
large social gathering in Cambridge, Massachusetts, at which a game of forfeits was being
played. Young Samuel Gilman was called upon to recite a line of poetry and he gave the opening
lines of “Jephthah’s Rash Vow,” unaware that the author thereof was standing only feet away in
the crowded room. Thus began their courtship, which would lead to their marriage on 25
September 1819.57
In Charleston, Caroline continued to write, and, in 1832, she became one of the first
female editors in the United States, printing The Rose-Bud or Youth’s Gazette, “the first weekly
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newspaper for children in the United States,” which was heralded as “the sprightliest of the
ephemeral publications of Charleston,” and which eventually became a magazine for all ages
titled The Southern Rose.58 Charleston was “the mecca for literature and culture in the Old
South,” and, as “one of the most popular writers of her day” and the “most eminent woman
writer” in the state, she herself drew many intellectuals into the Gilman’s social circle and in
some cases into the membership of the Unitarian Church.59 Caroline’s earnings as a writer and as
editor of the The Southern Rose, combined with Samuel’s ministerial salary, enabled the Gilmans
to live in a stately home on the prestigious Orange Street in Charleston, where they owned
several slaves, and maintain a summer home on Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina.60
Gilman grew steadily in social standing in Charleston: he was a member of the New
England Society (made up largely of Harvard graduates and others from New England who had
relocated to Charleston); he became the chaplain of the elite Charleston militia unit, the
Washington Light Infantry; he was a member, along with Smyth and other Charleston
intellectuals, of the exclusive Literary Society of Charleston; he was often called upon by city
and state officials to write or speak for special occasions – the ode he wrote in memory of John
C. Calhoun was sung at Calhoun’s funeral.61
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Like Cooper and Jefferson, Gilman was optimistic about the future of Unitarianism in the
South, and he believed that Socinians such as Priestley and Arians such as Samuel Clarke had
ushered in a new age in which a broad form of Unitarianism would “prevail and finally triumph
in the world.”62 He asked his congregation, “Who can doubt that, sooner or later, [Unitarianism]
will be the universal creed of the Christian Church?”63 And he declared,
It may be centuries hence, or it may only be years hence that the grand
consummation will take place. . . . Go among the most pious of all denominations,
and converse with them about their relations and obligations to God, and about
their dependence on him, and you will invariably hear them speaking of him as
one Being – they will be as Unitarian in their expressions as you yourself are,
unless, indeed, you drive them back to their creeds, when they will perhaps make
a stand, and endeavor to define and defend themselves on that ambiguous
ground.64
Gilman’s optimism about Unitarianism’s future was encouraged by the growth of his own
congregation. In the mid-nineteenth century, there was a steady influx of New Englanders into
Charleston, and many of them became members of Gilman’s church. In addition, native
Charlestonians – pillars of the community, including a number of notable Presbyterians – became
members of the Unitarian Church. In 1842, Samuel Henry Dickson, a physician, writer, and
founder of the Medical College of Charleston, left Smyth’s Second Presbyterian Church, where
he had been a mainstay, to join Gilman’s church.65
Likely the most famous and controversial conversion of a Charleston Presbyterian to
Unitarianism took place in 1845 when the daughter of the aforementioned Benjamin Morgan
Palmer Sr., Mary Stanley Bunce Palmer Dana, a highly acclaimed poet and hymn writer,
converted from the Trinitarianism of her parents to the Unitarianism espoused by her close friend
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and literary mentor, Caroline Gilman.66 As Charlestonians continued to throng to the Unitarian
Church, a larger sanctuary was needed, and Gilman led the congregation to build a “splendid
Gothic building, with a tower and buttresses, stained glass and finials, and elaborate fan tracery in
the ceiling of the nave,” which was dedicated on 2 April 1854.67
Gilman ministered in the new sanctuary for less than four years, for, on 9 February 1858,
he passed away of a heart attack. His funeral was attended by a crowd that overflowed from the
new sanctuary into the church graveyard and down Archdale Street. The Charleston Courier
stated that it was “the most solemn funeral held in South Carolina since that of Calhoun.”68 The
Attorney General of South Carolina, James Louis Petigru, wrote to his sister, “The funeral of Mr.
Gilman was like that of a great minister of state. It was the best evidence of the high estimation
in which he was held, that the church, long before the hours of the service, was filled to
overflowing and crowds remained outside until sundown.”69
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Samuel Gilman
Gilman and Smyth Battle for the Soul of the “Holy City”
As we have discussed, by the time Smyth became pastor of Second Presbyterian Church
in 1832, the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict in Charleston was well under way. The split of the
Independent Church led by Anthony Forster in 1817, followed by the arrival of his even more
outspoken Unitarian successor, Samuel Gilman, two years later, signalled clear advancements for
the Unitarian cause in Charleston. Moreover, it appears that Second Presbyterian Church itself
was already conscientious of the reality of the battle at hand.
Founded in 1809 as a church plant from First (Scots) Presbyterian Church, Second
Presbyterian Church dedicated its sanctuary on 3 April 1811. At the dedication, the church’s
founding minister, Rev. Andrew Flinn, called upon his flock to remain steadfast in their espousal
of cardinal doctrines amidst a rising tide of Unitarian criticism:
When enemies of our Father’s inheritance are rushing in like a flood, and the
impious hand of licentious criticism is attempting to strip the Redeemer of his
glory, I deem it my duty on this solemn occasion, both for myself and for the
congregation which has reared this house for the worship of the living God, to
bear public testimony in favor of the Divinity of Jesus. We receive this as an
essential article of our faith – necessary to our salvation and the purity of our
Church – not merely because it has been handed down to us, sealed with the blood
of the saints – not merely because the nations of the redeemed have cherished it as
the foundation of their hope – rejoiced in it on earth, and triumphed in it on the
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Mount of Glory – but because we find it stated in no equivocal terms in the word
of God.70
Flinn called upon his fledgling flock to hold fast to the “grand fundamental doctrines of
the Gospel into which all others may be resolved, which we believe to be essential to
Christianity” and, yet more revealing of his concern over Unitarian encroachments, he declared,
“we receive, as an essential article of our faith, the sublime and incomprehensible doctrine of the
adorable Trinity. It shall never excite in us a blush, that we receive, without being able to
develop, this great mystery. We are contented to believe that there may be modes of existence
which we cannot comprehend. For us, it is sufficient that God has revealed this doctrine – that
the essential attribute of deity are ascribed alike to the Father, the Son, and to the Holy Ghost,
and that ‘these three are One.’”71 And his words of dedication were unmistakably and
unabashedly Trinitarian: “To the service and glory of the adorable and incomprehensible Trinity
we most devoutly dedicate this holy building, with all that appertains to it.”72
Smyth purposed to continue Flinn’s stand for the Trinity, which he understood to be all
the more necessary given the increasing popularity of Gilman. Smyth and Gilman were not
merely theological opponents; they were actually friends. Both were managing members of the
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“Charleston Bible Society.”73 They worked together on projects such as raising support for the
Orphan’s House of Charleston.74 And they became especially close through their membership in
an elite, by-invitation-only fraternity called the “Charleston Literary Club,” which was also
known as the “Conversation Club” or simply “The Club.”75 In the mid-1840s, the all-male
society had approximately forty members, and, as Smyth put it, membership in the club conveyed
“a means of social recognition and public favour.”76 The surnames listed among the membership
logbook – names such as Ravenel, Pinkney, Moultrie, and Middleton – demonstrate that the club
consisted of representatives of the most established families in Charleston.77 Thus, it was quite
an accomplishment for Gilman, the New England Unitarian, and Smyth, the Ulsterman, to be
members, and, eventually, leaders of the fraternity. Discussions at the club not only involved
literature, but also topics such as philosophy, politics, economics, history, ethics, and religion
(though sectarian disputes were generally avoided).78
A topic about which there was heated debate was the increasingly popular temperance
movement. Smyth strongly opposed the cause of tee-totalism. On the other hand, Gilman was a
leader in the movement and served as the chaplain of the Palmetto Division of the Sons of
Temperance, which operated under the Grand Division of the Sons of Temperance of South
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Carolina.79 According to Smyth, Gilman was among those Charleston ministers who “gave all
their energies to it, and finally carried it to a most uncharitable extreme.”80 Smyth was concerned
that members of his own congregation, including his mother-in-law, Sarah Elizabeth Ellison
Adger, were being swept up in a movement that he believed replaced the gospel with moralism.
According to Smyth, when, at a meeting of The Club, he sought to use Scripture proofs to
demonstrate that tee-totalism was not a biblically defensible position, Gilman responded that he
“had no idea that a book written 1800 years ago was intended as a directory in the present
advanced and advancing sentiment of mankind.”81
Thus, though they were brothers in the literary society, the two ministers, by virtue of
their divergent theological positions, were often at odds with one another. Tension in their
relationship was likely fuelled when, in 1842, the aforementioned Samuel Dickson, a fellow
member of the club and close friend of both ministers, left Smyth’s church and became a leading
member at Gilman’s.82 Dickson even became a managing member, along with Gilman and other
prominent Charlestonians, of the Charleston Unitarian Book and Tract Society.83 Tension
between Gilman and Smyth was likely stoked again in 1846, when, during a season of
evangelical revival in which over one hundred members were added at Second Presbyterian
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Church, three prominent Unitarian families joined Smyth’s congregation.84 Finally, the tensions
between the two ministers became public in the year 1852.
Edward Porter Humphrey’s General Assembly Sermon of 1852
In May of 1852, the General Assembly of the Old School Presbyterian Church met in
Charleston, holding meetings at both the Glebe Street Presbyterian Church and Second
Presbyterian Church. At the opening session, held at the Glebe Street Church on the morning of
Thursday, 20 May 1852, Rev. Edward Porter Humphrey, the retiring Moderator of the Assembly,
delivered a sermon titled “Our Theology in its Developments.”85
Humphrey based his sermon on Matthew 7:17, “Even so, every good tree bringeth forth
good fruit, but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit.” The Moderator laboured to demonstrate
seven fruits of Reformed theology, namely that Reformed theology uniquely develops a deep and
genuine piety; free church government; simple and spiritual worship; the intellectual powers of
humankind; the principles of republican liberty; the boldness of confessors and martyrs; and an
expanding and aggressive Christianity.86 Humphrey closed his lengthy discourse by urging the
Assembly, in light of these fruits, to conserve Westminsterian theology without compromise,
cherish the spiritual life of the church, and renew its commitment to world evangelisation.87
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The sermon was published the day it was preached in The Charleston Evening News, and
was circulated widely, with increasing popularity.88 A correspondent for The Evening News,
which published the daily proceedings of the Assembly, described Humphrey’s discourse as “a
masterly, a magnificent apology for the Calvinistic theology.”89
Gilman’s Sermon in Response to Humphrey
On Sunday, 30 May 1852, ten days after Humphrey preached his General Assembly
sermon, Samuel Gilman responded by preaching a sermon titled “Calvinistic Theology: A
Discourse occasioned by the Rev. Dr. Humphrey’s Sermon on the Developments of Calvinistic
Presbyterian Theology.”90 Gilman chose as his text Proverbs 18:17, “He that is first in his own
cause seemeth just, but his neighbour cometh and searcheth him.” Evidently, Humphrey’s highly
acclaimed and widely distributed discourse had “provoked doubts and queries” among Gilman’s
parishioners, and he wanted to show them that Humphrey’s assertions did not hold water.91
Gilman explained, “I felt it my duty to unburden my mind before you, and aim to secure
you, as well as I may, from the danger, though probably small, of your being ever entangled in
what seems to me a heavy yoke of bondage, a system of confused, unpractical, and unscriptural
speculations.”92 Although Humphrey had not expounded on the doctrines of Calvinism per se,
but rather focused on the “fruits” thereof, Gilman devoted a large portion of his response
addressing the fundamentals of Calvinism, including the sovereignty of God, original sin, total
depravity, unconditional election, substitutionary atonement, justification by faith alone, and the
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perseverance of the saints, doctrines which, he laboured to show, any “habitual student and
admirer of the New Testament” must find “strange and perplexing in the extreme.”93
Gilman carefully addressed each of Humphrey’s postulations in turn, seeking to
demonstrate that Calvinism does not uniquely produce the fruits Humphrey had enumerated. For
example, Humphrey had posited that Calvinism uniquely produces humility; Gilman responded,
“Calvin and Knox were no more humble than their opponents and victims, nor Chalmers more
humble than Priestley. I had the privilege of a personal acquaintance both with Stuart and
Channing, and the impressions on my youthful mind of all the loveliest graces of the Christian
character were conveyed by the latter with equal power as by the former. My hearers . . . must
decide for themselves whether, for instance, Arminian Methodists, or Calvinistic Presbyterians
have most generally struck them as imbued with the ‘piety of humility.’”94
Regarding Humphrey’s claim that Calvinism uniquely produces confessors and martyrs,
Gilman replied, “But let it be remembered, that Calvinism herself was baptized in blood not her
own, and sucked the gall of persecution as her maternal milk. The liberty of thought and speech
which she claimed from Rome, she refused to indulge to others, and Servetus, the unoffending
Unitarian, as good, as ingenious, and as learned a man as Calvin, was her initial victim.”95 He
also cited Joan Boucher, a “good, pious, heroic woman, who did not believe in infant baptism,
nor in the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity. She was condemned to the flames by a court of
Calvinistic Protestant bishops.”96 He summarised his rebuttal of Humphrey on this point as
follows: “Let what is by-gone be by-gone. Only let us not dress up, in the present day, a picture
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entirely on one side, and hold that partial delineation forth as specifically characteristic of any
contemporary denomination.”97
As a third and final example, in his response to Humphrey’s claim that Calvinism
uniquely develops an expanding and aggressive Christianity, Gilman argued that, in fact,
Calvinism was waning in areas it had once reigned and that it was not expanding to unreached
areas of the world. He sought to show that former Calvinistic strongholds such as Geneva and
New England had largely become Unitarian. He declared, “It is curious that in almost all the
regions which the preacher enumerates as having been penetrated by this expanding aggressive
principle, it evidently wanted the stamina which should preserve it, or it was repudiated and
evaporated after the first spasmodic effort that secured its introduction.”98
Gilman ascribed the waning popularity of Calvinism in the West and its failure to enjoy
world-wide expansion to the fact that “it is not in human nature to receive more than a definite
modicum of Calvinism; it would seem altogether too exclusive, abstract, eccentric, unnatural,
ever to become a universally popular and acceptable religion; that destiny is still in reserve for
some system which shall only embrace, like the teachings of Jesus Christ, a very few, plain,
powerful principles, comprehensible by every intellect, necessary to every condition, and
welcome to every eager heart.”99
The system of which Gilman spoke so glowingly was, of course, Unitarianism, a system
that that he believed stood in stark contrast to the “wild, strange, objectionable tenets” of
Calvinism. 100 The purpose of Gilman’s discourse was clear: to prove the untenability of
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Calvinism and to commend Unitarianism to “every believer in Jesus Christ, to every reflecting,
sensitive, inquiring man.”101
The Charleston Unitarian Book and Tract Society distributed tracts of Gilman’s sermon
and had it published on the front page of The Charleston Evening News.102 Like Humphrey’s
address, it became widely requested and circulated. A letter to Gilman from A. P. Aldrich, a
prominent judge in Barnwell County, is representative of the sermon’s popularity:
My Dear Sir,
The very able and beautiful sermon which you preached in reply to Dr.
Humphreys, and which was published in the news, has been so frequently
enquired for, that I am induced to ask you to send me some for distribution. I the
more earnestly make the request because I am well satisfied the Discourse is
admirably and calculated to do much good and cure a great deal of error, which
has been widely disseminated both here and elsewhere. In the hope that you will
not regard this letter as intrusive or my petition as unreasonable,
I am Dear & Revd Sir
Yours most Truly & Respectfully
A. P. Aldrich103
Smyth’s Sermons in Response to Gilman
On Saturday, 12 June 1852, the Charleston Courier and The Charleston Evening News
printed the following announcement: “DR. GILMAN’S DISCOURSE. A SERMON occasioned by the
recent Discourse of the Rev. Samuel Gilman, D. D., will be delivered in the Second Presbyterian
Church, To-morrow Night, by the Rev. THOMAS SMYTH, D. D. Service to commence at 8
o’clock.”104 Thus, Smyth put Gilman on notice that he had prepared a response and invited the
people of Charleston to hear it, a sermon titled “Unitarianism Not the Gospel: Occasioned by the
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Recent Discourse of the Rev. Samuel Gilman, D. D., in Reply to One by Rev. E. P. Humphrey,
D. D.”105
For the occasion, Smyth selected as his text 1 Corinthians 11:19, “For there must be also
heresies among you, that they which are approved may be made manifest among you.” As this
selection suggests, the overarching purpose of Smyth’s sermon was to argue that the
Unitarianism Gilman presented in his discourse and which he was popularising in Charleston was
nothing short of damnable heresy. He viewed the overarching purpose of Gilman’s sermon not to
be a critique of Humphrey’s presentation but rather “an assertion of the religious system known
by the name Unitarian, and an aggressive attack upon the doctrines and polity of the Presbyterian
Church” – “a proselyting effort to bring about his anticipated millennium – ‘those grand and
promised evolutions, when all parties, no longer seeing through a glass darkly, shall behold face
to face, and when the universal, world comprehending religion’ of Unitarianism which will ‘not
stagger the common reason and moral sense of mankind’ shall every where prevail.”106
Thus, rather than providing specific responses to Gilman’s rebuttals of Humphrey’s
postulations, Smyth spent the lion’s share of his sermon cataloguing Scripture proofs for the deity
of Christ and seeking to reason with Charlestonians from the Scriptures that one must believe in
Christ as the divine redeemer in order to be saved.107 He summed up his warning about Gilman
by borrowing the language of 2 Thessalonians 2:3 and 2 Corinthians 13:5, imploring, “Brethren
let no man deceive you. Examine your own selves, whether ye be in the faith; prove your own
selves.”108 The application was clear: Charlestonians could prove they were “in the faith” by
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maintaining Trinitarian orthodoxy rather than joining in the Unitarian movement being
popularised by Gilman.
On the following Saturday, Smyth notified Gilman that he would continue his response
and, as before, he invited Charlestonians to attend the sermon. The Courier and the Evening
News published the following: “DR. GILMAN’S DISCOURSE. A concluding Sermon, occasioned by
the recent Discourse of the Rev. Samuel Gilman, D. D., will be delivered by the Rev. THOMAS
SMYTH, D. D., To-Morrow Evening, in the Second Presbyterian Church, service to commence at
8 o’clock. A Discourse on ‘The Responsibility of Man for his Belief,’ will be delivered in the
same Church, To-Morrow Morning, by the Rev. J. B. ADGER.”109
Smyth’s second sermon in the series was titled “Unitarianism Another Gospel: A Sermon
Occasioned by the Recent Discourse of the Rev. Samuel Gilman, D. D., on the Discourse of Rev.
E. P. Humphrey, D. D.”110 For this discourse, Smyth chose as his text Galatians 1:6–7, “I marvel
that ye are so soon removed from him that called you unto the grace of Christ unto another
Gospel, which is not another: but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert the Gospel of
Christ.” As one might expect, Smyth purposed to show that “Unitarianism . . . though it call
itself the gospel, is not the gospel of Christ, but is another gospel and yet not another.”111
After providing more Scripture proofs and arguments for the deity of Christ and positing
that a gospel that denies the deity of Christ is not a gospel, Smyth argued that Unitarianism is not
good news for three more reasons: first, Unitarianism does not offer supernatural power to give
spiritual life to and transform humankind, which is, by virtue of original sin, spiritually dead and
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corrupt; second, Unitarianism is indefinable in that Unitarians cannot agree on what they believe,
but rather only on what they deny – orthodox doctrines such as the Trinity, original sin, and
justification by faith – denials which “are common to almost all unbelievers”; and, third,
Unitarianism denies the divine inspiration and authority of the Bible, which leaves one “in
uncertainty as to whether there is an inspired Book of God.”112
Smyth summarily applied to Charlestonians the words of Paul to the Galatians as follows:
“In all that is fundamental to Unitarianism, therefore, I consider it to be another gospel which is
not another – depriving man of consolation and strength in the discharge of life’s duties, and the
endurance of life’s trials – of all hope and triumph in death – and of all confidence in the
anticipation of the judgment day.”113
Ultimately, Smyth aimed to show that Unitarianism and Trinitarianism cannot both be
true, and that the issues about which they principally differ are not secondary but rather primary:
“They involve a total difference of sentiment in regard to the God we worship, the medium of
worship, the nature of all true and acceptable worship, and the way by which alone any of our
guilty and sinful race can ever become sanctified and acceptable worshippers in the church on
earth, and in the church of the first born in heaven. One or the other must be false. Both cannot
be true. If one is idolatry the other is blasphemy.”114
His message was clear: the people of Charleston had to make a choice between which
system – which God – they would follow. In that regard, he even made reference to the leader of
Charleston’s Unitarian movement: “Dr. Gilman I have long and well known. Our social relations
have been most kind and agreeable. . . . And even while I feel that ‘woe is unto me if I stand not
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up for the defence of the gospel,’ my heart’s desire and prayer to God for him is, that he may be
saved.”115
On 21 June 1852, The Charleston Evening News published part one of Smyth’s response
on the front page; on the next day it likewise published part two, for all of Charleston to read.116
The question Charlestonians must have been asking was, “How will Gilman respond?”
Gilman’s Open Letters to Smyth
After Smyth’s first sermon, Gilman’s children wrote to their father, who had commenced
his summer vacation in Massachusetts, sharing their thoughts as to whether he should respond to
Smyth. His daughters Abby Louisa (“Lou”) Gilman Porcher and Caroline Howard Gilman tried
to persuade him not to answer Smyth’s sermons. On the other hand, Lou’s husband, Francis
(“Frank”) James Porcher, urged him to formulate a reply. On the back of the aforementioned
letter from A. P. Aldrich, which they were forwarding to their father, Lou wrote,
Dear Father, [Caroline] and I think you had better not answer Dr Smyth. People
will be tired and are I think already tired of him, and he is so bitter to have
anything to do with. But of course you will do what is right. At Society the ladies
seemed to think he could do us no harm by his horrid sermon. I long to hear what
you think of it, and if you are worried by it. Lou. Frank on the contrary wishes you
to tell the public what Unitarianism is, and to answer Dr Smyth. Frank says I must
direct your papers to Newburyport, so I will direct no more to Boston until further
orders.117
Just below Lou’s note, Frank urged his father-in-law, “By all means answer Dr S. I think
he has called your veracity into question, & it is due to ourselves that the true and simple
Unitarian faith should be explained to the public in your clear and lucid manner, & not let them

115

Smyth, “Unitarianism Another Gospel,” 323.

116

See The Charleston Evening News, 21 June 1852, 14.2055, 1; 22 June 1852, 14.2056, 1.

117

Abby Louisa Gilman Porcher and Francis James Porcher to Samuel Gilman, n.d., Unitarian Church
Records, SCHS.

164

(the public) be led still further into error as to our faith, by that untrue, illiberal, unchristian, &
intemperate discourse. Don’t you think so Charles? Frank.”118
Gilman agreed with Frank. On 29 June 1852, while vacationing in Newburyport,
Massachusetts, Gilman wrote an open letter to Smyth, which was printed in The Charleston
Evening News on 9 July 1852. In this letter, Gilman accused Smyth of being uncharitable and
unchristian, and called him to celebrate their unity in the truths they held in common.
Specifically, in response to Smyth’s assertion that Unitarianism embodies the spirit of “antiChrist” because Unitarianism denies Christ’s deity, Gilman implored his friend, “Let us not then,
sadly call each other by these old mystic names, in this enlightened Charleston of the nineteenth
century.”119
Gilman suggested to Smyth that less quarrels would exist among Christians if they would
only embrace the simplicity of the Unitarian gospel. He defended the Unitarian view of Christ as
being that of the Scriptures: “That he claims an absolute, original, independent, unlimited
Almightiness, I have yet to learn, and cannot learn until I shut my Bible, and betake myself to
human creeds, originating centuries after the publication of the New Testament.”120 He promised
Smyth, “Providence permitting, I propose, on some early future occasions, to pursue the
examination of the notices with which you honor me. I am here in the midst of the hospitalities
of Massachusetts, and you know as well as I, that however antagonistic South Carolina and
Massachusetts may be in their public policy, yet in hospitality they run a friendly race, not very
conducive to the pursuit of studious or theological tasks.”121 He concluded his epistle by writing,
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Whatever may be the result of these discussions, I am not sorry that a fair occasion
has presented itself, in which I may try to convince my beloved and respected
fellow-citizens of all denominations, that the humble individual, on whom for so
many years they have bestowed so many generous confidences, has not differed
from them in religious belief on light grounds – that he has sought to base his
religious teachings on a studious, patient, and careful consideration of the whole
scripture – and that neither he nor his people have ever so recklessly defied either
the Bible, or the Creator, or the Great Founder of Christianity, as they have been
by many, mistakenly supposed to do. If for the very few years that can yet be
remaining to me, I may but produce this limited result, it will amply reward the
ambition and prayer of
Yours, very truly and respectfully,
S. GILMAN122
In a second open letter to Smyth, which he likewise wrote from Newburyport and which
was likewise printed in The Evening News, Gilman sought further to clarify his Christology for
Smyth and the citizens of Charleston. He emphasised his belief that a Christian can love, honour,
and serve Jesus as Lord without believing that he is God. He catalogued Scripture references to
argue that Jesus never claimed to be God, but rather claimed inferiority to and dependence on
God the Father, and that Jesus is to be honoured because he is the “AMBASSADOR of the Deity,”
not the Deity himself.123 He argued that the doctrine of the Trinity is contradictory to reason and
therefore it should be abandoned: “I do not profess to know the exact nature of the connection
between the Father and the Son. It may involve profound and wonderful relations, beyond what
men or angels can ever penetrate or comprehend. I only object to the enforcement of
propositions as standards and tests of Christianity, whose language not only seems unrequired
and unwaranted [sic] by Scripture, but absolutely contradictory to my reason.”124
Gilman concluded this epistle by communicating his earnest desire for a Universal
Church in which the simple teachings of Jesus would be embraced, without the encumbrances of
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creeds and confessions. He spoke glowingly of a Baptist Church in the Charleston area at which
two of his parishioners had recently worshipped and who were invited to take Communion even
though their Unitarian identity was known. Reflecting on the incident, Gilman declared, “There,
sir, was a practical realization of my fondly favorite scheme of a simple, universal creed. I
sometimes think I see tendencies to such things, among many portions of the Church, although,
as a Unitarian, I may myself be as yet hardly admitted to the outer orbit. But I rejoice at every
slightest approximation to such a result, in other denominations, and I breathe gladly the prayer,
‘Even so, Lord Jesus, come quickly!’”125
Benjamin Gildersleeve’s Open Letters to Gilman
After the publication of these two epistles from Gilman to Smyth, The Evening News
published four open letters from the Rev. Benjamin Gildersleeve (1791–1875) to Gilman in
which he critiqued Gilman’s response to Humphrey. Originally from Charleston, Gildersleeve
was a Presbyterian evangelist and had served as supply pastor at Second Presbyterian Church
before Smyth became pastor there. Gildersleeve and Smyth became close friends and allies in
the Old School-New School controversy. At the time he wrote his open letters to Gilman, he was
the editor of the Watchman and Observer, a newspaper in Richmond, Virginia.126
Gildersleeve argued, in the first place, that Gilman’s public response to Humphrey’s
discourse was uncalled for. To Gilman he argued, “[Humphrey’s] object was simply to exhibit
the developed effects of the [Calvinistic] system. But you take advantage of ground which he did
not occupy to denounce and caricature the system from which these effects are alleged to arise.
All this may be fair in polemics. It is what you have done. But it places you in the attitude of an
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assailant – not Dr. H. nor ourselves who have volunteered in the defence of his positions.”127
Gildersleeve also argued that Gilman was guilty of hypocrisy when he called upon Smyth to
exercise a more charitable, temperate form of Christianity when he himself referred to Calvinism
as a “repulsive system” and one which should be viewed with “aversion and disgust.”128
Further, Gildersleeve pointed out that Gilman, who identified himself as a champion for
the cause of Protestantism, had garnered praise from an unlikely source. The Catholic
Miscellany, the Roman Catholic newspaper of Charleston and the first Roman Catholic
newspaper in the United States, had reprinted extracts of Gilman’s sermon and demonstrated
glowing approbation of it. Gildersleeve inquired of Gilman,
We can readily suppose that you were highly gratified at the commendation
bestowed upon your performance by the Miscellany . . . But has it never occurred
to you that this commendation is traceable, not to any special favour, from that
source, to the peculiarities of your religious belief, but to the common aversion
which you both have to the principles and order of the Presbyterian church? Like
“the expulsive power of a new affection,” mutual antipathies are for the time
expelled, by the still stronger antipathy which is common to you both. They feel
towards you wondrous kind when they hear you proclaiming to the world, that
those whom you represent “cannot tolerate, nor approve, nor understand the
Calvinistic system, but repudiate it with something approaching to aversion and
disgust,” – when they hear you describe it as “a heavy yoke of bondage” – as “a
system of confused, and unpractical, and unscriptural speculation” – as “entirely
contrary to our spiritual powers and spiritual needs, as well as to the principles
habitually adhered to by Jesus Christ and his Apostles” – when you say of it that
“if any system of religion in Christendom has ever engendered among its votaries
fatal doubts of its truth it is that of Calvinism,” and when you add that “the
Hindoo Theology resembles Calvinism in its transmundane, unpractical
speculations, if nothing else.” Interpersed [sic] as your critique is with such
sweeping denunciations of the Calvinistic system, and with such caricatures of it
as you might have copied from the Polemic Theology of Rome, it is not at all
strange that they are lavish in their praises of your able discourse – and the more
so, as it has brought them “aid and comfort” at a time when they had been closely
besieged – in consequence of their rash attack upon one of the citadels of
Protestantism.129
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In addition to pointing out the Miscellany’s praise for Gilman’s treatise, Gildersleeve
sought to deal with Gilman’s claim that Unitarianism is more practical than Calvinism. He
asserted, “You may boast, as you can, of the prevalence of Unitarianism in many churches which
were once orthodox – and this is true of the very church to which you sustain the relation of
pastor – but what has Unitarianism ever accomplished which entitles it to the appellation, par
eminence of a practical religion.”130 Gildersleeve compared the Unitarian movement to a bird
who, rather than building a nest for herself, overtakes one already built: “Unitarians have
uniformly planted themselves in churches, once Orthodox but have done little or nothing in
fulfilling the [Great Commission]. Your missions to the heathen, where are they? Your labors
and your efforts, and your contributions, to extend the gospel, in the new, and sparse and destitute
settlements of the land, where are they? And what are the special truths of Unitarianism in the
churches under your control? It is not our aim to introduce any invidious comparisons, but when
you deny that orthodoxy is practical, you have no reason to object to questions such as these.”131
Ultimately, in each of his letters, Gildersleeve sought to show that Gilman’s aversion to
Calvinism was simply an expression of his aversion to Trinitarianism. He explained, “Your
aversion to the Calvinistic system arises in part from its maintenance of the supreme deity of Him
of whom it is said, ‘in the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was
God.’”132 He posited that Gilman’s basic arguments against Calvinism were essentially the
arguments of unbelievers against Christianity, and he compared Gilman’s arguments with those
of the eighteenth-century Deist, Thomas Morgan, concluding, “You may express it in other terms
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– as men take different roads to reach the same point; but they meet at last – and right sorry are
we to find you harmonizing on so many points with the giant infidels of the last century.”133
In his final letter, Gildersleeve continued the argument that Unitarianism is simply an
elaborate form of unbelief: “If you abstract from the system of Christianity, and set aside as
entirely indefensible the doctrines of the Trinity, or of the incarnation, of the vicarious
atonement, of original sin, of justification by faith alone, and of the divine purpose with their
cognates, you so narrow the grounds of difference between you [and unbelievers] that very little
is left worth contending for. And if it be not obvious to yourself, it is so to every unprejudiced
reader, that the infidelity of the last century was principally aimed at the very doctrines which
you repudiate.”134 In sum, Gildersleeve sought to alert Charlestonians to what he believed was
the root of Gilman’s agenda: not merely a critique of Calvinism, but rather an attack on the
essentials of the Christian faith.
Gilman’s Open Letters to Smyth (Continued)
After the publication of Gildersleeve’s letters to Gilman, The Evening News began
publishing more letters from Gilman to Smyth. In his third letter to Smyth, Gilman began with
an apology for the delay of it: “I have also been engrossed in this city by the festivities and
exercises of Commencement week, during which I have had the pleasure of seeing much to the
advantage of the distinguished President of our South Carolina College, and I believe the
gratification has been mutual between himself and the prominent characters here. I will ere long
send you a small poem, which I composed for a class meeting, and which is to be published by
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the members of my class. I hope it may prove a diversion and peace-offering in the
entanglements of controversy.”135
In this letter, Gilman protested that he in fact believed all the Scripture, which Smyth
quoted in his sermons and which Trinitarians quote as support for the Trinity; he simply had a
different interpretation of them. He argued that if Smyth would only set the Athanasian Creed
aside, the texts that he interpreted as teaching the Trinity would be understood as teaching the
Unitarian doctrine of God. He promised on a future occasion to “present a catalogue of the
principal passages of the Bible, which directly and undeniably prove the leading doctrine of
Unitarian Christianity,” and he pledged to address the critiques of Gildersleeve in future
letters.136
In a fourth letter, Gilman responded to Gildersleeve’s accusation that he had been
uncharitable by stating that he had been as charitable as he knew how to be. He even wrote,
“When it was announced that the General Assembly was to meet in Charleston, I experienced a
deep interest in the event, and felt a welcome in my heart towards a body of men, who were the
descendants and representatives of some of the noblest champions of Protestantism as well as
those who had done so much to Christianize the character and institutions of my native land.”137
And to the claims of Smyth and Gildersleeve that his sermon had been unprovoked,
Gilman replied, “I heard much of the profound impression made on the community at large by
the discourse in question. . . . Such an influence of course was likely in some degree to extend to
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the members of my own flock, among whom the discourse had been considerably circulated. On
further examination it more and more appeared to me singularly open to exception. Therefore, as
a religious teacher, I thought it a very obvious, legitimate, appropriate, and seasonable topic of
pulpit instruction. In no other way did I assail, or think of assailing Presbyterianism, than
through that very discourse of its champion, which, by the power of circumstances, had
previously overshadowed and engrossed the public mind.”138
In a fifth letter, written from Beverly, Massachusetts, Gilman pointed out the
disagreements held among Calvinists in order to demonstrate that Calvinism is unnecessarily
complex and speculative. In light of the internal conflicts among Calvinists, he asked Smyth,
“Can you wonder, therefore, that I should thirst for a form of Christianity that would as much as
possible avoid these entangling perplexities?”139 This was, of course, to invite Charlestonians to
his Archdale Street church, where he believed they would find a simpler, more practical form of
Christianity.
In a sixth letter, Gilman addressed Smyth’s argument that when the Scriptures promote
the worship of Jesus, they are teaching his divinity. Citing Scripture to support his argument, he
explained, “In the worship described by Scripture as being paid to Jesus, we heartily join.
Worship, as used in those writings, is a general term, implying profound reverence paid either to
the Supreme Being, or to the bearers and mediums of any sort of precious blessing.”140 He
presented the Unitarian understanding of worship as follows: “[Jesus] explicitly directs our
supreme worship to be paid to the Father. He himself worships that Father. We therefore feel it
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both right and safe to stand on that eternal ground. Still, we would yield the required and due
homage to him, whom the Father hath sanctified and sent into the world.”141
In his next epistle, Gilman disclosed why and how he and many others had left Calvinism
and embraced the Unitarian faith:
Many sincere, pious, and irreproachable believers in Christianity find themselves
incapable of receiving some abstruse proposition, which is enjoined in the
standards of their church. An awful struggle in consequence arises in their minds.
To conceal their difficulty, would savour of hypocrisy, and so increase their
distress. To confess it, and still to be retained in the communion, which is not an
uncommon circumstance, awakens a powerful sense of the inconsistency indulged
in by themselves and their fellow believers. Voluntarily to retire from the
communion, would afflict an offense and grievance on their friends and blast their
own reputation. An honest and bold avowal of their doubts or convictions subjects
them, ecclesiastically, to as deep a stigma and heavy a punishment, as if they were
guilty of an atrocious wickedness. Now to put a mere innocent error of opinion
into the same category with erroneous moral delinquencies, is not the doctrine of
Jesus Christ, not the doctrine of Paul’s glorious chapter on charity, not the
doctrine of the New Testament.142
In this epistle, as in all the others, he offered the people of Charleston what he held to be a simple
and liberal alternative to the impractical and illiberal theology of Calvinism in particular and
Trinitarianism in general.
In his eighth letter to Smyth, Gilman reiterated his belief that Calvinism is unnecessarily
complex, especially when contrasted with the simplicity of Unitarianism. He pointed to disputes
amongst Calvinists over doctrinal positions and formulations as examples of why the system
should be abandoned. Having re-examined the Calvinistic standards for himself for the purpose
of the debate, he wrote,
At every step of this examination, I have been more and more confirmed in the
impression which pervaded my discourse: that the system of Calvinism is an
unhappy, intricate, and unnecessary entanglement of verbal perplexities – stating
and unstating propositions in almost the same breath – recoiling aghast from

141

Gilman, “Sixth Letter,” The Charleston Evening News, 9 October 1852, 15.2148, 1.

142

This letter was written by Gilman on 10 September 1852 from Providence, RI, and was printed in The
Charleston Evening News, 11 October 1852, 15.2149, 1.

173

consequences which it has previously aimed to establish – and compelled to trim
and balance between abstruse, metaphysical expressions, which, however, it all
the time represents as essential to a sound and saving faith. It cruelly commands
us to believe certain universal propositions, and then, if we dare to deduce from
them particular inferences of the most obvious, legitimate, logical character, it
denounces us as vile, blasphemous and infernal, for such are Calvin’s and his
followers’ own favorite epithets against those who question and are perplexed by
his dogmas. It says we must believe that God ordained everything that comes to
pass and then, if we ask whether that does not make him the ordainer of sin, it
pronounces us audacious blasphemers. It tells us that God appointed an exact
number of sinners, from all eternity, for his own glory, to everlasting wrath and
then if we wonder how unchangeably doomed sinners can be saved even through
the mercy of God, it answers by thrusting us in among the devoted throng
themselves. According to my conviction, it involves more than twenty of these
fatal violations of logic and charity. I am thankful for the opportunity of searching
and testing it anew, and looking it longer in the face than I could do before. Such a
system, I earnestly repeat, seems repugnant to the spirit of the New Testament – to
the capacities, needs and appreciation of the ordinary mass of Christians – and to
the straight forward, practical character of the present age. I reverence it indeed for
its connection with much of the piety both of the presence and the past. But I see it
virtually expiring, in spite of the vast efforts put forth to sustain it.143
He closed his scathing appraisal of Calvinism with these words to his Calvinistic friend:
Hoping that no theological difference will be allowed to vary the usual terms of
our intercourse, I remain
Very truly and respectfully yours,
S. GILMAN144
Having returned to Charleston from summer vacation, Gilman wrote a ninth letter to
Smyth in which he dealt with the case of Michael Servetus. As we noted earlier, Humphrey had
said that the Reformed faith uniquely produces professors and martyrs; Gilman had challenged
that assertion and pointed to Servetus as an example of a Christian martyr who not only was not
Reformed but who was martyred at the hands of those who were Reformed, and he emphasised
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Calvin’s culpability in the affair. Smyth, in his second sermonic response to Gilman, had
defended Calvin against Gilman’s claims.145
In this ninth letter, Gilman sought to rebut Smyth’s defence of Calvin and demonstrate
Calvin’s guilt in the Servetus affair. He admonished Smyth,
It is full time, my dear sir, that yourself and other Calvinists should abandon the
fallacious and untenable hypothesis, or rather assertion, which, unfortunately for
the clear reputation of history, has been started of late years, and with which your
paragraph on this subject concludes, that Calvin had no share of guilt or
responsibility in the martyrdom of Servetus. To shift the odium of the transaction
from his shoulders to those of the magistrates of Geneva, is all like the conduct
which you so much condemn in the Romanists, who pretend that the victims of the
Inquisition are only subjects of civil punishment by the secular arm.146
Smyth would eventually respond to these words by writing an entire book devoted to the
defence of Calvin titled Calvin and His Enemies.147 Therein he argued, “We do not defend, in all
this, the condemnation and death of Servetus. It was a great mistake; call it if you will a crime.
But let the blame rest where it belongs; not on John Calvin, but on the men who decreed that
death, and on the age which sanctioned and demanded it.”148 The fact that Smyth wrote Calvin
and His Enemies is another example of why Smyth’s ministry should be understood in light of an
effort to counteract Gilman’s Unitarian agenda.
Gilman, in a tenth epistle, took up the issue of charitableness once again. In his sermon,
Gilman had argued that Unitarianism is a more charitable version of Christianity than Calvinism.
In his sermonic responses, Smyth had sought to point out the uncharitableness of various
Unitarians. In this tenth letter, Gilman defended some of the Unitarians that Smyth had accused
of uncharitableness, while admitting the shortcomings of others and pointing out that he never
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claimed that Unitarians were perfect.149 Gilman argued that both the Nicenians and Arians were
guilty of excesses, and he pled with Smyth, “Thus, Sir, instead of falling back among the
inexplicable and unaccountable feuds of the fourth century, to bias our decisions, let us consult
the scriptures for ourselves, and listen to the calm breathings of our own independent reason, for
the foundation and establishment of our religious faith.”150
In his eleventh and final epistle in the series, Gilman reacted to Smyth’s claim that “the
system of Unitarianism is so indefinite and indeterminate as to be past finding out, by any
inquirer after its truth.”151 Gilman replied that, given the varieties of opinions among the
orthodox, the same could be said for them. He pointed out the divisions between Trinitarians,
Protestants, and Calvinists, and even amongst Presbyterians, citing the Old School-New School
schism as an example.152 And in this final epistle he ultimately renewed his invitation to the
readers of The Evening News to come and worship at 4 Archdale Street:
It is not variety of opinion which is the opprobrium of any body of men – but
bitterness, uncharitableness, and exclusiveness, springing out of that variety. It is,
I fondly and devoutly believe, the beauty and the glory of our system, that we
erect no other speculative basis of Christian communion than the Supremacy of
the Father and the Messiahship of his Son. Feeling an inborn, undying confidence
that the perfect excellence of this simple and truly evangelical principle will one
day be universally acknowledged, we are willing while proclaiming it in all
earnestness to await God’s own time for its complete development and realization
and to endure all the bitterness, estrangement, odium, misconception, and
isolation, which the abounding advocates of more complicated and humanly
devised creeds choose to shed abroad upon our names and heads. That very
indefiniteness of which you complain, is in one respect our life and crown! We do
not say to a fellow Christian, you shall entertain exactly the same conceptions of
the person of Christ that we do. We say to the high Arian, to the low Arian, to the
Sabellian, to the Humanitarian, to the Swedenborgian, and to all others who are
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sincerely impressed with the divinity, necessity, and saving power of the gospel,
come and worship with us! We judge you not. You have struggled, as we have for
the light. Christ himself never defined his own metaphysical nature. Why then
should we multiply philosophical and unwarranted Shibboleths to debar you from
the kingdom of heaven? Nay, even trinitarians of every hue and stamp, in their
infinite multiplicity, are welcome to our communion, and they can all
conscientiously worship with us, although they exclude us from their own altars,
and exclude one another also, both vigorously and abundantly, which we never do,
for speculative differences. As far as we go in belief, they can go, and there is not
one of our doctrines that they cannot assent to as absolute truth. Demand not then,
my respected correspondent, from Unitarians, an impracticable uniformity, which,
even if practicable and realized, would banish from among us the dearest
humanities of life, and deprive us of the exercise of its divinest charities.153
Through these eleven epistles, Gilman sought to demonstrate the preferability of
Unitarianism to Trinitarianism and issue a renewed invitation to the people of Charleston to leave
what he had found to be the burdensome complexities and the convoluted confessions of
orthodoxy and settle into a simpler, more charitable version of Christianity. The objective of
Gilman’s epistolary efforts were summarised in the invitation he issued in his final letter, in
which he bade the people of Charleston, “Come and worship with us!”154 The question on the
minds of Charlestonians and many others throughout the South must have been: “Will Smyth
respond to Gilman’s epistles?”
Smyth’s Articles on the Trinity
Of course, Smyth did respond, but he chose to do so not through The Charleston Evening
News, but rather through the journal of Columbia Theological Seminary, of which he was a
founding editor, The Southern Presbyterian Review.155 These articles on the Trinity – nineteen in
all – were published by the Review between July 1853 and July 1861. Although he never once
mentioned Gilman’s name in any of the nineteen articles, that Gilman and his popularisation of
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Unitarianism were the catalysts for these essays is evident not only by their content, as we shall
demonstrate, but also by their duration: they commenced shortly after Gilman’s open letters to
Smyth ended and they concluded only a few years after Gilman’s death. We will deal with the
nineteen articles in the order they were written, grouping them under the following headings:
controversy, reason, importance, plurality, triads, testimonies, and Scriptures.
Controversy
Gilman, at the close of his sermon, “Calvinistic Theology,” exhorted his Unitarian
congregants to love, sympathise with, and respect their “Presbyterian brethren” in spite of their
differences.156 In his opening letter to Smyth, Gilman called for Christians to move away from
“sectarian interpretations” and “warring beliefs” that divide them, and, in his final letter to Smyth
he spoke of the unity in the Gospel that he believed existed between Arians, Sabellians,
Swedenborgians, Unitarians, and “trinitarians of every hue and stamp, in their infinite
multiplicity.”157 In the same epistle, he tried to convince the people of Charleston that it was
tragic to allow “philosophical and unwarranted Shibboleths” to separate them, and that they
should unite in the worship of their common Saviour.158
Smyth, in his first Review article, “The Necessity and Importance of Controversy,”
countered Gilman by arguing that Unitarianism and Trinitarianism are fundamentally and
irreconcilably “contrary, the one to the other.”159 Certainly with Gilman and his Archdale Street
congregation in mind, he continued, “And yet both exist, and both claim the name, the authority,
and the sanctions of Christianity. Both are found among us. Both have their ministry, their
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ordinances, and their worshippers, and both hold forth their claims to the allegiance of ourselves
and our children. What course, then, are we to pursue? Both cannot be true. One or the other
must be false, and if false, dangerous, delusive, and destructive. What are we to do?”160
Against Gilman’s postulations that the true and simple gospel, if faithfully communicated,
would not bring controversy but rather agreement among all people on a common faith, Smyth
argued, “The Gospel is itself a standing controversy, with the cavils, the objections, the doubts,
and the blasphemies of men. There is not a truth in the Gospel, nor in the Bible, nor even in
natural religion, that is not controverted by the skeptical, unbelieving, proud, and self-conceited
wisdom of foolish men. . . . Aversion to controversy, when it is based upon a professed regard for
the interests of religion, is founded upon misapprehension and mistake.”161 He encouraged his
reader to beware of those who “condemn the contending earnestly for the faith, because they
contemn the faith itself.”162
To further counter Gilman’s claim that the simple teaching of Scripture ultimately leads
to unity rather than division, Smyth pointed out that the preaching ministries of the Old
Testament prophets, of Jesus, and of the apostles were marked by controversy, as were the
ministries of the church fathers and the Protestant Reformers.163 He warned that attempts to
preach the gospel in such a way as to avoid all controversy and division ultimately lead to a loss
of the gospel itself and a failure to fulfil the Great Commission: “It is only by controversy, and
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contending earnestly, that the truth, in all its purity and power, can ever be maintained and
handed down to our posterity, and disseminated throughout the world.”164
Finally, after explaining that controversy is necessary for the spread of the gospel, he
called upon Trinitarians to contend earnestly for the faith while resisting the temptation to have a
controversial spirit: “Only let our zeal for the truth be combined with charity for the persons who
oppose it. . . . This will enable us to honour the truth, without dishonouring ourselves – to be firm
and calm – and with warm heart to preserve a cool head, and a graceful tongue.”165
Reason
In his next four Review articles, Smyth dealt with the theme of the role of reason in
theology. As we have seen, Thornwell had much to say about the relationship between reason
and theology, and much of what Smyth covered in these articles is reminiscent of what we have
already noted in Thornwell. This overlap with Thornwell, as well as the fact that these articles
were written for the journal of Columbia Seminary, indicate that these articles are representative
of Old Columbia’s understanding of the place of reason in theology.
In his sermons and letters, Gilman had argued that Unitarianism is a more reasonable
religion than Trinitarianism. He had explained that although he could not believe in the Trinity
because it was contradictory to his reason, he could believe in a uni-personal God because it was
agreeable to his reason. Thus, argued Gilman, the doctrine of the Trinity should be abandoned
for the more reasonable doctrine of a uni-personal God.166
Smyth, in his second article, “The Province of Reason, Especially in Matters of Religion,”
addressed such claims. He confronted the Unitarian position, which, in Smyth’s words, was that
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“reason is a sufficient, and the only necessary guide in matters of religion, and that revelation is
either unnecessary and useless, and therefore untrue, or that, being to some extent, and for some
purposes necessary, reason is the standard by which its doctrines and its duties are to be
judged.”167 Smyth quoted the German Socinian, Valentinus Smalcius (1572–1622), who Smyth
claimed was a father of modern Unitarianism, as saying, “Whatever opinion agrees not with
reason is inadmissible in theology, and to admit such doctrines, we neither can, nor ought to, be
induced, even by the express words of the Spirit of God himself.”168 And he referenced a
favourite theologian of Gilman, namely the English Unitarian John Relly Beard (1800–1876),
who said, “The fundamental peculiarity of the anti-trinitarian movement is the deference paid to
human intelligence as the judge, though not the source of religious truth.”169
Smyth responded to these claims as follows: “Reason, therefore, and not any written
revelation, it is affirmed, is the source, or at least the arbiter and judge of religious truth. Is it so?
This question, it may be perceived, lies at the foundation of all inquiries into religious doctrine,
and determines at once, whether God, in His Word, or reason in each individual heart, is to be
the standard and judge of religious truth.”170
Smyth’s criticism of the Unitarian movement was not that it encouraged the use of reason,
but rather that it placed reason above Scriptural revelation. He encouraged the use of reason, but
he argued for the authority of Scripture over reason, and that students of theology should employ
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their reason to the fullest extent while keeping in mind what he understood to be Scripture’s
teaching, namely that humankind’s reason is “finite, limited, and imperfect, and in reference to
all Scriptural and Divine things, weakened and darkened.”171
In light of this, and reminiscent of Thornwell, Smyth summoned his readership: “Let us,
then, learn the true nature and condition of man. Let us be humble. Reason is exalted when it is
abased, when it is teachable, conscious of its weakness, imperfection and liability to mistakes.”172
In a subsequent article, Smyth went on to demonstrate his agreement with Thornwell in the belief
that the root of heresy is hubris: “The existence in the one godhead of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Ghost, and their several relations to us in the work of salvation, is all that in Scripture we
are taught or required to believe, and the reluctance of human pride to acquiesce in this simple
teaching, and its vain attempt to bring the nature of God within our comprehension, is the fruitful
source of Unitarianism, and of every other error on the subject of the Deity.”173
In his third article in the series, “The Bible and Not Reason, the Only Certain and
Authoritative Source of Our Knowledge, Even of the Existence of God,” Smyth addressed
Gilman’s claim that reason leads one to believe in the existence of God, but not to a belief in the
Trinity. Smyth argued that human reason could never, “by its own unaided powers,” attain to
“the knowledge of God’s being” any more than it could attain to the knowledge of other divine
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truths, such as justification by faith alone.174 He attributed the almost universal recognition of a
deity not to unassisted human reason, but rather to existing or traditionary revelation.175
Smyth quoted John Randolph (1773–1833), who was a prominent statesman from
Virginia, a close friend of Thomas Jefferson, and a one-time atheist who became a Trinitarian, as
stressing, “Every other idea of one God that floats in the world is derived from the tradition of the
sons of Noah handed down to their posterity.”176 According to Smyth, although the truth of
God’s existence “commends itself to the intuitive powers of human reason, when brought, with
its evidence before them, nevertheless, reason alone, unaided and uninstructed, is incapable of
arriving at the sublime truth that there is a God.”177
Smyth continued to address the theme of reason and theology in his fourth article, “The
Bible and Not Reason, the Only Authoritative Source and Standard of Our Knowledge of the
Nature of God – What it Teaches Concerning the Unity of God.” In this article, Smyth built on
his previous article, arguing that if knowledge of the existence of God requires revelation, then
knowledge of the nature of God, including the unity of his being, requires revelation.178 Again,
this was to counter the Unitarian notion that reason universally leads to a belief in the Unity of
God but not the Triunity of God, that while Trinitarianism was a complex and difficult creed
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contrary to reason, Unitarianism, in the words of Gilman, “possesses a simple and easy creed,”
agreeable to the reason of humankind.179
Smyth’s response was simple: the idea of divine unity is no more reasonable than the idea
of divine Triunity; orthodox Christians believe both these doctrines about the nature of God
because, and only because, both are revealed truths. Smyth explained, “The being of God, the
manner of his being, the attributes of his being, these by all its wisdom and searching, human
reason never knew and never can know, until it can compass infinity, comprehend eternity, fill
immensity, and attain unto omniscience, omnipresence, and omnipotence.”180 He then offered an
answer to what he believed to be the best argument for the unity of God based exclusively on
human reason:
The great, and the only argument upon which the UNITY OF GOD is based by
human reason, is the unity of design found throughout the works of nature. But
were we not enlightened by revelation and thus enabled to obviate all difficulties,
it would be easy to reply that after all it is but a small part of the universe we are
acquainted with, and that that part may be under the separate dominion of one
presiding Deity, but that were we able to investigate the whole, we might find its
various regions under the dominion of various Deities. It might be replied
secondly, that even in that part of the universe which we are able to examine,
unity of design, as even Paley, the great reasoner on Natural Theology admits,
goes no further than to prove a unity of counsel and not of being, since there might
be unity of counsel among many perfect beings as well as with one. And thirdly, it
might be replied, that there are even in this world, mixtures of good and evil,
misery and happiness, goodness and severity, apparent contrarieties, interruptions
and breakings up of what would seem to be wise and good plans and operations,
such as to have forced upon the mind of a large portion of our race, the belief in
two or more distinct eternal and opposing beings to whose sway all sublunary
things were subjected. And thus it will be perceived how that even in this
advanced and enlightened period of humanity, it would be impossible, on
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principles of human reason alone, to establish any CERTAIN, AUTHORITATIVE and
181
ABIDING CONVICTIONS respecting the NATURE, and especially, the UNITY of GOD.
Smyth pressed his point still further by arguing that the only people in ancient history to
have a settled conviction as to the unity of God have been those who acknowledged that their
belief in that unity came from divine revelation thereof: “The only people who, in ancient times,
possessed any certain knowledge of the nature and unity of God, was the Jews and their
patriarchal ancestors – a people antecedent to the very existence of any other nation whose
records have reached us, and by whom, as is attested by their Scriptures, this knowledge was
attributed exclusively to a divine and supernatural communication.”182
In his fifth article, “On the Trinity – The Objections and Unreasonableness,
Contradiction, and the Human Origin of the Word Trinity,” Smyth endeavoured to show, in
contradistinction to the claims of Gilman, that the doctrine of the Trinity is not contrary to reason.
Smyth provided several arguments to demonstrate that believing in the Trinity is not
unreasonable.
Early in this article, Smyth tersely argued that the doctrine of Trinity is not “contrary to
reason, if we understand by this term the general reason of men, for we shall find that the
doctrine, in some form, has entered into all the ancient religions of mankind.”183 Smyth went on
to elaborate on this theme in a subsequent article, which we shall discuss in due time. Here, he
more thoroughly discussed other points, which he believed support the reasonableness of the
Trinity.
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In reply to the accusation that the term Trinity is itself a contradiction, Smyth argued that
the term is not a contradiction because it does not teach that “three are one and that one is three,”
but rather that “in the infinite and incomprehensible Jehovah there is a unity so inconceivably
different and distinct from the union of finite human natures – of which alone we know anything
– as to admit of three persons, hypostases or modes of subsistence, in the one ever-blessed
Godhead.”184 In summary, he stated, “The very term trinity therefore, which means a TRI-UNITY,
obviates the objection made against the doctrine, that it is contradictory, since it does not imply
that God is one in the same sense in which he is three, or three in the same sense in which he is
one, but three in a sense different from, and reconcilable with, that in which he is one, and one in
a sense different from, and reconcilable with that in which he is three.”185
Smyth also argues that it is not unreasonable to believe in the doctrine of the Trinity
because traces of the Trinity are seen in the works of God.186 Like Thornwell, he evidenced a
leaning towards the Social Trinity view by articulating a belief of the Trinity is the archetype of
human society.187 In his assertion that the traces of the Trinity are seen in various facets of the
created world and the human race, he self-consciously aligned himself with previous theologians
such as Richard Baxter and John Owen.188 His assertions also anticipated further elaboration on
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these themes by subsequent theologians such as Herman Bavinck, who said, “There is much truth
in the belief that creation everywhere displays to us vestiges of the Trinity.”189
In addition, in this, his fifth article, Smyth offered a response to the Unitarian criticism
that the term Trinity is not in the Bible. He pointed out that there are terms which Unitarian
theologians use, which likewise are not in the Bible, but which are likewise helpfully employed
as summaries of doctrines taught in the Bible:
It would, therefore, be just and proper to deny the doctrine of the divine ubiquity
or omnipresence, and many other truths, because the terms by which they are
described are not found in Scripture, as to deny that of the Trinity because the
term Trinity, is not found in Scripture. . . . We have no zeal for the term Trinity
any more than for the terms person, unity of God, omnipresence, &c., if any other
can as well, or better, express the ideas of which these are the conventional signs.
We contend, not for terms, but for the doctrines expressed by the terms, and which
are, in each case, no more than conclusions drawn by the irresistible power of
human reason from the premises found in Scripture.190
He went on to cite the fathers and Calvin regarding the necessity and acceptableness of
using the word Trinity, quoting Calvin as follows: “If they call every word exotic, which cannot
be found in the Scriptures in so many syllables, they impose on us a law which is very
unreasonable, and which condemns all interpretation, but what is composed of detached texts of
Scripture connected together.”191
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Importance
Gilman, in a sermon delivered at the dedication of the newly enlarged sanctuary of the
Unitarian Church in Charleston, argued that nothing is lost by abandoning the doctrine of the
Trinity and replacing it with the simpler Unitarian concept of God. He told those gathered for the
dedicatory service, “We certainly lose nothing by this singleness and simplicity of our
conceptions of Jehovah; for all that can possibly be ascribed to the three persons of the Deity,
pertains, in an equal degree, and without confusion or contradiction, to that ONE mysterious
Being, whom we adore as infinite in his power, perfect in his wisdom, and exhaustless in his
compassionate beneficence.”192
Smyth answered this idea that the doctrine of the Trinity is superfluous in his sixth article,
“The Doctrine of the Trinity, Not Theoretical or Speculative, but Practical in its Nature and
Fundamental in its Importance.” Counteracting Gilman, Smyth argued, “The doctrine of the
Trinity must either be a ‘damnable heresy,’ or the willful rejection of it must be so. It lies at the
foundation of our religion. It shapes our conceptions of the God we are to worship, and the
worship with which we are to approach him.”193 Smyth detailed what he understood to be the
crucial difference between the Unitarian and the Trinitarian modes of worship, arguing that the
question is “whether it shall be through the intercession and merits of a Mediator, and by the
guidance and assistance of a Holy Spirit helping our infirmities, or, directly and in our own name
– whether we shall approach God, looking for acceptance through the work and righteousness of
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a vicarious and Divine Redeemer, and a Divine Sanctifier, or through works of repentance,
prayer and praise, which our own hands and hearts have wrought.”194
In the first few years of his Charleston pastorate, Gilman had sought to remove all
vestiges of Trinitarian doctrine from the worship of his Archdale Street church. At the
aforementioned dedicatory service, he reminisced, “On my first connection with the church, I
found Watts’s Psalms and Hymns employed in the service. But so many of them were entirely
inconsistent with the professed doctrines of the church, and so many others exceptionable on
other accounts, that in a year or two they were replaced by the original edition of our present
excellent New-York Collection.”195 Smyth, on the other hand, was purposeful in employing
hymns – many of them from the ancient church – that expressly offer praise to the Trinity and
emphasise the Trinitarian nature of Christian worship.196
And, again reminiscent of Thornwell, Smyth argued that the Trinity is not only the
foundation of worship; it is the indispensable ground of human salvation:
In the Divine Judge we behold our all-merciful Redeemer. As man we are sure of
his sympathy, as God we are sure of his power; and from both united, we look for
our eternal deliverance. The immense gulf, which appeared to divide the creature
from his God, is closed, and we are assured of access to the throne of grace, where
our Redeemer sits, to hold out the golden sceptre of mercy, that we may touch and
live. . . . Thus strip the Redeemer of his Divinity, and the whole Gospel scheme
would be doubt and darkness, inconsistency and confusion.197
He went on to describe how the Trinity “affects every truth in the Bible which bears on
man’s salvation . . . the nature and necessity of prayer, preaching, and the other means of grace,
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of the church and its ordinances, and of living, loving and experimental piety.”198 According to
Smyth, the doctrine of the Trinity is a “central Sun, around which the whole system of
Christianity, in all its glory, and in all its harmony, revolves.”199
Surely with the history of the Unitarian Church of Charleston in mind, Smyth called upon
Christians, especially ministers of the gospel, not to assume that their churches would
automatically remain Trinitarian, but rather to proactively maintain Trinitarian orthodoxy in order
to prevent the drift towards Unitarianism. Regarding the Trinity and the doctrines flowing
therefrom, Smyth warned, “It is only necessary for any church to allow these doctrines to be kept
out of the pulpit, and to assume that they are already sufficiently and securely held, to give the
enemy all the opportunity he desires to sow tares, which will ere long spring up and choke the
good seed, and overspread the garden of the Lord with the weeds of putrefaction and decay.”200
Plurality
In his seventh article, “Objections to the Doctrine of the Trinity from the Unity of God, as
Taught in Scripture, Answered,” Smyth examined two passages that Unitarians claim to teach
that the Godhead is not a Trinity but rather a unipersonal God. The first is Deuteronomy 6:4:
“Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, is one Lord; and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all
thine heart, with all thy soul, with all thy might.” Smyth argued that the “one” in this passage
does not refer to unity of number, but to unity of essence or nature, and that “God” (Elohim)
points to the plurality of persons in the Godhead. With New Testament eyes, Smyth interpreted
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the passage as, “Jehovah our Elohim, though three persons, is one Jehovah.”201 In other words,
Smyth argued that in this text the Unity of God is taught as to imply plurality.202
The second passage examined by Smyth, which Unitarians use to argue for the
unipersonality of God – that only the Father (not the Son or the Spirit) is God – is John 17:3:
“And this is life eternal, that they might know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom
thou hast sent.” Smyth argued that what Christ said here is that the Father is the only true God;
what he did not say is that the Father only is the true God.203 Smyth pointed out that later in this
same chapter of Scripture Jesus declared his unity with the Father – “I and the Father are one” –
and he catalogued Scripture proofs to argue, “On the one hand, we are taught in Scripture, that
there is one only true God. On the other hand, we are equally taught in Scripture, that the Father
and the Son, and the Holy Ghost, are alike this one only true God.”204
Smyth explained what he considered to be the crucial difference between the way
Unitarians and Trinitarians interpret John 17:3: “Unitarians may say, that to know Jesus Christ, is
to know the will of God, as delivered by Jesus Christ. But it is not knowing the will of God, but
God himself as a Saviour, that will secure us eternal life. To know Jesus Christ is, therefore, to
know him as he is represented in the Gospel, as God and man; and as having become such for our
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redemption; and to believe in, love, and obey him as such, and thus we perceive the plain,
practical, and fundamental character of the doctrine of the Trinity.”205
In his eighth article, “On Elohim as a Title of God, and as Implying a Plurality in the
Godhead,” Smyth elaborated further on his claim that Elohim implies plurality in the Godhead.
Like Thornwell, Smyth posited that the appellative Elohim is a derivative of Ala, meaning “to
enter into an engagement by oath” and that the plurality communicated in Elohim intimates the
plurality of the Godhead and the divine Persons covenanting with one another.206 He interpreted
Genesis 1:26, “And Elohim said, let us make man in our image, according to our likeness,” as
intimating the Trinity, and he denied that the language therein and elsewhere when Elohim is
employed is meant to communicate a pluralis majestaticus.207
By holding this position, he, like Thornwell, represented Columbia’s willingness to be out
of step with most nineteenth-century American seminaries. Moreover, that Columbia was out of
step with the trend of most American seminaries is seen even in the comments of Samuel
Gilman. In a discourse titled “One God and Father of All,” Gilman declared,
The multiplication of theological seminaries among all denominations will have a
tendency, as sure as fate, [towards Unitarianism]. Instead of fearing the influence
of these seminaries, I rejoice more and more at the establishment of resorts where
the Bible shall be critically studied. The Andover Theological Seminary, which
was founded for the express purpose of opposing the spread of Unitarianism, was
one of the first to reject the idea that the text in the first chapter of Genesis, Let us
make man in our own image, had any reference to a plurality of persons in the
Deity. . . . In this way, text after text will be gradually and quietly abandoned, till
not a shred will be left to weigh against St. Paul’s magnificent position of one God
and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in all.208
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Thus Gilman welcomed the multiplication of seminaries, for he believed that all serious
biblical scholarship would inevitably lead to the abandonment of Trinitarianism for the Unitarian
system. Smyth and the other Columbia theologians were determined that Columbia Seminary
would disprove Gilman’s prophecy.
Triads
Gilman, in his tenth epistle, had responded to the portion of Smyth’s sermon,
“Unitarianism Another Gospel,” in which he compared the unipersonal monotheism of
Unitarianism with that of Islam and cites a number of Unitarians’ “cordial approbation of
Mohamet and of the Koran.”209 Gilman sharply responded, “If you go so far out of your way in
search of odiums and stigmas to shed upon us, what should prevent us, in return, if such were our
untoward inclination, from copying your example and adducing the instances of the Platonic and
Hindoo Trinities, so as to charge upon you all the idolatries and unspeakable abominations of the
Greeks and Hindoos?”210 In this rejoinder, Gilman was raising a major Unitarian claim, namely,
that Trinitarianism is the result of the importation of pagan triads into Christian theology. In
articles nine through eleven of Smyth’s Review series, he sought to deal with this claim.
From the outset, in “The Nature and Origin of the Pagan Doctrine of Triads, or a Trinity,”
Smyth conceded, “The fact of the existence of a doctrine of a trinity of Supreme Gods, with more
or less distinctness, in all the earlier forms of religious belief, is now universally admitted.”211
Led by the aforementioned British Unitarian John Relly Beard, nineteenth-century Unitarians
used this “fact” to discredit Trinitarianism, and they popularised the argument that the doctrine of
the Trinity was an importation of pagan theology into early Christianity, and thus a corruption of
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its original Unitarian form.212 In Historical and Artistic Illustrations of the Trinity Showing the
Rise, Progress, and Decline of the Doctrine, Beard meticulously compiled evidence, including
pictorial illustrations, from ancient religions to demonstrate their historic beliefs in triadic
conceptions of the divine.213
In his ninth article, as well as his tenth, which is titled “Presumptive Arguments for the
Trinity,” Smyth employed the very evidence compiled by Beard and other Unitarians to make the
Trinitarian case.214 He argued that Beard’s research, if rightly interpreted, actually supports the
argument that Trinitarianism is not the invention of human reason, but rather the revelation of
God. Smyth argued that these conceptions of triplicity among ancient pagan religions were
corruptions of the original revelations of the Trinity given to the Old Testament patriarchs.
Smyth referenced the Hindu triad (Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva – the Creator, the
Preserver, and the Destroyer) as a corruption of the original Trinitarian revelation. He also cited
the ancient religion of Egypt, which contained the concept of a Monad, or fountain deity, namely,
Amon-Ra (Chaos) who is equivalent to Brahma in Hinduism, and three deities coming from him:
Ptha (the creating power), Kneph (the preserving power), and Khem (the destroying and
reproducing power). He pointed out that the Egyptian One and Three are also known as Chronos
(the Monad) and Osiris (whose domain is celestial), Horus (whose domain is terrestrial), and
Typhon (whose domain is infernal). He added that, similar to the Egyptian system was the
Phoenician, wherein there was a Monad (Chaos) and three flowing from it, namely Air, Love,
and Intellect.215
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Smyth explained further that he understood the Hermetic and Orphic systems to be the
intermediate links between Egyptian and classical Greek theological conceptions. He argued that
in the Hermetic and Orphic conceptions, one finds the Monad Chaos, co-existent with Ether,
from which sprang Ericapaeus (Power), Pothos (Love), and Metis (Intellect); in classical Greek
theology, one finds a Monad (Chronos) producing a Triad, namely Zeus (whose domain is air),
Poseidon (whose domain is water), and Hades (whose domain is darkness); and the Peruvian
system, one finds a Monad (Viracocha, the soul of the world), who is symbolised by the Sun (the
chief object of Peruvian worship), who produced a Triad: Father-Sun, Son-Sun, and BrotherSun.216
Smyth posited still further that triadic formulations are found in the Syrian, Sidonian,
Tyrian, Tibetan, Indian, Chaldean, Persian, Chinese, German, Roman, Druidic, Scandinavian,
and Native American cultures. His lengthy survey led him to conclude, “All the nations of
primitive antiquity worshipped a Triad of divine persons, which Triad they believed to have been
in some manner inherent in, or to have proceeded from, or to have been produced by a Monad,
who was recognised as the supreme source of deity. . . . These are, beyond all question the most
ancient mythological tenets of the most ancient heathen nations; and, therefore, they present to us
the nearest approach to the primitive opinions of the post-diluvian patriarchs, or rather, let us say,
the first corruption of the patriarchal religion.”217
In addition to the triadic corruptions of the original patriarchal revelations of the Triunity
of God, Smyth posited that there were remnants and adulterations of other facets of revealed
religion present in the ancient pagan religions: the Egyptian myth of God creating all things
through his firstborn, who was the word of God and who manifested himself through incarnation,
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infancy, and boyhood (a corruption of patriarchal revelations regarding the Second Person of the
Trinity); the Hindu Avatar likewise an adulterated version of a divine messianic incarnation (as
foretold to the patriarchs and fulfilled in Christ); the various sacrificial rites of pagan religions as
corruptions of the sacrifices revealed to the patriarchs, which are likewise fulfilled in Christ; the
various ancient myths regarding a hero who escapes from a flood or other calamity by finding
refuge in a boat, a cavern, the moon, or the hollow of a Lotus leaf, and who is the One Father
(monadic) of Three Sons (triadic) who repeoples the earth (corruptions of the Noahic flood
narrative).218
Smyth was not the only Columbia theologian to hold such views. With regard to the
incarnation, Palmer, for example, explained to his New Orleans flock, “All systems of religion,
the Jewish, the Hindoo, and the heathen, have their incarnations. The first of these three having
incarnations that were true, yet transitory; the other two having incarnations that were only the
shadows of the true, and altogether unreal. But all of them alike are founded upon that original
revelation which was made in the beginning of the ages, of the coming time when God should
appear upon earth as man.”219 At the 1873 commencement exercises of Louisiana State
University, Palmer similarly presented to the graduates his belief that an incarnation was a central
principle of many religions, including the pantheism of Greece and Rome, as well as the religions
of the East, and that these were corruptions of primitive revelations of Christ.220
And, in a series of public lectures, which were well attended by the people of New
Orleans, titled “The Origin and Inwardness of Idolatry,” Palmer, in a fashion similar to that of
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Smyth, detailed the history of pagan triads, concluding, “This belief in triads must have
originated from the doctrine of the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, which was revealed to
the patriarchs of antediluvian age, and which survived, only to be perverted and corrupted in the
forms already named. Or, the traditions of the Garden of Eden having been handed down
through the ages, survived in this belief of a triune god, in the story of Adam and Eve and their
firstborn.”221
Smyth summarized his primitive revelation argument as follows:
We have shown abundant proof of the universal belief in the doctrine of a Trinity,
or at least of a Triad, with some obscure notions of an Avatar or Incarnation,
among the Gentile nations, from the earliest times, long previous to the era of the
Mosaic dispensation, and therefore not derived from that source; this can be
accounted for only by the supposition, that this doctrine, together with that of the
Incarnation, formed the chief tenets of the ancient patriarchal religion, held and
taught while mankind constituted but one family, or one community, and carried
with the various branches as they separated from the parent stem. Let it be noted,
that as successive migrations took place, the tribes wandered to a distance from
the chief seat of the nation, they necessarily sunk into greater degrees of
barbarism, and their religion became more and more corrupt.222
And in his eleventh article, which was a very brief one titled “The Doctrine of the Trinity
either the Offspring of Reason or of Primitive Revelation,” he once again summarised his case by
asking, “Why should not those images and notions be much rather considered as drops from the
rich stream of Divine revelation, which at the beginning of the ages came down from Heaven to
men? From the primitive source, might they not have descended to all nations? The remarkable
unanimity of these traditions speaks strongly in favor of a common historical origin.”223
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A weakness in the Columbians’ thesis that the triadic theologies of other religions are the
result of remnants of original revelation of the Trinity is that they are arguing that the doctrine of
the Trinity was more discernably preserved in other religions than in the Hebrew religion as
recorded in the Old Testament. Why would the doctrine of the tri-personal nature of God be
more distinctly preserved in other religions than in the religion that the Columbians believed was
in fact the religion of the Triune God himself and his covenant people?
Smyth anticipated this objection, and he posited that, after the patriarchal revelations
regarding the Trinity had been corrupted, God, in his wisdom and grace, published a new
revelation to humankind via the written Word; although it contained a republication of creation
and many of the truths originally revealed to the patriarchs, the Law did not expressly contain a
restatement of doctrine of the Trinity. Rather, it was assumed by and contained in the Mosaic
and subsequent Old Testament revelations, but in such a way that only the “spiritually
enlightened discerned it, and thus it was effectually preserved from being again corrupted by the
materializing process natural to the darkened mind of fallen man.”224
Smyth understood this concealment to be part of God’s preparation for fuller revelation of
God’s Triunity: “The sublime doctrine of the Unity of the only living and true God was thus
maintained, the Jews kept from lapsing into idolatry, and the false worship of heathen nations
kept in check, while reforming influences were from time to time infused into the heart and mind
of the world, preparatory for the full and clear manifestation of Divine truth in the pure system of
Christianity, so far as to the weak and finite mind of man the infinitely mysterious, yet infinitely
true doctrine of TRINITY IN UNITY AND UNITY IN TRINITY, can be manifested.”225
According to Smyth,
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[The Old Testament] does not formally state the doctrine of the Trinity. It does not
present it in a categorical proposition. It seems to assume and take it for granted,
and to use language which pre-supposes it and is adapted to it. And if it is objected
that a doctrine so fundamental would, if true, be very clearly and unequivocally
defined, in a revelation given by God, we reply that this objection would apply as
forcibly to the doctrine of the Divine existence, and, supposing it to be the true
doctrine, to the absolute, personal unity of God. The objection, therefore, refutes
itself, since it requires that if God is in his nature a personal unit incapable of any
distinction of persons, he would in his revelation of himself so fully state and
define this unity as to leave no possible ground for ambiguity or doubt. But this,
we have seen, he has not done. The very contrary, we have seen, has been done.
Even in proclaiming the unity of his Godhead in opposition to all polytheistic
notions; and even while commanding that no other Gods shall be worshipped; and
even while denouncing his indignation against such, as a jealous God; he
nevertheless uses language which implies, if it does not affirm, a plurality – a
Trinity – in that ineffable unity. This form of language is, we have seen,
inwrought into the very texture, the weft and woof of revelation.226
Testimonies
In articles twelve through fourteen, Smyth catalogued testimonies from previous
generations regarding the doctrine of the Trinity. In article twelve, he sought to demonstrate the
testimony of the early church fathers to the Trinity; in article thirteen, he cites the testimonies of
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the Reformers to the doctrine of the Trinity; and in article fourteen, he argues that the ancient
Jews testified to the doctrine of the Trinity.
In “Testimony of the Early Fathers to the Doctrine of the Trinity,” Smyth posited,
If we can ascertain those views which were held by the primitive church, on the
subject of the Trinity, we have the highest assurance that these must have been
delivered by Christ and his apostles, and must contain the real doctrine of the Holy
Scriptures. And if we find that those views are not those of the Unitarians, but are,
in all that is essential, those of Trinitarians, then we may safely conclude that the
Trinitarian, and not the Unitarian doctrine, is that taught in the word of God. In a
very important sense, Tertullian’s declaration is correct, as it regards Christian
doctrine: “Whatever is first, is true – whatever is later, is adulterated.”227
Throughout the article, Smyth sought to chronicle the history of the development of and
challenges to the doctrine of the Trinity, and he catalogued the testimonies and Scriptural
interpretations of the early church fathers, as well as creeds, liturgies, and hymns of the early
church to show that the early church almost universally held to the essentials of modern day
Trinitarianism.228
In “Testimony of the Reformers to the Doctrine of the Trinity,” Smyth argued, “We must
regard the unanimous agreement of all the reformed churches on the doctrine of the Trinity, both
as to form and importance, as an irresistible assurance that their interpretation of the Bible is
correct, and that this is verily the doctrine that is according to Godliness.”229 He quoted at length
from various Reformed confessions to show that the Reformed churches of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries universally held to and stressed the importance of the doctrine of the
Trinity. He concluded his article with words taken from both the Savoy Declaration and the 1689
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Baptist Confession: “which doctrine of the Trinity is the foundation of all our communion with
God, and comfortable dependence on him.”230
And in “Testimony of the Ancient Jews on the Trinity,” Smyth posits, “the ancient Jews
did not believe in the present Jewish dogma of an absolute personal metaphysical unity of
God.”231 Smyth agrees with John Owen that the Targumists were Trinitarian.232 He quotes Philo
and the Talmudical writings to seek to demonstrate that many of the Jews believed in something
approaching a Trinitarian concept of God and of a conception of the Messiah as an incarnate
Yahweh.233 He concludes, “It is thus evident, from evidence drawn from a variety of sources
independent of one another, and as accessible to Christian as to Jews, that the ancient Jews, both
before the time of Christ, immediately after, and during the early ages, did not believe in an
absolute unity in the Godhead, but in a plurality of divine subsistence, and which they limited to
THREE, in the One undivided Godhead.”234
Scriptures
We may summarise Gilman’s exhortation to Smyth (and to all Trinitarians), which he
made in his third open letter to Smyth, as follows: Set aside the Athanasian Creed, examine the
Scriptures for yourself, and you will arise from your studies a convinced Unitarian.235 In articles
fifteen through nineteen, Smyth argued against this claim, seeking to show that the Trinity is
revealed in Scripture. These final articles largely reorganise and restate major points he made in
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previous articles. He catalogued Scripture proofs to show that Scripture teaches that: “God is
one; the unity of the Godhead, as Scripturally defined, teaches plurality of persons; the
distinctions in the Godhead are personal, not nominal; the three persons of the Godhead are equal
in all that constitutes God; and the three Divine persons of the Trinity are not three Gods, and
therefore that they are one God.”236
He reiterated that his purpose was only to state the revealed facts of Scripture, not to
explain the inexplicable mystery of the Trinity.237 He catalogued Scripture proofs to demonstrate
that the Bible attributed the works of creation and resurrection to each of the three persons of the
Godhead and yet to one God, and he posited, “Reject the doctrine of the Trinity, and the
statements of Scripture on this subject can not be reconciled. Admit it, and all is clear.”238 Like
Thornwell, Smyth emphasised his belief that Scripture most clearly reveals the Trinity through
the covenant of grace.239
Summary
On 17 July 1966, Milton H. Rahn, the president of the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship
of Savannah, Georgia, delivered an address at the Unitarian Church of Charleston to honour the
memory of Samuel Gilman. Rahn began his address with these words: “‘I trust,’ wrote Thomas
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Jefferson in 1822, ‘that there is not a young man now living in the United States who will not die
an Unitarian.’ A few months earlier John C. Calhoun observed that Unitarianism would be the
religion of the whole country within fifty years. These statements of prophecy seem almost
absurd, looking at history in view of later events, but these men were sincere in their
observations.”240
As we have seen, Gilman himself made similar predictions, believing that Unitarianism
would become the dominant religion in Charleston, throughout the United States, and around the
world.241 Like the predictions of Jefferson and Calhoun, those of Gilman must have seemed
“absurd” to Rahn as he addressed those who had gathered to honour Gilman’s memory. As Rahn
intimated, Unitarianism in Charleston declined steadily after the death of Gilman.242 On the other
hand, Trinitarianism, and Presbyterianism in particular, continued to grow in Charleston
throughout the nineteenth century. Second Presbyterian Church continued to grow and planted
churches in and around Charleston, including Glebe Street, Anson Street (later called Zion
Church, an outreach to the slaves that became the largest Presbyterian church in the state), and
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Third Presbyterian Church (also known as Central Presbyterian Church).243 Thus, we may
conclude that, in a way that paralleled Thornwell’s success in Columbia, Smyth was successful in
what he set out to do in Charleston: impede the Unitarian movement and advance the cause of
Trinitarian orthodoxy.244
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE NEW ORLEANS THEATRE: TRINITARIAN BENJAMIN MORGAN PALMER
VERSUS UNITARIAN THEODORE CLAPP
Introduction
We now travel southwest from the Palmetto state to New Orleans, Louisiana, where
Thornwell and Smyth’s colleague, Benjamin Morgan Palmer (1818–1902), sought to counteract
the Unitarianism that had been propagated there by Theodore Clapp (1792–1866).In order to gain
a better understanding of Palmer’s life and ministry, we discuss influential members of his
extended family, some of whom we encountered briefly in our study of the Charleston theatre,
who represent the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict in the American South. We also survey the
history of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans, which was pastored by Theodore Clapp,
who, similarly to Anthony Forster of the Archdale Street Church in Charleston, became a
Unitarian while pastoring the church and led the majority of the church to re-constitute as a
Unitarian congregation. We then consider how Palmer, who pastored the second First
Presbyterian Church of New Orleans for forty-six years, sought to stand for historic
Trinitarianism and reverse the Unitarian advancements made through Clapp’s thirty-five-year
ministry in the Crescent City. As with Thornwell and Smyth, we discuss the success of Palmer’s
efforts.
Overview of Palmer’s Life, Ministry, and Relationship to Columbia Seminary
Benjamin Morgan Palmer was born on 25 January 1818 in Charleston, South Carolina, to
Edward Palmer and Sarah Bunce Palmer, both of whom descended from New England Puritan
families. He was named for his uncle, Dr. Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr., the aforementioned
long-time minister at the Circular (Independent) Church of Charleston.1 Edward Palmer became
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a Congregational minister who pastored churches in the low country South Carolina towns of
Walterboro, Dorchester (in what is present day Summerville), and McPhersonville. Many of
Edward Palmer’s parishioners were wealthy planters, and thus, although Palmer’s immediate
family was not particularly wealthy, he grew up around significant wealth and privilege.2 His
mother, like the mother of Thornwell and Smyth, sought to ensure that her children were well
educated, and Palmer grew up reading not only the Bible, but also the works of Shakespeare,
Milton, and Scott. Young Palmer, who “got his intellect and intensity of character from his
mother,” excelled as a student at Walterboro Academy and distinguished himself as a first-class
debater.3
Beginning in 1832, Palmer attended Amherst College in Massachusetts for two years
before returning home where he taught school. He professed Christ as his Saviour in 1836 after a
conversation with his cousin, the Rev. Isaac Stockton Keith Axson, an early graduate of
Columbia Seminary (1834) and a long-time pastor of the Independent Presbyterian Church in
Savannah, Georgia. During their conversation, Axson entreated Palmer, then eighteen, “My
cousin, you are growing up fast to manhood; is it not a good time to give yourself to the Savior,
when you are soon to choose the course in life which you shall pursue?”4 In response to his
cousin’s appeal, Palmer took a solemn vow to make the salvation of his soul the supreme
objective of his life. After several months of prayer, assurance of salvation came to his soul, and,
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added an aged Palmer, “it came to stay, and through five and fifty years it has deepened in the
soul to which it came as the balm of heaven.”5
Shortly after his conversion, Palmer recommenced his undergraduate studies, this time at
the University of Georgia, from which he graduated at the top of his class in 1838. In 1839,
believing God was calling him to preach the gospel, he entered Columbia Seminary, from which
he graduated in 1841. In the same year, he married Mary Augusta McConnell, the stepdaughter
of Columbia Seminary professor George Howe. As a seminarian, Palmer sat under the preaching
ministry of the man who would become his mentor, James Henley Thornwell, who was pastoring
the First Presbyterian Church of Columbia at the time.6
Licensed to preach shortly after graduation, Palmer briefly supplied the Presbyterian
Church of Anderson, South Carolina. He then accepted a call to pastor the First Presbyterian
Church of Savannah, Georgia, which he pastored until 1843, at which time he became pastor of
First Presbyterian Church of Columbia, succeeding his mentor Thornwell, who had become
president of South Carolina College.7
In 1847, he, along with Thornwell, Smyth, and Howe, founded the Southern Presbyterian
Review, which, as previously noted, functioned as the academic journal of Columbia Seminary,
and, especially through Smyth, was a means by which Columbia sought to counteract Unitarian
advancements. Palmer continued to pastor the Columbia church until 1855 and taught at
Columbia Seminary from 1853 until 1856. In 1855, he made a tour of the Southwest to raise
support for the seminary. During his travels, he became acquainted with the congregation of the
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First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans, and they called him to be their pastor.8 He accepted
the call in December of 1856 and he served the New Orleans church until his death in 1902.9
During the American Civil War, Palmer was forced to evacuate New Orleans and took
refuge in Columbia, where he once again preached at First Presbyterian Church and taught at
Columbia Seminary.10 At Columbia, Palmer taught church history and, after the death of
Thornwell, systematic theology, using Calvin’s Institutes as the main textbook for the latter.
Over the years, Palmer turned down calls to pastor churches in Charleston, Baltimore, Cincinnati,
and Philadelphia, as well as offers to teach at Danville Theological Seminary and Princeton
Seminary.11
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In New Orleans, Palmer quickly became a highly esteemed leader in the community.12
Over his forty-six year pastorate, Palmer endeared himself to the people of New Orleans, not
only through his preaching but also through his ministries of mercy. As examples, in 1858 and
again in 1878, when yellow fever took the lives of thousands in the city, Palmer ministered not
only to his own flock, but also to many others, whose own pastors had evacuated.13
On 25 January 1898, in celebration of his eightieth birthday, the city of New Orleans
paused to pay tribute to Palmer, and thousands of people visited him in his home. The Daily
Picayune described it as follows: “One of the grandest outpourings of the population of New
Orleans, one of the largest and most spontaneous of responses of the representatives of the
highest and best among all ranks of society to do honor and to convey personal tribute of esteem,
were evidenced yesterday, when Dr. Palmer’s hospitable mansion, on Henry Clay avenue, was
thrown open, so as to allow a mighty host free entrance to pay individual as well as common call
upon the hale and hearty octogenarian pastor.”14
On Sunday, 4 May 1902, Palmer preached from John 10:2, “My sheep hear my voice and
I know them, and they follow me.” In closing, he appealed to those in attendance to embrace
Christ as Saviour, and he declared that he would “be willing that it should be his last sermon, if
he could by it bring even one sinner to Christ.”15 The next day, he was seriously injured when a
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streetcar accidentally struck him.16 He lingered from the time of the accident until 28 May 1902,
at which point he passed away.17
The Daily Picayune declared, “There is left not one who can take the place once so fully
and completely occupied by Dr. Palmer, and it is much to be doubted if it can ever be filled, but
will remain forever vacant as a memorial of the grand and unique man who stood among the
foremost of his age in service and in duty.”18 Calhoun describes the scene at the funeral: “The
city had not seen such a large gathering for a funeral since the death of the Confederate president,
Jefferson Davis. Streetcars stopped running, businesses closed, and the flag on City Hall floated
at half-mast, as thousands of people of all classes and denominations filled the First Presbyterian
Church and overflowed into Lafayette Square.”19 Such was the impression the man and his
almost half-century long ministry had made on the Crescent City.
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Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr.
The Palmer Family: A Microcosm of the Unitarian-Trinitarian Conflict
Investigation of Benjamin Morgan Palmer’s family provides helpful insight into the
Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict that was taking shape in the mid-nineteenth-century American
South and, more specifically, the context in which Palmer grew up, lived, and ministered. The
Palmer family became a microcosm of the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict: Several members of the
family stood in opposition to the Unitarian movement, while at least one member of the family
converted to and became an outspoken advocate for Unitarianism. We will discuss Palmer’s
paternal grandfather, the uncle for whom he was named, a double first cousin, and his parents
relative to the conflict.20
Palmer’s Paternal Grandfather, Job Palmer (1747–1845)
In 1621, the “Fortune” sailed from England to Plymouth, Massachusetts. One of the
passengers aboard the “Fortune” was William Palmer, whose son, Samuel Palmer, became one of

20
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the first graduates of Harvard and a minister of the gospel, serving as pastor of the
Congregational Church in Falmouth, Massachusetts. One of Samuel’s sons, Job Palmer, moved
from Massachusetts to Charleston, South Carolina, shortly before the Revolutionary War.21
Job Palmer became a well-established businessman in Charleston and served as the lead
deacon at the Circular (Independent) Church. He had witnessed Puritan New England, especially
the Congregationalist churches in and around Boston, largely convert to Unitarianism. More
significantly, he had witnessed the split of the Independent Church of Charleston over the
Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict in 1817, a split we discussed in the previous chapter, and which we
will discuss further now.22
In 1835, when he was eighty-eight years of age, Job Palmer communicated his desire that
his own posterity not be swept away in the Unitarian movement but rather stand firm for the
Trinitarian faith by composing a lengthy letter for his posterity in which he catalogued Scripture
passages to prove the deity of Christ and the doctrine of substitutionary atonement.23 He wrote,
To my descendants who may see this paper after my decease, I leave it and what it
contains, as a memorial of my tender regard for them, and my earnest desire and
prayer for their eternal welfare; and strongly recommend to them, and more
especially to those of them, if any such there should be, who have doubts in their
minds of the Supreme Divinity of the Lord Jesus Christ and of his suffering to
make an atonement for sin, that they read the following passages of Scripture
carefully, and prayerfully, that their minds may be led to a knowledge of the truth
as it is in Jesus Christ, and that their hearts may be disposed to embrace it.24
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After filling seven pages cataloguing Scripture passages about Christ and the atonement,
which he believed supported his case for historic Trinitarianism, he concluded his paper as
follows:
Oh may God in his mercy grant it may be many, all of you, at the right hand of our
glorious Redeemer when he is seated on his throne to judge the world and to make
up his jewels, this is the fervent desire and prayer of your aged ancestor.
Job Palmer25
Palmer’s Uncle, Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr. (1781–1847), and Palmer’s Cousin, Mary
Stanley Bunce Palmer (1810–1883)
Job Palmer’s oldest son to live into adulthood was Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr., the man
for whom Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr. was named. After graduating from Princeton Seminary
and pastoring for a while in Beaufort, South Carolina, in 1814, Palmer (Sr.) commenced his
twenty-year pastorate at the Circular (Independent) Church of Charleston, the same church where
his father, Job Palmer, served as head deacon.26 The Independent Church of Charleston split
under co-pastors Palmer (Sr.) and Forster, with the former maintaining a Trinitarian position and
the latter guiding a portion of the church into Unitarianism.
Although he pastored an Independent church, in 1822, Palmer (Sr.) led the
Congregational Association of South Carolina to merge with the Presbyterians of Charleston in
the Charleston Union Presbytery, and, as a self-identified Presbyterian, and because of his stand
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for orthodoxy in contradistinction to Anthony Forster and, later, Samuel Gilman, he became
known as “the Presbyterian Pope of Charleston.”27
Under his leadership, after the split with the Archdale Street congregation, the Circular
Church adopted “Fundamental Articles of Faith of the Independent or Congregational Church of
Charleston.”28 After the preamble, which documented the formal separation of the Meeting Street
and Archdale Street churches into two separate entities, chapter one of the document, titled “As
To The Faith of This Church,” included the following overtly Trinitarian language, clearly meant
to prevent the church from another slide towards Unitarianism:
There are three distinct persons mentioned in the Scriptures, the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost; to each of whom the name of God is properly given, divine
attributes are ascribed, and religious worship is due; that these three, the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Ghost, are one God, the same in substance, power, and
glory. . . .
The Scriptures reveal a method of recovery for fallen man, through the
divine interposition; to accomplish which, the Eternal Father gave his only
begotten Son to become a substitute for man; that the Eternal Son voluntarily
submitted to this appointment and substitution, and in the fulness of time took
upon himself our nature, and was made under the law, to which he paid perfect
obedience, and died as a sacrifice and atonement for human guilt; and that by his
active and passive obedience he perfected and brought in an everlasting
Righteousness, by the imputation of which through faith, mankind are again
restored to the lost image and forfeited favor of God, and delivered from the curse
of the Law; that the Holy Ghost, by his enlightening influences and saving
operations on the human heart, is the author and efficient of the faith by which we
apprehend the righteousness of Christ, and through which we are made partakers
of the blessings of Grace.29
In addition to being a pastor in Charleston, Palmer (Sr.) was also a leader in the
establishment of Columbia Seminary and served as the chairman of the seminary’s board of
trustees. As Robinson notes, “In January, 1830, [Goulding] and his students were moved to
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Columbia. The inauguration of Professor Goulding took place in the Presbyterian Church in
Columbia, March 17, 1830. The inaugural sermon was preached by Rev. Dr. McDowell, from 2
Corinthians 1:24, while Rev. Dr. Palmer, Chairman of the Board, inducted Dr. Goulding into
office.”30
In the third chapter of this dissertation, we discussed the Old School-New School debate
and its effect on Columbia Seminary, and we highlighted the concern of many presbyters that
Columbia was heading in the New School direction of Andover Seminary, which, in their minds
at least, shaded off into Unitarianism.31 We saw that a vast majority of the Columbia Seminary
community desired to clarify the institution as a decidedly Old School seminary and that
Thornwell led the presbytery and the board to do just that. On the other hand, in the words of
Robinson, Columbia “was also supported by men who sympathized with the New England views,
or who were at least tolerant of such views; e.g., Dr. B. M. Palmer (the elder).”32 In fact, Palmer
(Sr.) had led the board to choose men from Massachusetts – Howe and Leland – to teach at the
seminary, and he came to their defence when they were accused of New School sympathies.33
Thus, we note a difference between Palmer (Sr.) and the decidedly more Old School nephew who
bore his name relative to the Old School-New School debate and its impact on the identity of
Columbia Seminary.34
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Palmer (Sr.) pastored the Circular Church until July of 1835, when, due to failing health,
he resigned from the pastorate.35 He spent the last years of his life in Orangeburg, South
Carolina, and, often, when his health allowed, he would preach at the Presbyterian Church of
Orangeburg and, during the winter months, the Wappetaw Church, which is located in presentday McClellanville.36 Palmer (Sr.) died on 9 October 1847 in Orangeburg, South Carolina, and
he was buried in the graveyard of the Circular Church in Charleston.37
One of the daughters of Palmer (Sr.) was Mary Stanley Bunce Palmer.38 She was the
double first cousin of Palmer (Jr.), as Palmer (Sr.) and Edward Palmer had married sisters, Mary
Stanley Bunce and Sarah Bunce, respectively.39 Mary grew up in Charleston attending the
Circular Church pastored by her father, and was educated in the finest female academies in
Charleston and the Northeast, including schools in Elizabethtown, New Jersey, and New Haven,
Connecticut.40 Even as a small child, she demonstrated rare talent as a writer, and several of her
childhood productions were published in the Rosebud, the aforementioned children’s paper of
Caroline Gilman.41
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In 1835, Mary became the wife of Charles E. Dana, who was originally from New York.
In August of 1839, Charles and the couple’s infant son, Charlie, died of cholera within two days
of each other. Thereafter, Mary moved from Iowa, where they had been living, back to
Charleston. Mary accepted the invitation of her friends, Senator John C. Calhoun and his wife
Floride, to live with them in their Charleston home.42
Mary once again attended the Circular Church, which was pastored by her father’s
successor, Reuben Post, who, like Palmer (Sr.), was a graduate of Princeton.43 Over the next few
years, Mary wrote prolifically, publishing poems, hymns, and works of prose, including The
Southern Harp, The Northern Harp, The Parted Family and Other Poems, and The Young
Patriot, works that earned her national renown.44 Nineteenth-century writer, Mary Forrest,
testified that through her hymn writing, Mary became “eminently successful,” and that “Northern
and Southern Harp have become a household institution. . . . As a Sunday evening resource
alone, these collections are priceless.”45
In the meantime, while living with John and Floride Calhoun, Mary became more
acquainted with several prominent Unitarian families in Charleston.46 Most significantly, Mary
grew in her relationship with her long-time friend and literary mentor, Caroline Gilman, and her
42
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husband, Samuel. As noted in chapter three, the Gilmans were leaders in Charleston’s
temperance society, and Mary likewise became involved in the movement.47 Ultimately, Mary
became more and more interested in the Gilmans’ Unitarian faith.48
Suspicions that Mary herself had embraced the Gilman’s faith were heightened when
members of the Circular Church noticed that Mary, a member of the choir, was silent for several
Sundays in a row during the singing of the Doxology. As she fellowshipped more and more with
the Gilmans and other Unitarians in Charleston, rumours that she had converted to Unitarianism
began spreading throughout the Holy City and beyond.49
Eventually, Mary wrote her parents a letter, dated 19 January 1845, in which she
confessed that she had in fact become a Unitarian.50 Thereafter she began to share the news of
her conversion publicly. Because of the way in which her father and grandfather had so publicly
stood for Trinitarianism, and because of her international reputation as a Christian writer, the
scandal shook the city of Charleston and became known on both sides of the Atlantic.
Over the next several months, Mary wrote many letters to her family, friends, and other
concerned citizens who had written her, in which she sought to explain her conversion to
Unitarianism. Because of the public nature of her conversion, she felt compelled to explain
herself in print. Therefore, in 1845, shortly after the death of Job Palmer, and while her
increasingly popular cousin, whom she referred to as “Cousin Ben,” was serving as pastor of the
First Presbyterian Church of Columbia, Mary published thirty of her letters in a book titled
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Letters Addressed to Relatives and Friends, Chiefly in Reply to Arguments in Support of the
Doctrine of the Trinity.51
An advertisement in The Southern Patriot, a Charleston newspaper, read as follows:
Mrs. J. B. Dana’s New Work on the Doctrine of the Trinity. We have before us
this interesting publication just from the press of Munroe & Co., Boston.
This is the latest treatise on the important subject of the Trinity – and by an
entire new hand; and what renders the book remarkable and peculiarly interesting,
is, that it was written by a lady, and one of our own native citizens. Such a work
from such a quarter, is quite a unique in this country.
The arguments are set forth in a somewhat new and beautiful light, evince
not only a settled conviction in the mind of the author of the truth of the doctrines
which they support and defend, but so much independence, honesty and genuine
piety, that they can hardly fail to win their way to the heart, and to secure for the
author, the respect and admiration of the reader.
The work may be obtained at Greer’s, No. 135 King street.52
The first letter in the book was her initial letter to her parents informing them of her
change. Therein she wrote, “My kind and venerated parents: It has become my solemn duty to
make to you an announcement, which, I fear, will fill your hearts with sorrow. . . . I do not now
believe that my blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ is the Supreme God. . . . In other words,
after long and earnest deliberation, much diligent study of the Holy Scriptures, and fervent prayer
to God for the assistance of his spirit, I conscientiously and firmly reject the doctrine of the
Trinity.”53 In a subsequent letter she informed her parents of her intention to begin attending
Gilman’s church, the church that had split off from her father’s church: “I have decided to go on
next Sabbath morning to the Unitarian Church, and have thought it honest and right to tell you
so.”54 She also acknowledged that she had parted from the faith of her recently deceased
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grandfather, Job Palmer, which he had sought to winsomely present to his posterity in his own
aforementioned letter.55
Throughout the 285 pages of Letters, Mary demonstrated an encyclopaedic knowledge of
Unitarian writers and a thorough acquaintance with Trinitarian apologists. She was especially
captivated by the eloquent arguments of her friend and new pastor, Samuel Gilman, and the
writings of another Unitarian minister, Jared Sparks, a close friend of Gilman, who had preached
at Gilman’s installation service at the Unitarian Church and who became the president of Harvard
College (1849–1853).56 As a disciple of Gilman, she was an adherent to Channing’s
Unitarianism, but she also revered Priestley and frequently referenced his teaching. Thus, in
Mary we find another example of the confluence of the teaching of Priestley and Channing to
form a Southern Unitarianism that was not dogmatic about Socinian-Arian distinctions, but more
broadly anti-Trinitarian and anti-Calvinistic.57
Indeed, what is most pronounced in her letters is her renunciation of the “dreadful”
Calvinism in which she had been raised.58 She wrote, “I knew the Assembly’s Catechism by
heart at a very early age; but I was too young, light-hearted, and thoughtless, to receive from it
any very definite ideas; and the words which were engraved upon my memory were mere sounds,
conveying, to my mind, very little sense. It is now my business and my aim to forget them,
though they often haunt me like phantoms of the past.”59 And again she wrote, “I regard
[Calvinism] almost as I would some venomous serpent, from whose fangs I have but narrowly
escaped. Too long has it been coiling itself around my struggling spirit. That its poisonous fangs
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have not reached my vitals, I owe to that wonderful Providence of God which has protected me
from harm, and, at length, provided a way of escape. He has given me strength to struggle on,
till, at length, I have thrown the monster from me. I bless God for my escape.”60
She saw herself as one emancipated from a cruel and oppressive system: “For my part, I
thank God that I am free. I breathe the air of religious liberty, and it revives my soul. I raise my
unshackled hands in gratitude to Heaven, and sing aloud for joy.”61 Her desire was to help others
experience her freedom from the “tyranny” of Calvinism and “be instrumental in doing
something to promote the interests of liberal and enlightened Christianity.”62 Reflecting on her
conversion from Calvinism to Unitarianism, she explained, “When I sit down seriously to
compare the system of doctrines with which I have so long been fettered, with those under the
influence of which my freed spirit now joyfully springs to meet its benevolent Creator, I cannot
but exclaim, ‘thanks be to God who hath given me the victory, through my Lord Jesus Christ!”63
This was the victory she sought for her fellow citizens of Charleston and the South, and like
Cooper and Gilman, she was optimistic about the future demise of Calvinism: “I sincerely hope
and trust that the unfortunate peculiarities of [Calvinism] will, after a time, become entirely
obsolete. May the period soon arrive! It will be a joyful day for Christendom, and I devoutly
believe it will occasion joy in Heaven.”64
Mary maintained that her adoption of Unitarianism was the result of her study of the New
Testament, which she referred to as “the most powerful and convincing Unitarian book in the
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world.”65 On the other hand, she revealed Unitarianism’s priority of reason over revelation when
she, echoing the sentiments of her new pastor, wrote, “The modern doctrine of the Trinity is, to
me, so plainly a contradiction, that I deem it impossible it could be found in a revelation from
God.”66 She similarly demonstrated the influence of Enlightenment thinkers such as Hume when
she wrote, “It appears to me that Hume was not far from the truth when he jeeringly asserted, that
the popular theology had ‘a kind of appetite for absurdity, and contradiction.’”67 In sum, she
implored the readers of Letters, “Let us believe nothing but what we understand.”68
Throughout Letters, she pointedly critiqued Trinitarianism with statements such as, “the
habit of assenting to contradictory propositions, such as that three are one, and that the finite and
the infinite meet in the same individual, is a habit most injurious to the mind, and leads either to
credulity or infidelity. It opens a spacious door for every absurdity.”69 And she often
summarised her argument for rational religion with statements such as the following: “Our reason
is the highest gift of God; let us see to it that we neglect not ‘the gift that is in us.’ If we make no
use of our reason, would not our Heavenly Father justly charge us with the guilt of hiding our
talent in the earth?”70
Led by Gilman and other prominent Charleston Unitarians, such as the aforementioned
Samuel Dickson, The Charleston Unitarian Book and Tract Society widely distributed Mary’s
Letters.71 Albert G. Mackey, a leading Charleston physician and an officer in the society, wrote
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that there was a great demand for the “invaluable letters of Mrs. Dana,” and testified, “[Letters]
exercises a favorable impression in the advancement of our doctrines, and has, we believe, been
the means in more than one instance, not only of awakening a spirit of enquiry into the truth of
Unitarianism, but of giving a more liberal tone to the opinions of several of our opponents who
have read it.”72
We have not been able to locate the original correspondences between Mary and her
friends and family, which form the substance of Letters. In the published compilation of the
letters, except for those addressed to her parents, she does not reveal who the recipients of her
letters were.73 Thus, we do not know if her double first cousin, Palmer (Jr.), was among the
correspondents who sought to persuade her to return to the Trinitarian faith. We do know,
however, that the cousins continued to have a relationship during this time and that they spent
time with one another shortly after the second publication of Letters.
We know this because of a letter dated 3 December of 1846, in which Mary wrote Francis
Leiber, famed professor of history and politics at South Carolina College, introducing herself and
asking to meet with him during a visit in Columbia.74 In Leiber, Mary found another intellectual
who would sympathise with her anti-Calvinistic views. Leiber, it was known, was no fan of the
Thornwell-led Presbyterian takeover of the college. He complained of Thornwell’s “bitter,
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biting, acrid, scratching, tearing, grating, grinding, harrowing, inflaming, Hyper-Calvinism.”75
He wrote a friend, “[Thornwell is] a man, of whom Mr. Breckinridge once printed, that since
Calvin there had been no man like him. I hope so.”76 Mary introduced herself by writing
Liebner the following: “I am the daughter of the Revd. Dr. Palmer of Charleston, and first cousin
of the Revd. Mr. Palmer, of your city, whose house will be my home during my stay there.”77
Thus, it is clear that the two cousins kept up their relationship even through Mary’s conversion to
Unitarianism.
Towards the end of the year 1847, the year in which both her parents died, there was a
remarkable turn of events in Mary’s life: rather quietly, she returned to “a belief in the Trinity in
which she had been raised.”78 In the early part of 1848, she was publicly confirmed in the
communion of the Episcopal Church, and, shortly thereafter, on 18 May 1848, she married the
Reverend Robert G. Shindler, an Episcopal minister in Orangeburg, South Carolina, who went on
to become the Rector of Christ Church in Nacogdoches, Texas.79
Trinitarians entreated Mary to publish a refutation of her previous arguments for
Unitarianism and employ her popular pen to promote the cause of the Trinitarian faith, but she
never produced such a work. Instead, “she quietly left behind her period of ‘religious rebellion’
and moved toward a faith more closely linked to the world of her youth.”80 In spite of her return
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to the Trinitarian faith, Letters continues to be used by “Biblical Unitarians” today to promote
and defend the Unitarian faith.81
A final wrinkle in Mary’s theological journey should be noted. After her return to the
Trinitarian fold, she became interested in Spiritualism and began to seek the guidance of
mediums and participate in séances, through which she believed she was communicating with
deceased loved ones. She chronicled her experiences and promoted this new element of her
spirituality through a book titled A Southerner Among the Spirits, the dedication of which read,
“To my dear spirit father and mother, the Rev. B. M. Palmer, D.D., and Mrs. Mary S. Palmer;
and to my spirit husband, the Reverend R. D. Shindler, at whose request this work has been
prepared; and to my numerous relatives and friends in the angel-world, I affectionately dedicate
this record of my experience in investigating the wonderful and heart-cheering phenomena of
Spirit communion.”82
Mary believed that she had a “Spirit Band,” a group of departed souls who guided her
through this life, some of whom would assist in her journey to heaven. The list of names in the
Spirit Band included family members such as her parents and her uncle, Edward Palmer (the
father of Palmer Jr.), as well as famous Christians such as Robert E. Lee and John Wesley.83
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Mary did not believe her involvement in Spiritualism to be in conflict with the Trinitarian faith.84
That she was not alone in this belief is evidenced by the fact that the Southern Baptist Publication
Society published A Southerner Among the Spirits.85

Mary Stanley Bunce Palmer
On 16 July 1853, almost six years after the death of Palmer (Sr.), The Charleston Daily
Courier printed a lengthy history of the Circular Church, occasioned by a renovation of the
church’s sanctuary. The detailed article recounted the division of the church under the ministries
of Palmer (Sr.) and Anthony Forster due to “the adoption or manifestation of Unitarian tenets” by
the latter, with “Dr. Palmer, and the Trinitarians of his congregation, retaining the [Circular
Church], and Mr. Forster, and his adherents, taking the [Archdale Street Church] as their place of
worship.”86
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The article also reprinted the words inscribed on the monument of Palmer (Sr.), including
the following: “He was orthodox in his creed, luminous in exposition, graceful and elegant in
diction, in exhortation, impressive and affecting, in prayer fervent, evangelical and sublime.”87
On 25 July 1853, the Courier contained a subsequent article titled “Appendix To the Circular
Church.” The article included a “Tribute to the Memory of the Rev. Benjamin M. Palmer, D.
D.,” provided by the Circular Church. It spoke of him as an “intrepid, zealous, and
uncompromising champion” of orthodoxy.88
A few weeks later, Samuel Gilman wrote an article for the Courier, responding to the
articles on the history of the Circular Church. He especially wished to correct certain portions
concerning Palmer (Sr.) and reveal “a change of doctrinal opinions entertained by that excellent
and pious man, for some time previous to his decease.”89 Gilman stated, “For a year or two
previous to Dr. Palmer’s death, I had long conversations with him, sought not by myself, but by
him, in regard to the doctrine of the Trinity, and the opinion of Unitarian Christians.”90 Gilman
alleged that Palmer (Sr.) had renounced Calvinism and essentially embraced the Unitarian faith.91
Two days after the publication of Gilman’s article, the Courier published a response coauthored by Bazile Lanneau and Bazile Edward Lannaeu. Bazile Lanneau had been one of the
writers of the history of the Circular Church published by the Courier.92 He was a prominent
Charleston attorney, a leader in the Circular Church, and, most significantly in this instance, the
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son-in-law of Palmer (Sr.), having married Sarah L. B. Palmer, the eldest daughter of Palmer
(Sr.).93
Bazile Edward Lanneau was the son of Bazile and Sarah Lanneau, and, thus, the grandson
of Palmer (Sr.). He was an alumnus of Columbia Seminary, where he studied under and lived
with his cousin and mentor, Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr.; he later became Instructor of Hebrew
at the seminary.94 The Lanneaus’ response to the claims of Gilman regarding their father-in-law
and grandfather was a rebuke of Gilman and a rebuttal of his claims. They forcefully rejected the
allegation that there was any evidence that Palmer (Sr.) had “passed from Orthodox to Unitarian
sentiments.” 95 They spoke of Mary’s return to the Trinitarian faith and, ultimately, sought to
reclaim the reputation of Palmer (Sr.) as a faithful defender of Trinitarian orthodoxy.96
Palmer’s Parents, Edward Palmer (1788–1882) and Sarah Bunce Palmer (1782–1847)
Job Palmer’s son Edward attended Andover Seminary in Andover, Massachusetts.
Edward chose Andover because it was founded by northern Congregationalists with the stated
purpose of counteracting the Unitarianism being taught at Harvard. After his graduation from
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Andover, Edward served Congregational churches with evident fidelity to Trinitarian
orthodoxy.97
Following in his father’s footsteps, Edward strove to ensure that his own children
embraced Trinitarianism rather than being swept up in the Unitarianism that was en vogue in his
day. As one of Palmer’s relatives explained, “Young [Benjamin] Palmer’s comrades and friends,
then, went to the South Carolina College at Columbia. But these were the days of Dr. Cooper’s
influence in that institution; and, so great was the Rev. Edward Palmer’s fear of the contagion of
infidelity on his son’s mind, that he decided not to send him to a college which bore the
reputation of being a vestibule to perdition.”98
Thus, in 1832, Edward and Sarah Palmer sent Benjamin, then fifteen years of age, to
Amherst College in Massachusetts, which was founded by orthodox Congregationalists who
“viewed the growth of Unitarianism in the eastern part of the state as the greatest theological and
societal threat of their time” and who had founded Amherst with the specific mission of
equipping young men, many of whom would become ministers, to combat Unitarianism and
uphold historic Christianity.99 After his conversion, Palmer finished his college studies at the
University of Georgia, which, as we noted in chapter three, was strongly influenced by the
Presbyterian Church.100
The anti-Unitarianism of Palmer’s parents is summarised in one of the last phrases uttered
by Palmer’s mother, Sarah. Palmer relayed that, on her deathbed, “More than once, speaking of
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Christ as a complete Savior, she exclaimed: ‘What a wretched religion the Unitarian has – he has
no God for his Savior!’”101
It was in this familial context, so clearly marked by the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict, that
Benjamin Morgan Palmer grew up, entered the ministry, and developed his ministerial emphases.
This family history was not entirely unlike the history of the church that Palmer would pastor for
almost fifty years of his life.
Theodore Clapp and the History of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans
In addition to understanding Palmer’s family background, understanding the history of
First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans, where Palmer pastored from 1856 until 1902, and
especially the Unitarian influence of their one-time minister, Theodore Clapp, is vital for
understanding the context and character of Palmer’s ministry. In 1818, the year of Palmer’s
birth, the Mississippi Presbytery tasked Sylvester Larned, a recent graduate of Princeton
Seminary, with planting a Presbyterian Church in the city of New Orleans, Louisiana. At the
time, with the exception of Christ Church Episcopal, which was established in 1805, all of the
churches in New Orleans were Roman Catholic.102
Larned was a gifted preacher, and the number of those who regularly attended his
preaching steadily grew. In January of 1819, the congregation began construction of a sanctuary
that would seat up to two thousand worshippers on a choice site on Saint Charles Street, between
Gravier and Union Streets. The new edifice was dedicated seven months later, on 4 July 1819.
However, in the summer of 1820, yellow fever swept through New Orleans. Larned contracted
the illness, and, on 27 August 1820, he preached his last sermon. His text was Philippians 1:21,
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“For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Larned died four days later, one day shy of his
twenty-fifth birthday.103
After the death of Larned, the congregation called Theodore Clapp (1792–1866) to be
their minister. Clapp, who was born on 29 March 1792, grew up in Easthampton, Massachusetts,
where his Calvinistic parents taught him the Shorter Catechism. When he was eighteen, the
Calvinistic clergyman who tutored him in Latin told him that, given his intellect, he should train
for the ministry in order to defend Christianity against the Unitarianism emanating from Harvard.
From that time, Clapp began entertaining thoughts of entering the ministry, and, after graduating
from Yale College, he entered Andover Seminary.104 As a seminarian, Clapp lived with and was
tutored by the aforementioned Andover professor, Leonard Woods.105
In 1817, after graduating from Andover and being licensed to preach by a
Congregationalist Association, Clapp became a tutor in Lexington, Kentucky, where he also
engaged in itinerant preaching. On a Sunday morning in 1821, he preached an impromptu
sermon in the ballroom of a hotel, where two trustees from the fledgling New Orleans
congregation happened to hear him. Clapp impressed them, and they encouraged the leadership
of the church to consider him as their next pastor. The church’s leadership invited Clapp to visit
New Orleans and preach to the congregation. He initially declined their overtures, but, in
February of 1822, he visited and preached for several Sundays, after which the congregation
unanimously called him as their pastor.106
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In November of 1823, the congregation, which consisted of twenty-four persons,
officially adopted the Westminster Standards. The Mississippi Presbytery particularised the
congregation as the First Presbyterian Church in the City and Parish of New Orleans.107
Meanwhile, Clapp began reading the Unitarian views of Channing, whom he believed to
be ““an author pre-eminently great, who has done more for the cause of pure Christianity with his
pen than any other American,” and he increasingly entertained doubts about whether the
Scriptures actually taught the Calvinistic faith in which he had been reared.108 He began to
confide in a number of acquaintances and church members about his doubts regarding original
sin, eternal punishment, and the doctrine of the Trinity. As early as 1824, Clapp began hinting at
his doubts from the pulpit.109
As Clapp provided glimpses of his views, whispers of heresy arose from within the
church and the presbytery. This went on for almost eight years before the Mississippi Presbytery
tried Clapp for heresy. At his trial, his accusers did not have to work very hard to prove his
unorthodoxy. In his response to the charge that he denied the doctrine of the Trinity as taught in
the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms, Clapp argued, “I have simply denied
Tritheism; that there are three persons, (meaning by person, a distinct separate agent) in the
Godhead. . . . You pronounce my views erroneous; that is, you avow and teach that there are
three separate, distinct agents in the Godhead. It is an incontrovertible position, that the doctrine
of a plurality of separate and equal agents in the Divine Nature is polytheism. I am no polytheist,
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moderator; the God whom I profess to honour and adore is a Unit, undivided and indivisible.”110
Clapp defended himself further: “If I were to say that a reception of the doctrine of the Trinity is
essential to salvation, would it not be virtually declaring, that in my opinion the salvation of a
Unitarian is an impossibility? Do we read in the Bible that none but Trinitarians will be admitted
to the kingdom of the Messiah?”111
In a letter to the chairman of the committee assigned to investigate Clapp’s teaching,
Clapp candidly wrote, “I would not unchurch a person, or keep him from the communion table,
merely because he did not believe in the doctrine of the Trinity, if he embraced the other essential
doctrines of the Gospel and led a Christian life. I would as soon be settled over a Unitarian
church as any other; I would as soon exchange pulpits with a Unitarian clergyman as any other, if
I believed him to be a good man.”112
One witness at the trial, a prominent judge in New Orleans and member of First
Presbyterian Church, testified to what he heard Clapp say in one of his sermons:
He stated he did not believe in a Trinity of persons or agents composing the
Godhead, but that he believed in a Trinity of Facts, which I understood him to
explain this way: that it is a fact that there is one God, the creator of all things; a
fact that there is a Redeemer; and a fact that there is a Sanctifier: that these are
modifications of one God, but in what manner those operations are performed he
said he could not explain. That these facts correspond with the Father, Son, and
Holy Ghost of the Trinitarians, called by them three persons in the Godhead,
which he said amounted in his judgment to Tritheism.113
Another witness, who had resided with the Clapp family during the year 1830, testified
that Clapp declared to him in a private conversation, “I am not a Trinitarian.”114 Another witness
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declared, “I have heard him reject the term Trinity as an unscriptural word, calculated to give a
false impression.”115 And another testified to hearing Clapp say that he “thought the word Trinity
an unhappy expression.”116
The presbytery found Clapp guilty of the charge of denying the doctrine of the Trinity as
taught in the Confession of Faith and Catechisms. The presbytery concluded,
It appeared in evidence that his exhibitions of this doctrine had led many to
believe that he denied it. It appeared in evidence that he denounced a trinity of
persons in the Godhead as Tritheism; that he maintained only a trinity of facts;
that it is a fact that there is a Creator, a fact that there is a Redeemer, a fact that
there is a Sanctifier – that these are modifications of one God – that there are no
personal properties in the Godhead. This is the long exploded doctrine of
Sabellius. His denial of being a Sabellian does by no means change the nature of
his doctrine.117
Ultimately, the presbytery unanimously sustained all charges brought against Clapp: “the
guilt of avowing and teaching doctrines inconsistent with the system of doctrines which he had
voluntarily adopted, and the guilt of slander and falsehood.”118 They found him guilty of denying
the Trinity, original sin, the decrees of God, substitutionary atonement, eternal punishment, the
Sabbath, and the efficacy of intercessory prayer.119 The presbytery suspended Clapp from the
exercise of ministerial functions, with the hope that he would demonstrate repentance. However,
the very evening of the presbytery’s decision, Clapp disregarded his suspension and preached at
the Methodist Episcopal church in Natchez, Mississippi, the city in which the presbytery was
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meeting. In response, the presbytery deposed Clapp “from the office of the Gospel ministry for
contemptuous disregard of the decision of the Presbytery.”120
Though deposed by the presbytery, Clapp had gained a loyal following in New Orleans
over the decade of his ministry there, and the overwhelming majority of his congregation had
come to love him and his Unitarian views. In February of 1833, the congregation of the First
Presbyterian Church of New Orleans thumbed its nose at the Mississippi Presbytery and voted 86
to 26 to retain Clapp as their pastor. The majority also kept the church property, including the
communion silver, and re-established themselves as the First Congregational Church of New
Orleans. After several more name changes, the church finally adopted the name First Unitarian
Church of New Orleans.121
After being deposed by the presbytery and being affirmed by the majority of his
congregation, Clapp eventually settled into a new chapter of ministry in which he began to more
publicly express his views and his vision. On 4 July 1834, he declared from his pulpit that he
could “no longer believe in, avow, teach, or defend the peculiar doctrines of the Presbyterian
church,” and that he deemed it his “duty to wage against them, both in and out of the pulpit, a
war of utter extermination.”122 In that sermon, he also declared his disbelief in the doctrines of
endless punishment and the Trinity.123
Like many of the other Unitarians in our study, Clapp saw himself as one who had been
divinely emancipated from enslavement to Calvinism: “Heaven was pleased to guide me through
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the mazes of error and superstition, in which I had wandered from childhood, into the broad,
beautiful fields of evangelical truth.”124 He saw his role as a preacher to be lifting the Calvinistic
“veil of darkness and deformity” from the face of God.125 And, like his fellow Unitarians, he was
optimistic about the future of their movement, believing that if his version of Christianity could
be widely disseminated, Christianity would be universally accepted, and the longed for millennial
age would be ushered in.126
Like Gilman’s, Clapp’s optimism was fuelled by his own success. Not only did his
congregation stick with him after his deposition, several of the city’s most prominent citizens
later became members of “Parson Clapp’s Church,” as it was popularly known.127 As Clapp’s
fame as an orator grew, so did the congregation, with over a thousand in attendance each Sunday.
When prominent citizens from other states or countries would visit New Orleans, they would
make a point to visit three places: the American Theatre, the French Opera House, and, on
Sunday, Parson Clapp’s Church.128
Clapp became a leader in many areas of New Orleans’ civic life. He was elected as the
president of the College of New Orleans and helped establish what became Tulane Medical
School, which held its first classes and graduations at the Unitarian Church. Clapp also served
the Medical School as a trustee and a part-time professor of anatomy. In 1856, Clapp retired
from his pastorate and moved back to Kentucky, his wife’s native state. He died in Louisville,
Kentucky, on 17 May 1866 and was buried there, but, in March of 1867, his body was exhumed
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and brought back to New Orleans, where he was buried at Cypress Grove Cemetery. Many
thousands of people attended his funeral at the Unitarian Church.129

Theodore Clapp
Although the overwhelming majority of Clapp’s congregation had stayed with him after
his deposition, a handful of the church’s members decided to make a second attempt at
establishing a Presbyterian Church in New Orleans. In the early months of 1834, twenty-three
beleaguered individuals re-established the First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans and secured
a plot of land on Lafayette Square, just down Saint Charles Street from their former church.
Soon thereafter, the congregation called Dr. Joel Parker to be their pastor. The Mississippi
Presbytery installed Parker on 27 April 1834, and he served as minister of the church until the
spring of 1839, by which time the church had grown to 142 members.130
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In Parker, the presbytery and small flock of New Orleans Presbyterians found a man who
would stand in sharp contrast to their former minister and his church just down the street. In
1829, while pastoring in Rochester, New York, Parker stood against an increasing surge of
theological liberalism and wrote a polemic against Universalism titled Lectures on
Universalism.131 While some in New Orleans supported Parker’s stand for orthodoxy, many
New Orleanians accused him of sectarianism and bigotry, and twice he was even burned in effigy
on Lafayette Square.132 In spite of Parker’s overall unpopularity in the city, First Presbyterian
survived, and, after Parker’s departure, the church even grew, albeit slowly, under the two
subsequent ministers.133
Thus, in 1856, when Palmer became the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in New
Orleans, he stepped onto uncommon yet eerily familiar territory. He would be pastoring a
church, which, like the church pastored by the uncle for whom he was named, was deeply
marked by Trinitarian-Unitarian divisions. As previously noted, only two Unitarian Churches in
the South would be stable enough to remain organisationally intact through the Civil War: the
Unitarian Church of Charleston and the Unitarian Church of New Orleans.134 The former came
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out of a split from the church pastored by Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr., and the latter came from
a split in the church eventually pastored by Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr.
Palmer entered his pastorate knowing full well that he was doing so in the shadow of the
original Presbyterian Church of New Orleans – now the Unitarian Church – in whose pulpit had
laboured the city’s most prized orator, a former Presbyterian whose testimony became, “I cannot
believe in the Athanasian doctrine of the Trinity.”135 He was acutely aware of the church’s
history, Clapp’s popularity, and Parker’s difficulties.136 The year 1856, Clapp’s final year and
Palmer’s first year in New Orleans, would mark a significant transition in the Crescent City as
attention began to shift down Saint Charles Street from “Parson Clapp’s Church” to the second
First Presbyterian Church and the man who soon replaced Clapp as the city’s favoured pulpiteer.
Most notably, shortly after Palmer’s arrival, members of the Unitarian Church – many
who had once been Presbyterians – began visiting the Presbyterian Church. On Sunday, 10 May
1857, Palmer jotted down the following in his diary: “Hall filled completely, with large
attendance of Unitarians.”137 As we shall see, Palmer reached out to the many Unitarians who
began attending his church by consistently preaching on Trinitarian themes.
Even as weekly attendance at First Presbyterian steadily grew, finally averaging over
1,500, Palmer’s influence throughout the state increased. Many trace Louisiana’s decision to
withdraw from the Union to Palmer’s Thanksgiving Day Sermon of 1860 in which he argued for
secession. Likewise, his opposition to Louisiana’s lottery system led to its dissolution in the
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early 1890s.138 And, whereas Clapp’s Church had been the church for luminaries to visit,
Palmer’s oratory began drawing visiting dignitaries away from the Unitarian to the Presbyterian
Church. Mark Twain, for example, admired Palmer’s eloquence and made a point of hearing him
preach when he was in New Orleans.139 Ultimately, Palmer used the increasingly popular pulpit
of the Presbyterian Church of New Orleans in a way that mirrored what Thornwell and Smyth
were doing in Columbia and Charleston: proclaiming the one they called the “the Adorable
Trinity” in order to repel the Unitarian movement in the South.140
Palmer’s Stand for the Trinity in New Orleans
On Monday, 8 December 1856, the following announcement was printed in the New
Orleans Daily Creole:
DR PALMER – This gentleman delivered his first sermon yesterday, in Odd
Fellows’ Hall, in the new relation about to be consummated with the first
Presbyterian Church of this city.
His discourse presented the reasons for glorying in the Cross of Christ. We
have never heard the great doctrine which lies at the centre of all Christian
theology – the Atonement – more beautifully or more grandly presented than in
this effort of Dr. Palmer.
The audience was unusually large, thronging the vast Hall until there was
no more room.141
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In his journal, which he kept for the first six months of his ministry in New Orleans,
Palmer noted that there were over 1,500 in attendance and that he preached from Galatians 6:14
on “Glorying in the Cross.” He added, “Spoke freely, but with less spiritual feeling than I could
wish; perhaps owing to the distractions of a new house and a new audience.”142 Sadly, we have
not been able to locate this inaugural sermon. Perhaps, like many of Palmer’s sermon
manuscripts, it was destroyed during the Civil War.143 Or, perhaps he used little or no notes to
preach this sermon, as preaching extemporaneously increasingly became his habit.144
In our analysis of Palmer’s preaching, we will utilize the sermon notes and manuscripts
that are available, as well as newspaper articles containing portions or abridgements of sermons.
However, we will primarily interact with his published sermons, which contain the vast majority
of Palmer’s New Orleans sermons that are available in their entirety. Ninety-two of his sermons,
the majority of which were preached in New Orleans from 1875 through 1877, were transcribed
by a phonographer and were published as Sermons, Volume I and Sermons, Volume II. His New
Orleans sermons from January and February of 1883 were reported by a stenographer and
published as Sermons . . .Delivered in 1st Presbyterian Church, New Orleans, during the months
of January and February, 1883.145
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In his Southern Presbyterian Review articles on the Trinity, Smyth had admonished his
fellow ministers not to assume that their churches would remain Trinitarian by default, and he
exhorted them to regularly and explicitly emphasise the Trinity in their pulpit ministries.146 With
his own family history and the history of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans as proof of
Smyth’s assertion, Palmer was sure to heed Smyth’s exhortation.
From the extant sermons of Palmer, we are able to discern that his method of emphasising
the Trinity was not merely to periodically preach a sermon specifically devoted to the doctrine of
the Trinity (annually on Trinity Sunday, for example). Rather, Palmer’s method was to preach
the major doctrines of Scripture from an explicitly Trinitarian perspective, and this was his
approach in his writing ministry as well. Thus, what follows is a consideration of how Palmer
preached and wrote on various themes with an explicitly Trinitarian emphasis, keeping in mind
that he was doing so in order to counteract the Unitarian movement by fortifying Trinitarians in
their faith and reaching out to Unitarians with the message of Triune grace.
The Trinity and Epistemology
Like Thornwell and Smyth, Palmer emphasised the themes of incomprehensibility,
mystery, and paradox as necessary components of orthodox theology.147 Thus, like his Columbia
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colleagues, he located the root of Unitarianism in a rationalistic epistemology that placed reason
over revelation: “Proceeding upon the fundamental maxim that they will accept nothing which
they do not understand, they absolutely postpone the Gospel as a practical scheme, so that it is
never reached.”148 He told his congregation that, when it comes to the doctrine of God as
revealed in Scripture, it is reason’s wisdom to “rejoice in a truth which it apprehends, though it
does not comprehend.”149 Echoing Thornwell, he grounded his theological epistemology in
pneumatology, declaring that, although the doctrine of the Trinity is incomprehensible, the
believer, through the “illumination of the Holy Spirit,” is “borne forward to this persuasion of the
truth as we find it in the Word of God.”150
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The Trinity and Theology Proper
In the context of emphasising the reception of the biblical doctrine of the Trinity through
childlike faith, Palmer, following in the footsteps of his grandfather, Job Palmer, sought to
demonstrate that the Bible teaches Trinitarianism rather than what he referred to as the “naked
theism” of Unitarianism.151 One of the ways he reminded his hearers that he was preaching the
Trinitarian God, as opposed to the “naked theism” of Unitarianism, was to refer to God using
titles such as “the Trinity,”152 “the adorable Trinity,”153 the “adorable and incomprehensible
Trinity,”154 “the august Trinity,”155 “the Three,”156 “the adorable Three,”157 “the eternal Three”158
“the Tri-une God,”159 and “the Tri-une Jehovah.”160 In addition to employing these titles, he
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reminded his hearers of the Triune nature of God using phrases such as “the tri-personal
subsistence of the Godhead,”161 “the tri-personal constitution of the Godhead,”162 “a three-fold
distinction of persons,”163 “the tri-une existence of the Godhead,”164 and “His triune
subsistence.”165 Given what he referred to as the “polemic history” of his church, Palmer made
clear from the pulpit that the God that was to be worshipped at First Presbyterian Church was
none other than the Triune God.166
Like Thornwell and Smyth, Palmer posited that the doctrine of the Trinity was intimated
in the Old Testament. Representative of Columbia, and, as we have discussed previously, out of
step with other leading seminaries of the nineteenth century, Palmer held that Elohim points to
the Triune nature of God, that the Shema, through its employment of both “single and plural
names” for the Godhead, not only teaches divine unity, but also “conveys the hint of a plural
subsistence,” and that “‘Let us make man in our image and after our likeness,’ was the language
of the councilors when the THREE sat down to ordain the existence of such a being.”167 Palmer
also declared his belief that the work of the Trinity in creation anticipated the work of the Trinity
in redemption.168
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The Trinity and Soteriology
According to Palmer, Old Testament narratives, appellatives, types, and shadows
intimated the Trinity, but “[i]t was reserved, however, for the ‘fulness of time’ to make the
disclosure complete, in the redemption of our lost race” for it is only through the revelation of the
“scheme of grace” that we realise “the Jehovah-Elohim of the Old Testament is the Father, Son
and Holy Ghost of the New.”169 Not only did Palmer believe that the economy of grace reveals
the Trinity; he believed that the Trinity makes possible the economy of grace. He explained to
his congregation that the plan of redemption “is a scheme which can be executed only by a Triune
God. The parts are so various, and the offices to be discharged are in such antithesis, that they
cannot be consolidated upon a single agent.”170 He fleshed this out by thinking through the
doctrine of substitutionary atonement, declaring,
[The plan of salvation] is such a scheme as could be devised and executed only by
a Triune Being; and the proof is that, whenever rejected, the doctrine of
Atonement and the doctrine of the Trinity have always been rejected together. A
169
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compulsory logic binds them indissolubly as twin-truths, for the parties to the
scheme must be found within the Deity; and yet the offices to be discharged are so
distinct, that they cannot be consolidated upon a single agent. . . . The God of the
Socinian cannot therefore be the author of this system of grace; and he who
trustingly rests his hope of eternal life upon its provisions, must adoringly worship
forevermore the Triune Jehovah – Father, Son and Holy Ghost. The soul is filled
with awe in contemplating the majesty of such a salvation, glorious as the God
who is its author. And if its foundation is laid within the mystery of his own being,
what power on earth, or in hell, can shake the everlasting pillars on which it is
securely placed? Let the voice be muffled in deepest reverence which undertakes
to utter the dreadful alternative: not until a schism shall occur in the Godhead, and
the Persons of the adorable Trinity shall be wrenched apart, and their glorious
unity be dissolved forever; not until this shall occur, which it would be blasphemy
to conceive if it were not uttered only to be rejected with a holy horror, can that
grace fail to save which was devised in the counsels of the eternity past, and
whose results are to be gathered into the glories of the eternity which is to
come.171
In her Letters, Palmer’s cousin, responding to what she perceived to be a harshness in the
Trinitarian view of God, had communicated the belief that the God of Unitarianism is more
loving than the God of Trinitarianism.172 Palmer begged to differ. He argued that by denying the
eternal sonship of Christ, Unitarianism depreciates the love of God revealed in the gospel. He
declared,
Ah! I wonder, when men derogate from the honor of the Lord Jesus Christ, and
seek to make Him less than divine, that they are not appalled at the mischief which
they are attempting; for they are robbing themselves of the only measure by which
to ascertain the greatness of God’s love. Take away the Son-ship of Jesus Christ,
which makes Him the Father’s equal in nature and in glory, and you have no
adequate measure of the proportions of God’s mighty love to our race. Put all the
creatures in heaven and upon the earth together; and in the aggregate of their
powers you still create but one gigantic finite being, who cannot be the measure of
God. Therefore our faith clings to the supreme divinity of our Lord; not only
because it is indispensable to the salvation in which we rejoice, but because
without it man is forever deprived of any measure by which he can conceive of the
vastness of God’s love to the sinner.173
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Thus, Palmer observed that whenever the doctrine of the Trinity is lost, the doctrine of
substitutionary atonement is lost as well. He had seen this take place in the case of his double
first cousin. She had written,
The atonement in which I believe, does not require an infinite sacrifice – an
Almighty victim – the death of a God! I am aware that I am using contradictory
terms, but I cannot avoid it under the circumstances. To meet Trinitarians on their
own ground, contradictory propositions are unavoidable. If God saw fit to provide
the means of atonement, or reconciliation, I do not see why he could not choose
just what instrument he pleased. Its efficacy would be abundantly guaranteed from
the fact that it was provided by our Almighty Father. And even on the supposition
that Christ died as an “expiation” or substitute, which, of course, I do not admit, I
cannot see any reason why the substitute might not be just what the Supreme
Ruler chose to provide.174
To counteract such Unitarian sentiments, Palmer, like his mentor Thornwell, preached on
the atonement in an explicitly Trinitarian way:
When you have been impressed with the dignity and glory of this only begotten
Son, add to it that boundless love which has always been interchanged between
the Father and this Son, lying through all eternity in the Father’s bosom, and
declared to be his delight. I dare not press the thought, and yet I would not exclude
it, imperfectly comprehended as it is; how much the blessedness of the infinite
God depends upon that mysterious subsistence by which He is the Father, the Son
and the Holy Ghost. Within the economy of the Godhead itself, there shall be
verge and scope for the play of the affections, even of an infinite heart. The
Father, as the Father, shall always have an infinite person in His Son, upon whom
His infinite affections can forever terminate; and that Son shall reciprocate this
infinite affection upon the person of the Father; and so, in the social existence and
communion of the Godhead, there is the play of these affections as they exist only
in the bosom of God. Think, then, of the Son, in His awful majesty as the Father’s
equal, and then of the ineffable fellowship between the two, as they are supremely
blessed and happy in each other. . . . Now put these different elements together –
God’s uncreated, eternal Son, the object of the Father’s delight, going across the
entire breadth of the law, and taking upon Himself the curse in our stead – and
then you have the measure by which to ascertain the proportions of God’s love.175
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Thus, for Palmer, substitutionary atonement achieved by the Trinity reveals the love of God not
comprehended within the Unitarian system.176
The Trinity and Christology
Palmer’s sermons, full as they were of soteriological themes, were unarguably Christcentred. In “Certainty of the Promises of Christ,” Palmer provided a spirited apologia for his
Christ-centredness:
The philosophers of the earth, and the men who are busy with the impertinences of
this pitiful world, are sometimes overtaken with surprise that Christians think and
talk and sing so much about Jesus Christ. Why, my hearers, he is the all to us, and
the in all. He is our glorious Head; He is our adorable Trustee. He went down into
the bowels of the curse, and bore the inflictions of justice in our stead. He holds in
the heaven of His Father our eternal life, which is to expand forever in holiness
and blessedness. Why should we not talk about Him? Why should we not think
about Him? Why should He not be our song, our praise and our joy? Jesus Christ,
the Son of God, our Elder Brother, our Redeemer, our Friend, is to us “the chiefest
among ten thousand, and the one altogether lovely.” Better than all the schools of
philosophy, better than all the teachings of the Academy and of the Porch, are
those lessons of life and love which His own hand has engraved upon these pages
of Scripture. We are not ashamed of Him.177
Palmer’s sermons were Christocentric, but as we have seen, and as even this excerpt
intimates, they were not Christomonistic. Palmer preached Christ in terms of his innerTrinitarian relationships, as they are revealed in the covenant of grace. Thus, his Trinitarian
Christocentricity led him to emphasise the role of the Holy Spirit in salvation. Against Unitarian
notions of the Spirit, Palmer argued that the Spirit is “not as a mere influence going out from
God” but rather a “Person of the adorable Godhead . . . co-equal with the Father and the Son.”178
The Spirit especially reveals Christ through the Word of God and by His illuminating power as
God. As God, the Spirit “could teach us all science, and yet He does not. He could communicate
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all philosophy, but He does not. He simply takes the things which belong to Jesus Christ and
shows them unto us.”179 Most significantly in Palmer’s soteriological preaching, the Spirit unites
believers to Christ and “conducts all the correspondence in that fellowship we have with the
Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.”180
In addition to leading to an emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit, Palmer’s Trinitarian
Christocentricity led him to emphasise the infinite Fatherliness of God and, especially, the filial
nature of the Christian faith revealed in the doctrine of adoption. He emphasised the way in
which the incarnate Son confers sonship to believers: “As the Sonship is real with Himself, so is
it true and real with those upon whom it is bestowed.”181 And he consistently expounded and
applied the doctrine of adoption in Trinitarian terms such as the following: “What glory, and
what security, too, is there in our adoption! Decreed by the Father, acquired and bestowed by the
Son, and wrought within us by the Holy Ghost!”182 He stressed his belief that adoption, which he
held to be the apex of Triune grace, is not a legal fiction, but a life-giving fact: “Adoption into the
family of God is no legal fiction, such as obtained in human jurisprudence, the shadow without
the substance. On the contrary ‘power is given to as many as believe in His name, to BECOME the
179
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sons of God; which ARE BORN, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of men,
but of God.’ (John i:12,13.)”183
Though he emphasised the distinctive roles of the divine persons in the economy of grace,
Palmer was careful to communicate the perichoretic reality of the Trinity, utilising terms such as
“interpenetration” to communicate the coinherence and cooperation of the divine Persons.184 He
cautioned, “Whatever emphasis you put upon the distinction of persons, you must remember that
it is a diversity in unity.”185
As we mentioned in chapter two, one of the features of Social Trinitarianism is its
emphasis on “the primacy of the Father as the ‘fount of divinity.’”186 In this regard, Palmer and
the other Columbians once again evidenced leanings toward the Social Trinity view, and, in their
understanding of the Father as the fount of divinity, they differed from Calvin and his
Christological doctrine of autotheos.
In his sermon titled “The Gospel, God’s Power and Wisdom,” Thornwell ruminated as to
why the Second Person of the Trinity would be the member of the Godhead to become the
incarnate mediator between God and men. He explained,
God and Man he must be to meet the exigencies of our case. One person of the
adorable Trinity must become incarnate, and wisdom pitched upon the Second as
the most suitable and proper. It was not fit that the Father, who is of none, neither
begotten, should be placed in an attitude of subjection to His own Eternal Son,
who by an ineffable and eternal generation received the essence of Divinity from
the Father. It was not fit that the Holy Ghost, who eternally proceeded from the
Father and the Son, should be placed in an attitude of authority over the Son, as
would have been the case had He become incarnate and had the Son fulfilled His
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functions in the plan of salvation; so that none could so appropriately assume our
nature as the Second person in the blessed Godhead.187
Similarly, Palmer self-consciously followed the “old theologians” in describing the Father
as the “fons et origo of Deity.”188 In so doing, Palmer was in fact echoing Calvin himself, who
had written, “inasmuch as the Father is first in order, and from himself begot his wisdom . . . he is
rightly deemed the beginning and fountainhead of the whole divinity.”189 However, Palmer also
posited, “The designations Father and Son amongst men . . . imply the derivation of substance
from one to the other. The same relations in the Deity import a like derivation of the divine
essence from the Father to the Son, but without succession in time or separateness of existence.
There can be no succession of moments in a being who is infinite and eternal. But the whole
divine essence must be conceived by us as existing eternally in both, yet as being in the Son from
the Father.”190
Calvin had articulated the matter differently: “We say that deity in an absolute sense
exists of itself; whence likewise we confess that the Son since he is God, exists of himself, but
not in respect of his Person; indeed, since he is the Son, we say that he exists from the Father.
Thus his essence is without beginning; while the beginning of his person is God himself.”191
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Thus, we can say that Thornwell and Palmer did not articulate Calvin’s autothean
Christology.192 Why this was the case is uncertain. As Brannon Ellis has pointed out, some of
Calvin’s own contemporary Trinitarians, “rejected the language of aseity for the eternal Son, not
because they wanted to distinguish or even differentiate him essentially from the Father, but
because they understood Calvin at least by implication to be denying the Son’s generation from
the Father, upon which procession his true distinction from the Father and his consubstantiality
with the Father depend.”193 According to Ellis, similar concerns were held by subsequent
theologians such as Warfield, who believed that “the internal logic of Calvin’s autothean
language seems to lead inexorably to a denial of the divine processions and immanent personal
taxis in the interests of the absolute equality of Father, Son, and Spirit.”194
Dabney of Union was certainly hesitant to employ Calvin’s language, and his discussion
of the Son’s aseity points to the difficulty of the matter. Dabney understood the ante-Nicene
fathers to have regarded the Son and the Spirit “as deriving their personal subsistence from the
eternal act of the Father in communicating the divine essence to them in those modes of
subsistence.”195 He posited that “this view was embodied in both forms of the Nicene Creed, of
A. D. 325 and 381, where the Son is called ‘God of God, Light of Light, and very God of very
God’; language never applied to the Father as to the Son.”196 Dabney touched on the complexity
of the issue, one that, “cannot be comprehended by us,” when he stated his belief that the fathers
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regarded the Son to be “self-existent God,” “the one self-existent essence” because “the Father
put His whole essence in the two other modes of subsistence.”197 Dabney interpreted the fathers
as believing that the Son received his essence from the Father, but, because this communicated
essence is self-existent, the Son is, mysteriously, self-existent.
On the other hand, unlike Dabney and the Columbia divines, Hodge of Princeton
explicitly affirmed Calvin’s autothean Christology, maintaining, “Christ is properly called
autotheos” due to the “verity, supremacy, and independence of his Godhead.”198 To our
knowledge, extant material does not provide a reason why the Columbia divines did not
champion Calvin’s autothean language in the way Hodge did. Perhaps, like Warfield, they saw
in it a loss of the reality, or at least the significance, of divine processions. Or, perhaps, like
Dabney, they believed in the possibility of communicated aseity. What we most certainly find in
Palmer and the other Columbia divines, however, is a settled conviction that “the Father, Son and
Spirit, are the one God, the same in substance, equal in power and glory.”199
The Trinity and Hamartiology
Another facet of Palmer’s Trinitarian preaching is the way in which he communicated an
expressly Trinitarian hamartiology. Palmer portrayed sin in deeply personal – or, more
specifically, tri-personal – terms. Building on the idea that the covenant of grace reveals the
divine Persons and their roles in redemption, Palmer sought to impress upon his hearers that sin
is directed against the Person and work of each member of the Godhead. In a sermon titled “The
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Sin of Unbelief,” he explained how “unbelief is an offence against each Person of the God-head
in their official distinction and work.”200 Of the sin of unbelief, he declared,
It is committed against the Father who sent His Son and sealed Him as the
Mediator – who accepted this work at His hands, and gave the proof in His
resurrection and ascension to glory – who discharges the function of Supreme
Lawgiver, in holding the sinner under the penalty until he accepts this
righteousness of his surety, and in fully justifying the believer the moment by faith
he appropriates it as his own. In the refusal to embrace Christ as his personal
Saviour, the unbeliever, plants himself in opposition to the office and work of the
Father, which in the Covenant of Grace, He assumed as His personal function.
It is even more obviously an offence against the Son. All His offices are
rejected; His sacrifice is disallowed; His grace is despised; His offers are declined;
His person is spurned. The enormity of this crime against the Person and work of
our blessed Lord, provokes the searching exclamation of the Apostle “ – Of how
much severe punishment, suppose ye, shall he be thought worthy, who hath
trodden under foot the Son of God, and hath counted the blood of the covenant,
wherewith he was sanctified an unholy thing, and hath done despite unto the Spirit
of grace!” (Heb. x:29.) How little does the sinner understand the malignity of that
indifference to Christ – which, according to the judgment here rendered, not only
pretermits the Saviour’s claims, but is an open assault upon His person and a
profanation of His blood!
Even this does not exhaust the criminality; for it is equally a sin against the
Holy Spirit. This person of the God-head not only concurs with the other two in
devising the scheme of salvation, but He discharges offices peculiar to Himself.
His agency is concerned in the conception of the man Jesus, (Luke 1:35) – in
anointing him to His work, as Mediator, (Isa xlii:1, and lxi:1, and Luke iv:14, and
John iii:34,) – in effecting His resurrection from the grave, (Rom. viii:2,) – in
sanctifying the offering He rendered for sin, (Heb. ix.14,) – and in applying this
redemption, in the whole work of renewing, sanctifying and glorifying the sinner.
What estimate can we form of the malignity of unbelief, when it is seen to be
directed against the separate agency of each Person of the adorable Trinity, as
these unite in their Personal distinction to execute the scheme of mercy! Well may
it be said, “This is THE condemnation!” With good reason is he “condemned
201
ALREADY, who hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God.
As seen here and elsewhere, for Palmer, sin is not only transgressing a written law; it is
turning a cold shoulder to the Triune God and his grace.202 According to Palmer, sin is
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specifically against the Father (against “grace in its inception”), against the Son (against “grace in
its execution”), and against the Spirit (against “grace in its application”).203
The Trinity and Evangelism
In almost all of Palmer’s extant weekly sermons, there is, in some fashion and at some
point – typically at the conclusion of the sermon – a call to the unconverted to repent of sin and
believe in the gospel.204 Through his evangelistic pulpit ministry, he embodied the teaching of
Columbia Seminary’s founding professor, Thomas Goulding, who regularly admonished his
students, “Let every sermon preached contain so much of the plan of salvation that should a

203

“Grieving the Spirit” (Ephesians 4:30) in Sermons, 1.41–42. See also “Victory over Trials” (Romans
8:37) in Sermons, 1.307–308, and “Fixed Connection Between Sin and Punishment” (Galatians 6:7) in Sermons,
1.341.
204

For examples, see “Self-Immolation of Judas” (Matthew 27:5) in Sermons, 1.20; “Love to an Unseen
Christ,” (John 21:17) in Sermons, 1.60; “The Wounded Spirit” (Proverbs 18:14) in Sermons, 1.100; “Christ, the Final
Judge” (Acts 17:30–31) in Sermons, 1.112; “Spirit of Contradiction in the Treatment of the Gospel” (Matthew
11:16–17) in Sermons, 1.133; “The Faithful Saying” (1 Timothy 1:15) in Sermons, 1.64; “The Almost Christian”
(Acts 26:28) in Sermons, 1.176; “God’s Grace in Providence” (Romans 8:28) in Sermons, 189–190; “The Law of
Liberty” (James 2:12) in Sermons, 1.255; “Individual Responsibility in Religion” (Romans 14:12) in Sermons, 1.325;
“Fixed Connection Between Sin and Punishment” (Galatians 6:7) in Sermons, 1.348; “Certainty of the Promises of
Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:20) in Sermons, 1.360; “Adoption Conferred by Christ” (John 1:12) in Sermons, 1.431;
“Value of the Soul” (Matthew 16:26) in Sermons, 1.442; “The Throne of Grace” (Hebrews 4:16) in Sermons, 1.466;
“The Doom of Sodom Upon Unbelievers” (Luke 10:12) in Sermons, 1.477; “The Grandeur of Faith” (Galatians 5:6)
in Sermons, 1.491; “Harmony of God’s Attributes in the Plan of Grace” (Psalm 85:10–11) in Sermons, 1.503;
“Worldly Wisdom Opposed to the Gospel” (1 Corinthians 1:26; 3:18) in Sermons, 1.528; “Christ, The Resurrection
and the Life” (John 11:25–26) in Sermons, 1.539; “The Great Salvation” (Hebrews 2:3) in Sermons, 1.650;
“Earnestness in Seeking Religion” (Luke 13:24) in Sermons, 2.49; “Confession and Forgiveness” (1 John 1:9) in
Sermons, 2.61; “Self-Consecration to God” (Romans 12:1) in Sermons, 2.121; “Perpetuity of the Divine Law” (1
Corinthians 9:21) in Sermons, 2.132; “Self-Righteousness Grounded in Ignorance” (Romans 10:3–4) in Sermons,
2.158; “Christ’s Restoring Work” (Psalm 69:4) in Sermons, 2.169; Death of Believers No Evidence against their
Justification” (Romans 8:10–11) in Sermons, 2.182; “Christ’s Joy Fulfilled in Us” (John 17:13) in Sermons, 2.207;
“Testimony of Consciousness” (John 9:25) in Sermons, 2.228; “Freedom by the Truth” (John 8:32) in Sermons,
2.308; “Truth, the Law of the Intellect” (John 12:48–49) in Sermons, 2.320; “The Still Small Voice” (1 Kings 19:12)
in Sermons, 2.441; “Christ a Priest after the Power of an Endless Life” (Hebrews 7:15–16) in Sermons, 2.454; “The
Righteous Scarcely Saved” (1 Peter 4:18) in Sermons, 2.466; and “Christ’s Pity for the Sinner,” (Matthew 23:37) in
Sermons, 1883, 46–47. In his sermon notes on “God’s Greatness in the Resurrection of Christ,” (Ephesians 1:19–20),
his last note was, “Appeal to saints to have deeper views of Christ and their union with Him. Appeal to sinners to
receive this Christ and share with him in His glory.” BMP Papers, CBK. On the back of his sermon notes for an
evangelistic sermon titled “Final Spoliation of the Sinner” (Jeremiah 4:30), Palmer wrote, “This sermon owned of
God in the conversion of the wife of my friend and brother, J. D. Wilson.” BMP Papers, CBK.

256

heathen come in who never had heard the gospel before, and who should depart, never to hear it
again, he should learn enough to know what he must do to be saved.”205
Palmer believed that the ultimate result of sin is loss of communion with the Trinity, and,
thus, the ultimate result of the gospel is restoration of communion with the Father, the Son, and
the Spirit. Therefore, he often evangelised in specifically Trinitarian terms. The following,
which was preached on 26 November 1876, is representative of the way in which Palmer often
drew his pulpit orations to a close:
My unconverted friend, it is a great pleasure, even though the thing be badly done,
to preach God’s precious Gospel to you. I take you to record that my habit is
rather to woo you, if I may, with its attractive voices, rather than to hold up the
glittering sword and hurl against you the anathemas of judgment. Would to
heaven, I had persuasion enough in my voice, to-day, to bring you to an
acceptance with us of these immense privileges! Oh, that you with us could be
made willing in this, the day of His power, to hold communion with the Father
and with the Son and with the eternal Spirit! And to know, as no other can teach it
to you, except the Divine Spirit Himself, what is that love of Christ to the believer,
which He compares to the Father’s love to Himself!206
As he evangelised his hearers, Palmer sought to display the attractiveness of Trinitarian
grace in contrast to the “bleak dreary waste of deism,” the “dank air” of the rationalist’s “charnelhouse,” and the “mechanical morality” of the Unitarian.207 Ultimately, as he evangelised, he tried
to present the Triune God of grace in contrast to the gods of other religions. In the nineteenth
century, “a tradition of philosophy taught that there was a common content to the word ‘God,’
shared (it was assumed) by all religions. Specifically Christian ideas, such as the doctrine of the
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Trinity, were regarded as secondary to this common core of belief.”208 To the graduating class at
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Palmer offered an alternative to this prevailing
belief by distinguishing the Trinity from all other gods. In a manner similar to the way he would
have heard Thornwell address the graduates of the University of South Carolina, Palmer
addressed the graduates of the University of North Carolina as follows:
[Christianity] presents to man the living Jehovah as the object of worship: not the
personification of this or that single trait; not the deification of this or that power
of nature; not a Pantheus wearing the universe as His outside garment; not the
symbol merely of such abstract conceptions as absolute intelligence, or illimitable
being, but a living, personal God, a spirit infinite and eternal, separate from
matter, creating all things by the word of His power, and by whom all things
consist. It is not simple being, and then it is Brahm; it is not pure intelligence, and
then it is Buddha; it is not a destroyer, and then it is Siva; it is not a restorer, and
then it is Vishna; it is not a malignant hater, and then it is Kali; it is not an
arbitrary and mighty ruler, and then it is Allah; but it is the one living and true
God, glorious in holiness, fearful in praises and doing wonders: one God, Father,
Son and Holy Ghost, infinitely blessed in the communion of the Trinity, the living
Jehovah, maker of Heaven and Earth, the creator, preserver, Redeemer; the
lawgiver, ruler and judge, the everlasting father and unfailing portion of all who
trust, and love, and worship him.209
The Trinity and the Christian Life
Palmer believed that the Christian life should be understood in Trinitarian terms, and he
explored this theme in his 145-page book, The Threefold Fellowship and The Threefold
Assurance: An Essay in Two Parts.210 In the book’s opening chapter, titled “The Triune
Jehovah,” Palmer provides what he believed to be Old and New Testament Scripture proofs for a
“threefold differentiation in the unity of the Godhead,” and, in a way that echoes the
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aforementioned article by Thomas Smyth on the theme, he sets out to demonstrate that the
distinction in the Godhead is “real and not simply nominal.”211
After discussing the roles of the Three in redemption, Palmer presents the thesis of the
book, namely that the source and security of the believer’s spiritual life is rooted in the Triune
life and activity of the Godhead:
Upon [Christ’s] ascension to heaven there follows the dispensation of the Holy
Spirit, turning the hearts of the children of men from sin to holiness, and preparing
the redeemed for the saints’ inheritance in glory. As this grace descends to the
sinner from the Father, through the Son, by the Holy Spirit, so again it ascends
through the indwelling Spirit, by faith in Christ the Son, to be presented blameless
and without spot before the Father. Thus by two currents, descending and
ascending, the redeemed soul moves forever within the bosom of the Godhead.
Thus, both in counsel and in act, we find the scheme of grace springing out from
the very nature and form of the Divine Being himself. It is such a salvation as
could only be devised by the God who is revealed to us, and as executed by him in
his threefold distinction as Father, Son and Holy Ghost. What amazing security
does this view give the whole system of grace, seeing that it cannot fail in a single
point except through a schism in the Godhead itself. The hand trembles that writes
the daring suggestion; which is only saved from blasphemy by the assurance that
he who searches the heart knows it is written only to give the most intense
emphasis to the truth which it declares.212
Palmer goes on to explain that the believer’s fellowship with God should not be
understood or experienced as if it were fellowship with a unipersonal deity, but rather as
fellowship with each person of the Trinity. He argues, “If now the Triune God be thus engaged
in working out this great salvation, there should be in Christian experience a recognized
fellowship with each of the Divine Persons to whom the requisite offices have been assigned and
by whom they have been discharged.”213 Palmer here again evinces Social Trinitarian leanings,
for he emphasises the distinct personality of each member of Trinity and the personal fellowship
the believer is meant to enjoy with each.
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Basing his thesis on passages such as John 14:23, 1 Corinthians 1:9, 2 Corinthians 13:14,
Ephesians 2:18, 1 John 1:3, and Revelation 3:20, Palmer endeavours to encourage and equip the
believer to experience the communion of the Father, Son, and Spirit in their various roles. In his
elucidation of the believer’s fellowship with God in the person of the Father, he emphasises the
believer’s experience of the Father’s adopting love in the Son and by the regenerating work of
the Spirit.214 He speaks of the sweetness, joy, assurance of love, freedom, and training that the
child of God experiences in the presence of his reconciled Father, declaring, “Probably no word
in our science of theology more completely covers all parts of the system of grace than does this
word adoption.”215
In his discussion of fellowship with God in the person of the Son, Palmer emphasises the
Son’s incarnational union with believers: “[Christ] is the one mediator through whom God
descends to the creature and the creature ascends to God . . . He is not a God afar off, but nigh at
hand. He is the God manifest in the flesh; who wore our nature that he might be of kin to us, our
elder brother, bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh.”216 The spiritual vitality of the believer is
found in this union with the Son of God: “The spiritual life of the Christian is thus a continuous
flow from Christ, in whom is the treasury of this life through all eternity, ever flowing from this
divine source and communicated by the indwelling Spirit.”217
As in his discussion of fellowship with the Father and the Son, Palmer interprets the
believer’s fellowship with the Holy Spirit in a Trinitarian way. The Holy Spirit creates a bond
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between the believer and the incarnate Son through the gift of faith.218 Through the work of
regeneration the “Spirit of adoption” makes the believer “really a child of God,” creates “an easy
and delightful intercourse with our Father in heaven,” and bears a direct witness to the believer’s
spirit of the Father’s adopting love.219
In the second part of The Threefold Fellowship and the Threefold Assurance, Palmer
discusses three assurances in the Christian life: “full assurance of understanding” (Colossians
2:2), “full assurance of faith” (Hebrews 10:22), and “full assurance of hope” (Hebrews 11:11).220
Palmer seeks to demonstrate that the believer’s enjoyment of these assurances is made possible
by the work of the Trinity.
He interprets “the full assurance of understanding” as “the full conviction that we have a
clear spiritual perception of the meaning of holy Scripture; not comprehending, of course, its
mysteries, but understanding them as facts distinctly revealed.”221 Palmer frames this assurance
of understanding in Trinitarian terms. Basing his elucidation of the theme on passages such as
John 14:24–26 and John 16:14, Palmer explains that the Father reveals his truth through the Son
by the Spirit, who inspires the Scriptures, such that “the whole content of the gospel comes to us
through the combined testimony of all Persons of the Godhead.”222 Then, explains Palmer, the
Holy Spirit illuminates the Scriptures that he has inspired, enabling the believer to apprehend the

218

Palmer, The Threefold Fellowship, 78.

219

Palmer, The Threefold Fellowship, 85, 89. See Palmer, sermon notes on “Spirit of Adoption,” (Romans
8:16), BMP Papers, CBK.
220

See Palmer, The Threefold Fellowship and the Threefold Assurance, 96–144.

221

Palmer, The Threefold Fellowship and the Threefold Assurance, 118.

222

Palmer, The Threefold Fellowship and the Threefold Assurance, 101.

261

person and work of Christ revealed therein and, thereby, come to know God the Father.223 Thus,
the believer’s assurance of understanding is, from first to last, a work of the Trinity.
Palmer defines “full assurance of faith” as “the full unswerving conviction of the reality
and truth of all that the Scriptures reveal, embracing it with entire acquiescence and satisfaction
of soul, and acting upon it as each particular truth may require.”224 As with the full assurance of
understanding, Palmer explains the full assurance of the Christian’s “divinely inspired” faith in
Trinitarian terms: “Such is the nature and office of that faith which, springing from the life
infused by the Spirit, lays hold upon the life secured by the Son, and lifts the believer at length to
the glory which it enjoys with the Father forever above.”225
Finally, Palmer describes the believer’s full assurance of hope as “the fixed and wellgrounded persuasion that we, as individuals, are accepted in Christ and shall never come into
condemnation, but will inherit eternal life.”226 And, as with the assurances of understanding and
faith, Palmer argues that the assurance of hope is made possible by the work of the Trinity, as the
Spirit assures the believer of the Father’s love in Christ and thereby enables the believer to
“abound in hope” (Romans 15:13) regarding “the inheritance reserved for us above.”227
The Trinity and Worship
At the dedication service of the new sanctuary of the First Presbyterian Church of New
Orleans on 1 November 1857, Palmer, who was coming upon the one-year anniversary of the
commencement of his New Orleans pastorate, sought to make clear that the edifice would be
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used for the worship of the Triune God. In his dedicatory sermon titled, “The Warrant and
Nature of Public Worship,” based on John 4:23–24, he presented an apologia for the corporate
worship of the Trinity. He explained his belief that the warrant for corporate worship springs
from the fact that humanity is made in the image of the “the adorable and incomprehensible
Trinity.”228 Representative of Columbia’s Social Trinity leanings, Palmer posited that the saints’
worship in the society of God’s people springs from and reflects the object of their worship, the
Godhead who “is Himself infinitely perfect and ineffably blessed, in the social existence of the
Trinity.”229
Thus, according to Palmer, the saint is not left to “solitary communion with his Maker,”
but rather is graciously called into the society of God’s people in the corporate “worship of the
sanctuary” wherein the society of the Trinity is reflected in the society of His worshipping
church.230 In a way reminiscent of Smyth’s dedication of the renovated Second Presbyterian
Church in Charleston, Palmer closed his dedicatory service with these words: “To God, the
Father Almighty, the maker of heaven and earth – to God, the Son, the brightness of the Father’s
glory, and express image of His person – to God, the Holy Ghost, proceeding from the Father and
the Son – to the service of the adorable and incomprehensible Trinity, we solemnly dedicate this
building, with all that appertains to it.”231
Almost two decades later, in May of 1876, Palmer delivered a sermon titled “The Trinity
of Graces,” which was a commemorative discourse in honour of Joseph Maybin, the Senior Elder
of the church, who had passed away at eighty-one years of age. Maybin was one of the two
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elders who had seceded from Clapp’s church to start the second First Presbyterian Church in
1832.232 Palmer concluded his lengthy eulogy by stating,
But the feature of Mr. Maybin’s piety which I would signalize above all others,
was his personal love for Christ. He believed firmly the doctrine of the Trinity;
and it would not be difficult to find in the polemic history of this Church, in her
early period, a conspicuous reason for this fact. But you, who were accustomed to
his prayers in our informal services, will recall the adoration with which he would
recognize the awful mystery of the Godhead – the mellow tones in which he
would pour forth his adoring praise to God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Ghost, rejoicing in the personality of each and in the blessed unity of all.
Then, out of the bosom of that great truth, grasping as he did the grace and the
preciousness of God’s redeeming love, he poured out the whole wealth of his heart
upon the person of Jesus Christ. In all private intercourse, in all public discussion,
whether he spoke upon the street or spoke in the assembly, there always came out
his burning, passionate attachment to the Lord Jesus Christ. Ah! Faith always
contemplates a person, and no doctrinal creed can make a Christian. Until you can
see within the bosom of that creed God in Christ, our Elder Brother, taking hold
upon our misery and ruin, there can be no Christian experience. But this man,
through the whole twenty years in which I have been associated with him,
manifested, as conspicuous above all other traits, a personal love for the
Saviour.233
Thus, it seems that not only Palmer, but also those among the membership of the First
Presbyterian Church of New Orleans, given their polemic history and the subsequent Trinitarian
emphasis of Palmer, appreciated the Trinitarian nature of worship. This was certainly Palmer’s
goal. His cousin Mary had explained to her bewildered father, Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr.,
why she had stopped singing the Doxology: “The singing of the Trinitarian doxology is the
distinguishing mark of a Trinitarian Church – a concise and regularly repeated confession of faith
– the Shibboleth of Trinitarianism.”234 Palmer agreed with his cousin regarding the importance
of the Doxology for Trinitarianism. Yet, he gloried in the singing of it, for, while other elements
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of worship may be implicitly Trinitarian, he believed that the Doxology, like a Trinitarian
benediction, is an act of worship in which “the thought is directed to Jehovah in His plural
subsistence, and the reference to the three Persons of the God-head is an explicit reference.”235
Through his Trinitarian preaching and through the inclusion of explicitly Trinitarian
elements of worship such as the Doxology and Trinitarian benedictions, Palmer provided weekly
reminders of his belief that Christian worship is worship of the “Adorable Three.”236 He stressed
his belief that every element of corporate worship, even the presentation of tithes and offerings, is
to be offered to the Triune God: “We worship the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, not only in
these psalms of praise and in these accents of prayer, but as well in the consecration of our
substance.”237
For Palmer, the way in which the Trinity is revealed in the gospel informs the way in
which the Trinity is to be worshipped by those who are transformed by the gospel. He believed
that salvation comes to the Church from the Father through the Son by the Spirit, and, therefore,
the Church responds with thanksgiving and praise to the Father through the Son and by the Spirit.
In his dedicatory sermon, Palmer quoted John Owen regarding the way in which the gospel
orders Christian worship: “This is the general order of Gospel worship, the great rubric of our
service. Here, in general, lieth its decency, that it respects the mediation of the Son, through
whom we have access, and the supplies and assistance of the Spirit, and regard unto God as a
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Father. He that fails in any one of these, breaks all order in Gospel worship. This is the great
canon, which, if it be neglected, there is no decency in whatever else is done in this way.”238
Therefore, Palmer emphasised the role of the incarnate eternal Son when he spoke of
worship just as he did when he spoke of the gospel. He emphasised his belief in the heavenly
reality of earthly worship, the way in which the Mediator lifts up the worship of the Church
militant, mingles it with that of the Church triumphant, and presents it without blemish before the
throne of God: “The praises of this earthly house, and of these human hearts, are pronounced in
the kingdom of God’s glory, in the temple not made with hands, by the eternal Son, in that holy
language in which the Father and the Son and the Spirit speak to each other in the communion of
the Trinity.”239 And again he proclaimed, “We recognize this in our worship, which we
reverently offer in the name of the Mediator who undertakes to present it for us before the throne
of His Father.”240
To the Unitarian worshipper (who denied both Christ’s deity and his substitutionary
atonement) he sought to explain,
Eternal provision is made for the worship which shall be worthy of man to utter,
and which shall be worthy of God to receive. When the High Priest of our
profession takes the worship of these contrite hearts upon the earth, and the
worship of the glorified as they gather round His throne – when He pours it all
into His own golden censer, and lights the incense from the altar of burnt offering
upon which He “offered Himself once for all in the end of the world to take away
sin,” – when, with that unspeakable dialect which is known only to the Father, to
the Son, and to the Holy Ghost in the eternal and most intimate communion of the
God-Head, He the advocate, goes through the veil into “the holiest of all,” and
there speaks to God the praise of the creature on earth, or of the creature in
heaven; – then is laid a foundation for their worship and their praise.
Sneer then at the Cross if you will; but remember upon that Cross hangs
the sacrifice which makes worship possible to the creatures, and acceptable to the
God to whom it is presented. Sneer if you will at the sufferer’s form, quivering
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there in its anguish upon its ragged spikes; who will come down from that Cross,
and with his resumed life shall appear eternally in the presence of the Father, as
the channel through which our worship shall ascend in a manner which God can
afford to accept. My brethren, the Cross – how precious it is! – under all aspects in
which you choose to view it, how precious the Cross, and how precious the faith
which clings to the Cross!241
In addition to emphasising the way in which the atonement enables worship, Palmer
reminded his congregation of the significance of Christ’s on-going incarnation at the Father’s
right hand:
It is the priestly function of Christ, our Head, to conduct this worship on our
behalf. We can render back in praise no more of the Divine glory, than is shed
down upon our own hearts by the Holy Ghost; and Christ must stand as the
intervenor, through whom, as “the brightness of the Father’s glory,” it must first
stream upon us. When He has enriched us with all these communications of love
and grace, He is our interpreter before the Father. Clothed with our nature, He
represents us in the furniture of all our sanctified affections and desires. What our
poor speech is so inadequate to utter, He translates into the language of the Godhead. The stammering praises we seek to embalm in song He gathers in His
golden censer, and waves before the eternal throne. It is this that heartens the
believer’s worship on earth, and fills with such unspeakable bravery the spirit
which would utterly sink beneath the sense of its own unworthiness.242
Palmer’s teaching regarding Trinitarian worship was fleshed out in his book Theology of
Prayer.243 We do well to remember that Palmer’s predecessor, Theodore Clapp, had been
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convicted by the presbytery of denying the efficacy of intercessory prayer.244 In Theology of
Prayer, Palmer seeks to show that Christian prayer is efficacious and not merely therapeutic, to
“refute the various objections urged by different classes of sceptics” and counteract the idea that
there is “no other virtue in prayer than the reflex moral influence which it exerts on the
worshipper himself.”245
In Theology of Prayer, Palmer makes the case that Christian prayer is efficacious
precisely because it is Trinitarian: “to the Father, through the Son and by the Spirit.”246
According to Palmer, the Spirit creates a “living sympathy” between the praying saints on earth
and the interceding Christ in heaven: “He takes the desires which are in the heart of Jesus Christ,
and works them into our hearts so that they become our desires. He takes the plea which is upon
the lips of the great Advocate above, and seals it upon our lips as our prayer in Christ’s blessed
name.”247 As the “Spirit of adoption,” the Holy Spirit communicates to the saint the very
confidence of the Son of God himself that he might boldly approach the throne of grace crying,
“Abba, Father.”248
Thornwell, because he wanted any definition of God to be explicitly Trinitarian, found a
defect in the answer to Question Four of the Shorter Catechism (What is God?).249 Similarly,
Palmer, because he wanted any definition of prayer to be explicitly Trinitarian, cited what he
believed to be a deficiency in the answer to Question 98 of the Shorter Catechism (What is
prayer?). The Shorter Catechism answers this question this way: “Prayer is an offering up of our
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desires unto God, for things agreeable to his will, in the name of Christ, with confession of our
sins, and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies.” Palmer’s dissatisfaction arose from the fact
that the role of the Spirit in prayer was omitted. Thankfully for Palmer, the Larger Catechism’s
answer to “What is prayer?” includes a reference to the Spirit’s role, though it leaves out the
phrase “for things agreeable to his will.” Thus, Palmer combines the Shorter and the Larger
Catechism to achieve an acceptably Trinitarian definition of prayer: “Prayer,” says Palmer, “is an
offering up of our desires to God, for things agreeable to his will, in the name of Christ, by the
help of his Spirit, with confession of our sins and thankful acknowledgment of his mercies.”250
Thus, for Palmer, the efficacy of prayer does not ultimately reside in the worshipper, but
the one being worshipped and the mode of that worship – to the eternal Father, through the
eternal (now incarnate) Son, by the eternal Spirit. Because he believed in the efficacy of
Trinitarian prayer, Palmer believed the weekly congregational prayer meeting to be “the
thermometer of spiritual life in a congregation.”251
Summary
As we have seen, Palmer’s ministry in New Orleans paralleled what Thornwell and
Smyth were doing in the theatres of Columbia and Charleston as he sought to repel the Unitarian
movement and fortify the Church in the Trinitarian faith. Given his own family history and the
history of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans relative to the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict,
Palmer was determined to heed Smyth’s exhortation that, if churches were to avoid the drift into
Unitarianism, ministers must preach and apply the Trinity with regularity and intensity.
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Moreover, Palmer sought to reach out to Unitarians with the message of the Trinity, and,
as noted in his diary, Unitarians began visiting Palmer’s church during the early months of his
ministry there. Palmer’s goal was to woo them into the Trinitarian faith and, in some cases, back
into the Trinitarian fold. The question is, “How successful was he?”
For several days after his death in May of 1902, The Daily Picayune ran full-page articles
devoted to Palmer – reports of his funeral, eulogies from other ministers, biographical sketches,
and histories of his ministry at First Presbyterian Church. In an article titled “The Life Story of
the Distinguished Divine,” we learn the rest of the story about the many Unitarian visitors Palmer
mentioned in his diary in May of 1857. The article relays, “The greater number of the members
of the Unitarian church, which was formed by Dr. Clapp, returned to the fold of Presbyterianism
through Dr. Palmer’s exposition of the real principles of Presbyterianism.”252
The article goes on to explain that this was “due to the wonderful influence and power
exercised by Dr. Palmer, for his great powers of mind and gentle heart in those terrible days of
doubt and upheaval in the church when he first began to work in New Orleans, quietly yet surely
drew the wanderers back to the fold of their childhood. His faith strengthened the faith of the
faithful and calmed the fears of the doubting. His discourses, burning with fire, thronged the
church Sunday after Sunday.”253
Thus, the Unitarian movement in New Orleans, so vigorous in the days of Clapp, began to
dwindle as Unitarians were converted to Trinitarianism under Palmer’s ministry.254 The
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Trinitarian fold – the Presbyterian in particular – rapidly expanded throughout the city of New
Orleans. Not only did First Presbyterian Church grow in new membership, it planted thirteen
other churches in and around New Orleans, with a “total enrolment of communicants
approximating 29,000.”255 Thus, from this perspective, like Thornwell in Columbia and Smyth
in Charleston, Palmer succeeded in New Orleans in his effort to counteract the Unitarian
movement and advance the cause of the one whom the Columbia divines called “the Adorable
Trinity.”256
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CHAPTER SIX: THE CONCLUSION
In this final chapter, we will summarise our research, concluding that we have indeed
proven our thesis. We will provide a summary of the historical relevance of our study and
demonstrate the contemporary relevance of the Old Columbians’ stand for the Trinity.
Summary and Conclusion of the Study
In this dissertation, we have demonstrated that understanding the debate between the Old
Columbia Trinitarians over against the Unitarians is crucial for any adequate interpretation of
nineteenth-century Southern religious history and that within that debate Old Columbia’s pastorscholars were successful in turning the tide against Unitarian advances. We have proven our
thesis by establishing that previous scholarship has not significantly explored this facet of Old
Columbia’s history and by highlighting the roles of the Old Columbians in the three major
theatres of conflict between Unitarianism and Trinitarianism in the nineteenth-century South.
In chapter one, we demonstrated that previous studies on Old Columbia Seminary and its
individual theologians have not focused on the efforts of the Columbians to counteract a
burgeoning nineteenth-century Unitarian movement and promote Trinitarianism in the South.
We exhibited the lacuna our present research fills by showing that studies involving Columbia’s
theologians have either entirely neglected the theme of Columbia’s stand for Trinitarianism
against Unitarian encroachments or have only briefly mentioned or alluded to the theme. In the
subsequent chapters we utilised primary sources, including manuscripts such as letters, journals,
sermons, and other addresses, as well as nineteenth-century newspaper articles, the majority of
which had been entirely unexamined by previous works, to thoroughly demonstrate that standing
for Trinitarianism against Unitarianism was in fact a significant feature of Old Columbia.
In chapter two, we provided an overview of the Unitarianism in the nineteenth-century
American South and the Trinitarianism of the Old Columbians, summarising the influences,
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characteristics, and aims of each. We introduced the two major theological influences on the
Southern Unitarians: the Socinianism of England, led by Joseph Priestley, and the Arianism of
New England, as represented by William Ellery Channing and propagated by Harvard University.
We proposed that the Unitarian movement in the South was a confluence of both Socinian and
Arian leaning Unitarians who were unified in their common epistemology of rationalism and
their common experiences with and antipathy towards historic Trinitarianism, Calvinism in
particular. We introduced the theme of their shared optimism regarding the emancipation of the
Southern church and culture from historic Trinitarianism and the full embrace of Unitarianism by
the South and throughout the world.
Also in chapter two, we proposed that, because the Unitarians took aim at the Trinitarian
view of God, the Old Columbians vigorously defended and disseminated the historic doctrine of
the Trinity, which they believed to be the sine qua non of Christianity and, thus, of their
“Southern Zion.” They viewed the burgeoning Unitarian movement as a “serpent in their
garden,” which it was their duty, as keepers of the garden, to crush underfoot. We introduced
some of the primary influences on Columbia’s theology, including the church fathers and Calvin,
and we suggested that the Old Columbians leaned toward a Social Trinity view of the Godhead.
In chapters three through five, we proved the assertions made in chapters one and two. In
chapter three, we exhibited that a significant aspect of the life and ministry of James Henley
Thornwell and of the formation and identity of Old Columbia Seminary was their efforts to repel
the Unitarian movement as embodied in Columbia by Thomas Cooper. We demonstrated that
Cooper, like his friend Thomas Jefferson, represented the Socinian leaning variety of Southern
Unitarianism, which was propagated by their mutual friend and theological mentor, Joseph
Priestley. By examining extant primary sources such as original correspondences between
Cooper and Jefferson and the out-of-print publications and addresses of Cooper, we demonstrated
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their mutual antipathy for Trinitarianism in general, and Calvinism more specifically, and their
designs to take the South for Unitarianism through institutions of higher learning.
We examined the way in which Thornwell, who, while he was a student under Cooper’s
tutelage at South Carolina College, viewed Cooper as his idol, ultimately embraced the
Trinitarian faith and led the Trinitarians of the state in their effort to take back the ground they
had lost through Cooper’s influence. By examining primary sources such as his chapel sermons,
personal correspondences, and class-room lectures, including unpublished manuscripts, we
demonstrated that Thornwell, as a chaplain, professor, and president at South Carolina College
and as a trustee and professor at Columbia Seminary, laboured to reverse the Unitarianism
advanced by his one-time idol and promote historic Trinitarianism in its stead.
We offered a fresh interpretation of Thornwell in light of the Unitarian-Trinitarian
conflict that emerged in his own life and in his beloved Southland, demonstrating that a helpful
way to better understand various aspects of Thornwell’s theology and ministry is through the lens
of the Unitarian-Trinitarian battle in which he was embroiled. We showed that Thornwell’s
Trinitarian epistemology, hermeneutic, theology proper, Christology, and soteriology can be
more helpfully interpreted in light of his repudiation of Cooper. We also confirmed our assertion
that the Old Columbians exhibited leanings toward Social Trinitarianism by documenting
Thornwell’s view of the Trinity as the archetype of human society. By way of evaluation, we
discussed the failure of Thornwell and the Columbians to flesh out this doctrine in their own
society in the realm of race relations.
In the fourth chapter, we unearthed sermons, pamphlets, articles, open letters, and private
correspondences to analyse previously unexamined details of the Unitarian-Trinitarian struggle in
Charleston. We demonstrated that the Unitarian Church of Charleston epitomized the confluence
of both strands of Unitarianism in the South, having been influenced by the Socinianism of
Priestley through the Rev. Anthony Forster and the Arianism of Channing and Harvard through
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Forster’s successor, the Rev. Samuel Gilman, who also esteemed the labours and legacy of
Priestley. We examined how the author of “Fair Harvard,” quickly endeared himself to the
people of Charleston as he unfurled there the banner of Unitarianism. We documented the way
in which Smyth held high the banner of Trinitarianism in response, and the sermonic and
epistolary battles that ensued between them.
We evidenced that a major emphasis of Old Columbia and of Smyth’s ministry was
battling Unitarianism and standing for Trinitarianism by discussing the previously unexamined
nineteen articles on the Trinity that Smyth wrote for the Southern Presbyterian Review, the
academic journal of Old Columbia. We also noted that Smyth, like Thornwell, exhibited the
Social Trinitarian leanings of Old Columbia through his belief that the Trinity is a type of society
of which human society is the ectype.
In the fifth chapter, we proved that the Unitarian-Trinitarian conflict was also a major
theme in the life and ministry of Columbia divine Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr. In order to gain a
better understanding of Unitarian-Trinitarian tensions in the South and the milieu in which
Palmer lived and ministered, we examined the Palmer family as a microcosm of the conflict.
This examination provided a previously unopened window to the landscape of Southern religion
in the mid-nineteenth century concerning the designs of Unitarians to transform the South and the
determination of Trinitarians to maintain the South’s orthodox heritage. As an example of the
unique contribution of our study in this regard, to our knowledge, no previous work on Palmer,
Southern religion, or the Unitarian movement in the United States or the South, has discussed the
influential life and writings of Palmer’s double first cousin, Mary Dana, who so quintessentially
embodied the conflict under examination.
In addition, in order to better understand the conflict and how Palmer’s ministry in New
Orleans related to it, we examined the ministry of his most popular and influential predecessor,
Presbyterian-turned-Unitarian Theodore Clapp, whom previous studies on Palmer have also
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tended to neglect. In Clapp we found yet more evidence proving our characterization of the
common experience and aim of the leading Unitarians in the South: he grew up as a Calvinist, he
came to view Calvinism as the enemy of true religion, and he laboured vigorously and
optimistically for its extermination. Our investigation of Clapp also proved our contention that
Southern Unitarianism was an admixture of Priestley’s Socinianism and Channing’s Arianism.
Like Gilman, Clapp was a New Englander by birth who embraced the Arian Unitarianism of
Channing and who declared it to his Southern audience with impressive results.
Then, by examining Palmer’s published sermons and writings, as well as previously
unexamined manuscripts and documents such as the journal he kept during his first year of
ministry in New Orleans and newspapers that described how he sought to win Unitarians to the
Trinitarian fold, we proved our assertion that a major theme in Palmer’s ministry was standing
for Trinitarianism over against the Southern Unitarian movement.
Our analysis of Palmer provided even more evidence of our proposition that the Old
Columbians were characterized by a Social Trinity view of the Godhead. Palmer, like Thornwell
and Smyth, posited that the Trinity is the archetype of human society and that the members of the
Godhead exist and relate to one another perichoretically. He believed that the local church,
especially as it engages in corporate worship, reflects the society of the Trinity. Moreover,
Palmer, like Thornwell, evinced Old Columbia’s Social Trinity leanings through his
understanding of the Father as the fount of divinity.
Moreover, our research has demonstrated that the Old Columbians should be factored into
any discussion of why Unitarianism ultimately failed to gain the kind of prominence in the
nineteenth century South that it enjoyed in New England. Writing in 1902, Unitarian scholar
George Willis Cooke lamented the breakdown of the Southern Unitarian movement:
“Unitarianism has made little progress outside of New England, and those regions to which New
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England traditions have been carried by those who migrated westward. The early promise for
growth of Unitarianism in the south, from 1825 until 1840, failed . . .”1
Cooke and other historians have sought to understand the reasons for this failure.
According to Cooke, dreams of a Unitarian South were not realized because “there was no
background of tradition for its encouragement and support. Individuals could think their way
into the Unitarian faith, but their influence proved ineffective when all around them the old
tradition prevailed as a stubborn conviction.”2 Peter Williams, on the other hand, has argued that
the temporary success of Unitarianism in Charleston and New Orleans was due to the “charisma”
of Gilman and Clapp, and, when they passed from the scene, the movement simply petered out.3
Macaulay has also wrestled with why the number of Southern Unitarians dramatically
declined: “Did the verbal sticks and stones thrown by orthodoxy kill them off in large numbers?
Did they pack up and move North? Did they die off by plague or storm?”4 He concludes that
sectionalism played a major role in the decline of Unitarianism during the years surrounding the
Civil War, that Southerners tended to associate Unitarianism with “all things Northern” and
ultimately rejected it on those grounds.5 Macaulay maintains that, although official Unitarian
numbers sharply declined during the mid-to-late nineteenth century, many Unitarian-leaning
Southerners continued in or returned to hospitable mainline churches where they exerted a
liberalizing influence.6
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There are surely many factors that lead to the decline of one movement and the expansion
of another, but our research has revealed that investigations regarding the decline of the Unitarian
movement and the expansion of Trinitarianism in the nineteenth-century South should factor in
the efforts of the Old Columbians to stand for orthodoxy against Unitarian encroachments. In
Columbia, Charleston, and New Orleans, which were the three Southern cities where Unitarians
made the most gains in the 1825–1840 timeframe mentioned by Cooke, the Old Columbians
stepped in and attempted to reverse Unitarian advancements. In the decades that followed in
each of these leading cities, the Unitarian movement, which had been marked by an optimistic
resolve to exterminate Calvinism from the South, began to dramatically decline while
Trinitarianism – Calvinism in particular – regained its momentum and enjoyed increased
expansion and influence. However one chooses to characterize the Old Columbians’ efforts –
whether as mere stubbornness, populist charisma, sticks and stones, sectionalism, Spirit-wrought
revival, or perhaps some combination thereof – our research has established that the Old
Columbians should have a prominent place in discussions about Unitarian losses and Trinitarian
gains in the nineteenth-century American South.7
In sum, through our survey of previous scholarship and our investigation of primary
sources related to the Columbia divines, we have proven our thesis that a significant though
generally neglected aspect of the lives and ministries of the Old Columbians was their effort to
repel the Unitarian movement and promote Trinitarianism in the nineteenth-century American
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South, that understanding this conflict is essential for understanding Southern religious history,
and that within that debate the Old Columbia Trinitarians turned the tide against Unitarian
advances. We have also substantiated our claims that the Southern Unitarian movement was a
confluence of the Socinianism of England and the Arianism of New England and that the Old
Columbians were marked by Social Trinitarian leanings.
Contemporary Relevance
In recent decades, many prominent Trinitarian theologians have lamented what they
consider to be a loss of emphasis on the doctrine of the Trinity in Christian (especially
evangelical) theology and practice. In his book The Christian Doctrine of God: One Being,
Three Persons, T. F. Torrance writes, “In modern times it is unfortunately the case that the
enormous importance of the doctrine of the Trinity, and its revolutionary implications, have
tended to be lost from sight, and sometimes to be treated as rather irrelevant, or only of peripheral
significance for Christian faith and living.”8
Trinitarian apologist James White, in his book The Forgotten Trinity: Recovering the
Heart of Christian Belief, argues, “Most Christian people, while remembering the term ‘Trinity,’
have forgotten the central place the doctrine is to hold in the Christian life. It is rarely the topic
of sermons and Bible studies, rarely the object of adoration and worship. . . [The Trinity] is
ignored in such a way that even among those who correctly understand the doctrine, it does not
hold the place it should in the proclamation of the Gospel message, nor in the life of the
individual believer in prayer, worship, and service.”9
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British theologian and missiologist Lesslie Newbigin has posited that “the ordinary
Christian in the Western world who hears or reads the word ‘God’ does not immediately and
inevitably think of the triune Being – Father, Son, and Spirit . . . [but rather] of a supreme
monad.”10 Similarly, in “The Forgotten Trinity,” Colin Gunton asserts that many Christians,
professional and lay alike, suppose that “the doctrine of the Trinity is a piece of abstract
theorizing, perhaps necessary as a test of Christian belief, but of little further interest.”11 Gunton
argues that the way in which the Trinity is thought of and taught in the West generally “tends to
leave us cold” and turns God into a “mathematical conundrum.”12 He calls on Protestants to
move from cold abstraction to the practical “warmth” of thinking, worshipping, and living
“Trinitarianly.”13
Such quotes could be multiplied. Scholars such as Fred Sanders, Michael Horton,
Stephen Holmes, James Torrance, Gerald Bray, Donald Fairbairn, Bruce Ware, Alister McGrath,
Michael Reeves, and Robert Letham have voiced their concern that Western Christianity,
especially evangelicalism, has failed to keep central the central doctrine of the Trinity.14 Letham
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summarises the general lament when he declares, “When it comes to the doctrine of the Trinity,
evangelicals have underachieved.”15
Most modern Protestant writers looking for historical examples of theologians who
maintained the centrality of the doctrine of the Trinity have turned mainly to church fathers,
medieval theologians, and Calvin.16 Yet there have been a number of recent studies that discuss a
Trinitarian emphasis in a Protestant theologian since Calvin, including studies involving the
Trinitarianism of John Owen (1616–1683), Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), and Herman
Bavinck (1854–1921).17
To our knowledge, only two recent works devoted to an explicitly Trinity-related theme
mention the Old Columbians. As we noted in chapter one, Douglas Kelly mentions Thornwell
and Girardeau in the second volume of his systematic theology The Beauty of Christ: A
Trinitarian Vision, and Fred Sanders references Palmer in his book The Deep Things of God:
How the Trinity Changes Everything.18 Through our research, we have discovered that what
Kelly and Sanders point out regarding the Trinitarian emphases of the Old Columbians is but a
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See, J. I. Packer, “A Puritan Perspective: Trinitarian Godliness according to John Owen,” in God the Holy
Trinity, ed. Timothy George (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 91–108; Brian Kay, Trinitarian
Spirituality: John Owen and the Doctrine of God in Western Devotion (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2007); Amy
Plantinga Pauw, The Supreme Harmony of All: The Trinitarian Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2002); Steven M. Studebaker, Jonathan Edwards’ Social Augustinian Trinitarianism in Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2008); William M. Schweitzer, God is a
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T&T Clark, 2012); James Eglinton, Trinity and Organism: Towards a New Reading of Herman Bavinck’s Organic
Motif (London: T&T Clark International, 2012).
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Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 210, 365–366, 435–436; Sanders, The Deep Things of
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small sampling of a much larger trove of Trinity-centred doctrine and practice. Might this trove
of Trinitarianism, which we have found in the lives and ministries of the nineteenth-century
Columbians, provide any help for twenty-first-century Trinitarians who are seeking to live and
minister Trinitarianly? We would suggest that Trinitarians today, specifically Trinitarian
ministers who want to pastor, worship, and preach Trinitarianly, might find some assistance in
the efforts of Old Columbia’s pastor-scholars.
Pastoring Trinitarianly
For Trinitarian ministers who are seeking to pastor members of their flock who are
hurting, lonely, and struggling with assurance of God’s love, the Old Columbians might contain
resources that help guide parishioners to the comfort, fellowship, and strength of the Trinity.
Palmer’s The Threefold Fellowship and The Threefold Assurance, for example, might be a
helpful resource to give to parishioners or to use as a guide for the minister to frame discussions
on emptiness and assurance in a way that focuses on the adopting love of the Father, union with
Christ, and the assuring ministry of the Spirit.19
Trinitarians, especially confessional Presbyterians who are seeking to improve race
relations in the Southern United States, could seek to conscientiously flesh out the Old
Columbians’ doctrine of the Trinity as the archetype of human society in the realm of race
relations. Very recently, confessional Presbyterian denominations have publically confessed
racial sins of the past and communicated a renewed desire to promote racial harmony through the

19

See The Threefold Fellowship and The Threefold Assurance: An Essay in Two Parts (Richmond, VA:
Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1902). For other possible help on the theme of how the Trinity can bring
fellowship to those feeling isolated, satisfy the soul, and give meaning to life, see Thornwell, “The Necessity of the
Atonement,” in Collected Writings, 2.243; Palmer, “Feeling After God,” in The Pulpit Treasury: An Evangelical
Monthly for Pastors, Christian Workers and Families, vol. 2, ed. Joseph Sanderson (New York: E. B. Treat, 1885),
531; Palmer, “Communion with God, Alone Perfect,” (Revelation 3:20), Sermons, 1.257ff; “Warrant and Nature of
Public Worship” (John 4:23–24) in Sermons, 1.367–368; Palmer, “The Blessedness of being with Christ,” Sermons,
1883, 5–12; Smyth, “On the Fellowship and Communion of Believers with the Father, Son and Holy Ghost,” n.d.,
reprinted in Smyth, Complete Works, 9.407–424.
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Gospel and Christian love.20 Perhaps, with a bit of redemptive irony, Presbyterians in the South
today could apply the Columbians’ Trinitarian doctrine in a way that the Columbians themselves
failed to do such that Southern churches and Southern society might more fully reflect what the
Columbians understood to be the reciprocal love, honour, and harmony of the blessed society of
the Trinity.
Worshipping Trinitarianly
In his influential book Worship, Community & The Triune God of Grace, James B.
Torrance contends that the “most common and widespread” form of worship in Christian
churches today is “in practice unitarian,” with “no doctrine of the mediator or sole priesthood of
Christ, is human-centered, has no proper doctrine of the Holy Spirit, is too often non-sacramental,
and can engender weariness.”21 For Trinitarian ministers who are seeking to avoid the trend
described by Torrance and lead worship services that are robustly Trinitarian, several Old
Columbian resources might prove helpful.
The theology of worship articulated by the Old Columbians could help Trinitarian
ministers frame worship services that reflect the worship of the Trinity and the Trinitarian
dynamic of worship: to the Father, through the Son, by the Spirit. As we have discussed, the
chapel sermons of Thornwell, the articles of Smyth, and the sermons and writings of Palmer,
especially his Theology of Prayer, presented worshippers in their day with a theology of worship
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See “Overture 43: Pursuing Racial Reconciliation and the Advance of the Gospel,” in Actions of the 44th
General Assembly (2016) of the Presbyterian Church of America, accessed 10 October 2016,
http://www.pcahistory.org/ga/actions/44thGA_2016_Actions.pdf; “Report on Race Relations,” from the 213th
Meeting of the General Synod of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church. This report suggests many reasons
why the church should cultivate good race relations, including the church’s calling to reflect the unity and diversity
of the Trinity in its life and witness. Accessed 10 October 2016, http://theaquilareport.com/arp-synod-approvesreport-on-race-relations/.
21

James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & The Triune God of Grace (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity
Press, 1996), 20. See also Thomas F. Torrance, The Ground and Grammar of Theology (Charlottesville, VA: The
University Press of Virginia, 1980), 155.
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that emphasised the mediatorial work of the incarnate Son and the gracious help of the Holy
Spirit in order to ensure that worship did not devolve into the human-centred, wearying worship
observed by Torrance.22
The Columbians also modelled the use of overtly Trinitarian elements of worship, such as
the Doxology and other expressly Trinitarian hymns, as well as Trinitarian benedictions and
prayers, in order to ensure that Trinitarian worship was maintained in their churches. 23 In
addition, the Columbians presented robustly Trinitarian views of the sacraments, which
Trinitarian ministers today could incorporate into sacramental homilies and prayers.24 In other
words, Trinitarian ministers who are hoping to avoid the aforementioned tendencies lamented by
Torrance and cultivate robustly Trinitarian worship in their churches could perhaps glean
assistance from the Columbians’ theology and practice of worship.
Preaching Trinitarianly
Michael Quicke, a twenty-first-century Trinitarian leader in the field of homiletics,
observes, “Sadly, much current preaching and worship seem to speak of God in fewer than three
persons. . . . Too often the focus has been on Jesus alone, neglecting his relationship with the
Father and the Spirit.”25 Quicke further comments, “While orthodox preachers reject

22

For examples, see Thornwell, “The Priesthood of Christ,” in Collected Writings, 263–290; Smyth, “The
Doctrine of the Trinity, Not Theoretical or Speculative, but Practical in its Nature and Fundamental in its
Importance,” 161; “Warrant and Nature of Public Worship” (John 4:23–24) in Sermons, 1.375–376; “Faith in God
and the Mediator” (John 14:1) in Sermons, 2.366; “Christ a Priest after the Power of an Endless Life” (Hebrews
7:15–16) in Sermons, 2.452–453; “Christian Paradoxes – No. 2,” and “Accepted in the Beloved,” in Selected
Writings of Benjamin Morgan Palmer, 174–177, 194–196; The Threefold Fellowship, 63–65; and The Threefold
Assurance, 127–128; Theology of Prayer, 13, 200, 318–319. See also, Girardeau, Sermons, 297–311.
23

See Smyth, “The Doctrine of the Trinity, Not Theoretical or Speculative, but Practical in its Nature and
Fundamental in its Importance,” 176–177; Palmer, “Christ’s Prayer for His People” (John 17:24) in Sermons, 1.382,
383; “The Organic Unity of the Church” (Ephesians 4:16) in Sermons, 1.580; “Confession and Forgiveness” (1 John
1:9) in Sermons, 2.56; “Communion with the Blood of Christ” (1 Cor. 10:16) in Sermons, 2.373;
24

See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 3.295–297, 302, 395–396; Adger, My Life and Times, 312–326;
Smyth, “Baptism a Testimony to the Doctrine of the Trinity in Unity,” in Smyth, Complete Works, 10.333–337.
25

Michael Quicke, Preaching as Worship (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 74. For similar critiques, see
Marguerite Shuster, “Preaching the Trinity: A Preliminary Investigation,” in The Trinity: An Interdisciplinary
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Unitarianism, which views God as one person only and denies the divinity of Christ and of the
Holy Spirit, they can practice forms of worship and preaching that appear closed to the
continuing work of Christ and the Holy Spirit. Preachers need to ensure that the structure of
worship and preaching gives due weight to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”26
Similarly, in his book Worshipping Trinity: Coming Back to the Heart of Worship, Robin
Parry argues,
There is a need to train teachers and preachers to give talks and sermons with an
overt Trinitarian syntax. . . . Sermons and talks, whether on topics or specific
biblical texts need to seek to bring out the roles of the different persons of the
Trinity. They need to make explicit the dynamic connections between the persons
of the Trinity and move back and forth between the Three and the One. This can
be done in an evangelistic sermon as well as in a talk on ecology, the cross, caring
for our neighbor, walking worthy of the Lord, Christian hope, or whatever. My
contention is that regular exposure to such an overt Trinitarian syntax will shape
Christians who learn to think in a Trinitarian way, relate to God in a Trinitarian
way, and read Scripture in a Trinitarian way. Trinitarian sermons working hand in
hand with Trinitarian praying and singing will, over time, reinforce each other and
shape Trinitarian Christians. 27
As we noted in chapter four of this dissertation, Thomas Smyth similarly admonished
Trinitarian preachers in his day to explicitly preach the doctrine and implications of the Trinity
rather than assuming them.28 Our study has shown that the ministries of Smyth and his Columbia
colleagues could serve as examples for Trinitarians today who want to keep the Trinity at the fore
of their preaching and make the doctrine plain and applicable to their hearers.29

Symposium on the Trinity, ed. Stephen Davis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 357–81; and Michael
Pasquarello, Christian Preaching: A Trinitarian Theology of Proclamation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006).
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2008), 500.
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Books, 2012), 153–154.
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Smyth, “The Doctrine of the Trinity, Not Theoretical or Speculative, but Practical in its Nature and
Fundamental in its Importance,” 175–176. See page 190 of this dissertation.
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See, for examples, Thornwell, “The Priesthood of Christ,” in Collected Writings, 2.265–290, passim;
“The Gospel, God’s Power and Wisdom,” in Collected Writings, 2.323–324, 333–334; “The Personality of the Holy
Ghost,” in Collected Writings, 2.335–367, passim; “The Ethical System of the Bible,” in Collected Writings, 2.474–
475; “The Love of Truth,” in Collected Writings, 2.495; “Vows,” in Collected Writings, 2.593; Smyth, “The
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More specifically, in the Old Columbians’ sermons, one finds examples of how to preach
in plain language the aforementioned “defeater-defeaters” and “defeater-insulators” of mystery
and paradox, which are so foundational to Trinitarianism.30 In addition, through their hypothesis
that the triadic theologies of ancient religions are the result of corrupted primitive revelations, the
Old Columbians could perhaps offer today’s Trinitarian preachers “defeater-defeater” or
“defeater-insulator” responses to ongoing anti-Trinitarian claims that the Trinity is an importation
of triadic theologies from other religions and thus a corruption of early Christianity.31
In the Columbians, one finds what are perhaps rare examples of how to preach on the
doctrine of sin from an explicitly Trinitarian standpoint.32 One also finds examples of how to
preach on redemption, especially the doctrines of the atonement and adoption, from an explicitly

Doctrine of the Trinity, Not Theoretical or Speculative, but Practical in its Nature and Fundamental in its
Importance,” 175–176; Palmer, “The Faithful Saying” (1 Timothy 1:15) in Sermons, 1.152; “Christ’s Prayer for His
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of God’s Attributes in the Plan of Grace” (Psalm 85:10–11) in Sermons, 1.500; “The Sin of Unbelief” (John 3:18) in
Sermons, 2.77–78; “Christ’s Love to his People” (John 15:9) in Sermons, 2.94; “Truth, the Law of the Intellect”
(John 12:48–49) in Sermons, 2.318; “Love, the Law of the Heart” (1 John 4:16) in Sermons, 2.335; “Communion
with the Blood of Christ” (1 Corinthians 10:16) in Sermons, 2.373. See also, Blackburn, The Life Work of John L.
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Trinitarian perspective.33 And, in the Old Columbians, Trinitarians can find examples of how to
preach evangelistically in a distinctively Trinitarian fashion.34 That is to say, Trinitarian
preachers today could perhaps find in the Old Columbians helpful examples of the kind of
Trinitarian preaching advocated by contemporary leaders such as Quicke and Parry.
In closing, we may summarise the contemporary relevance of the Old Columbians by
saying that our research has revealed that Trinitarians who wish to take steps to remedy what
Fred Sanders has called the “current plight of Trinity forgetfulness,” and who are therefore
looking for historical examples of pastor-theologians who have emphasised the Trinity in
doctrine and practice, might consider the Old Columbians and their nineteenth-century stand for
the one whom they called “the Adorable Trinity.”35
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APPENDIX 1
The Late Rev. Dr. Palmer
Messrs. Editors: Having, whilst on a long tour for my health, observed in recent
numbers of the Courier some historical notices of the Circular Church, and of the
relations sustained towards it by the late Rev. B. M. Palmer, D. D., I felt it my
duty to communicate a few facts, which happen to come to my knowledge, in
regard to a change of doctrinal opinions entertained by that excellent and pious
man, for some time previous to his decease. Although cognizant of the same facts
at the time when numerous testimonials to his character appeared soon after his
death, in the Courier and elsewhere, I yet did not care to disturb the sensibility of
many of his surviving friends, by uttering what they might have deemed a rudely
discordant note, and I therefore maintained a respectful and sympathising silence.
But as kindred topics are made to bear rather a prominent position in the various
documents to which I have just alluded, it appeared to me at the distance of time,
and under the altered circumstances and aspects of the case, that the interests of
plain truth and fair justice to all parties constrained me, as a conscientious man, to
keep silence no longer, especially as I never again shall have so fit an opportunity
to break it. To such motives alone, instead of any mere sectarian interest I may
feel in the subject, I trust that both you and the public will do me the justice to
ascribe the present communication. I respectfully submit, also, whether this
communication, as a statement of facts, be not an appropriate, and even necessary
sequel to the historical reminiscences which have called it forth?
For a year or two previous to Dr. Palmer’s death, I had long conversations
with him, sought not by myself, but by him, in regard to the doctrine of the
Trinity, and the opinions of Unitarian Christians. Though we had never before
been on terms of any sort of intimacy, he now favored me with a visit of the large
part of a day at my house on Sullivan’s Island, and I had the pleasure of visiting
with him at his residence in Orangeburg. During these interviews, he gave me
distinctly to understand that he considered the doctrine of the supreme divinity of
Jesus to be untenable, adopting, as it appeared to me, something like the views of
the higher Arians, as inculcated by the celebrated Dr. Samuel Clarke. He had also
unquestionably abandoned the doctrine of the separate personality of the Holy
Spirit, denying, of course, none of its offices and influences, but ascribing them to
the immediate agency of the Supreme Father of all, in accordance with the well
known views entertained by Dr. Watts during the later periods of his life, and with
the representations of the belief of the primitive church by the Chevalier Bunsen,
in his recent essays on Hippolytus. I understood him, also, to have abandoned the
views of the ultra Calvanists [sic] as to the vicarious nature of the atonement. So
frank and decided was he in his statements and remarks, that while my surprise
was somewhat excited, I could not mistake the purport of his communications, and
mentioned it soon after to my family and one or two other friends. There was
nothing constrained in his conversation, and he enjoined on me no kind of
concealment. My own impressions as to his change of opinions coincided also
with those of a member of his own family, who assured me, after the Doctor’s
death, that, in consequence of that change, he, (Dr. Palmer,) had for some time
contemplated relinquishing the annual benefaction received by him from the
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Congregational Minister’s Fund, and that he undoubtedly would have done so, had
his life been spared a little longer. I was also informed by the same individual, to
whose testimony I confidently appeal for the correction of any inaccuracy in my
recollections on all these points, that certain manuscripts, left behind by the
Doctor, would be found to record some of the changes of opinion above specified.
How far my statements may have been corroborated by the examination and
personal knowledge of those who have enjoyed better opportunities for deciding
than myself, I am unable to say. I have, however, the satisfaction to hope and trust,
that whatever is the exact truth on this subject, it will be as willingly recognised by
them, as by
Your respectful and obedient servant,
SAMUEL GILMAN
Jonesborough, (Tenn.) August 6, 1853.1

1

“The Late Rev. Dr. Palmer,” The Charleston Daily Courier, Saturday Morning, 13 August 1853,
51.16496, 2.
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APPENDIX 2
Messrs. Editors: In the Courier of Saturday last, appears a communication over
the signature of “Samuel Gilman,” impeaching the religious views and memory of
the late Rev. B. M. Palmer, of this city – occasioned, it is alleged, by the recent
prominence given to the “History of the Circular Church,” of which he was for so
many years its able and esteemed Pastor.
It was natural to expect the extreme sensitiveness of Dr. Gilman, from the
tendency of the recent publications – all of which have a direct bearing upon the
issue made years ago, between the Churches involved, and the “faith once
delivered to the Saints.” But it must be left to a discerning public, to whom the
lamented dead was so well and familiarly known, to determine the propriety of the
attack now, for the second time, made upon the memory of one still embalmed in
many living hearts; especially, when from the article referred to, nothing more
appears than the author’s recollections and impressions of conversations that
passed between himself and the now silent dead. Dr. P.’s friends must be excused
if they require something more stable and satisfactory, since nothing is easier than
to attack an individual’s opinions and character, and challenge his friends to prove
his innocence.
The subscribers are far from designing to impeach Dr. Gilman’s veracity,
and to relieve any such appearance, the following circumstances may be
mentioned. It is undoubtedly true, that the change in his daughter’s sentiments
brought Dr. P. into nearer contact with Unitarians and their writings; the effect of
which was to mitigate a bitterness of feeling which he formerly entertained
towards them, springing in a great degree, from the difficulties in the Circular
Church during his Pastorship. That he spoke with greater moderation of them and
their sentiments, and displayed towards them, especially his daughter’s guests,
Christian courtesy and good feeling, is undoubtedly true. But this would not
surprise Dr. G., could he give the orthodox clergy in general, more credit for
sincerity and liberality of feeling, (while sternly maintaining principle) than they
generally receive at the hands of some religionists. Added to this, it must be said,
that Dr. P. was a man of free-spoken candor, always making due concessions
when truth demanded it, and cheerfully abandoning a bad proof even of truth,
when satisfied of its inconclusiveness. That this should have led Dr. G., with his
sanguine attachment to his own views, to construe too favorably, expressions
dropped in the course of conversation, and thus made “the wish father to the
thought,” is quite conceivable. Without denying his impressions, the undersigned
cannot but feel that the basis of them is insufficient. But of a change in his actual
views of the controverted topics, there is not only no proof, but abundant evidence
to the contrary.
It may not be out of place to add, that, to the certain knowledge of the
subscribers, the main cause of Dr. P.’s change of residence from the city to the
country, was to rid himself, if possible, of the painful mortification and grief of
heart occasioned by the change of religious views of the member of his family
referred to, and the hope cherished, that retirement, and serious, prayerful
reflection, would enable both reason and an enlightened conscience to resume
their sway. This feeling of deep concern for his daughter’s welfare continued to
his dying day. It is also well known, that since Dr. P.’s death, his daughter has
abandoned her former views, and is now a member of the Episcopal Church.
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The allusion made to Dr. Palmer’s intended relinquishment of the annuity
of the “Clergy Society,” is entirely new, and may have had its origin in this fact,
that, from his extreme conscientiousness he contemplated asking a reduction of
the sum allowed him, as he considered himself able, and was actually engaged in
supplying a church in a neighboring parish with the “bread of life,” for which he
received a small salary. It was to the extent of the stipend received that the
proposed reduction had reference, and was only alluded to by him a few weeks
prior to his decease, in a letter to a friend, with regard to the existence of certain
manuscripts, containing a record of “some of the changes of opinion” alleged. No
manuscripts have been discovered by any member of the family, other than
duplicates of private letters, which it was his habit to keep, even to the month of
his death. These letters, as far as they show anything upon the subject, while they
evince such a change of feeling as is above described, and show him to be
somewhat engaged in a re-examination of the subject, reveal no change of opinion
whatever; much less that he was a “year or two before his death a high Arian,” or
had modified his views upon the subject of the Atonement; while his last sermons
and the whole tenor of his preaching, prayer and conversation (as the inmates of
his family and community in which he lived well know) tend directly to the
opposite conclusion.
Unless, therefore, the ingenuousness of his whole life forsook him in his
last months, it is morally impossible that he can have passed from Orthodox to
Unitarian sentiments. This, the “exact truth” upon the subject, it is hoped will be
willingly recognized by Dr. G., as it is well known by “those who have enjoyed
better opportunities for deciding, than himself.”
B. LANNEAU
B. E. LANNEAU
Charleston, August 15, 1853.2

2

The Charleston Daily Courier, 15 August 1853, 51.16497, 2.
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