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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 
ÒtheatresÓ 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 (1812Ð1862) laboured to reverse the Unitarian advancements made there by 
Thomas Cooper (1759Ð1839), the president of South Carolina College; the theatre of Charleston, 
South Carolina, where Columbia pastor-scholar Thomas Smyth (1808Ð1873) sought to repel the 
Unitarian movement led by Samuel Gilman (1791Ð1858), the minister of the Unitarian Church of 
Charleston; and the theatre of New Orleans, Louisiana, where Columbia divine Benjamin 
Morgan Palmer (1818Ð1902) attempted to counteract the Unitarianism popularized there by 
Theodore Clapp (1792Ð1866), the pastor of the Unitarian Church of New Orleans. The 
contemporary relevance of the Old ColumbiansÕ efforts is also demonstrated. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND L ITERATURE SURVEY  

Introduction : The Focus of the Dissertation 

This dissertation, ÒÔThe Adorable TrinityÕ: Old Columbia SeminaryÕs Stand for 

Trinitarianism in the Nineteenth-Century American South,Ó is a study of how Old ColumbiaÕs 

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 ÒThe Adorable TrinityÓ 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, 1905Ð1912), 9.153, 275; Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., A Weekly 
Publication Containing Sermons (New Orleans: Clark & Hofeline, 1875Ð1876), 1.152, 362, 382, 500; 2.77Ð78, 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 ÒadorableÓ has devolved such that today it is commonly used to mean ÒcuteÓ or 
Òcuddly.Ó  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 ÒAdorable,Ó ÒAdorableness,Ó ÒAdoration,Ó and 
ÒAdoreÓ 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 1932Ð1971 (Decatur, GA: CTS Press, 1985), and J. Davison Philips, Time of 
Blessing, Time of Hope: Columbia Theological Seminary, 1976Ð1986 (Decatur, GA: Columbia Theological 
Seminary, 1994).  We are using terms such as Òthe American South,Ó Òthe Southern United States,Ó and Òthe South,Ó 
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, ÒThe Old South: An Introduction,Ó in Kelly, Preachers with Power: Four 
Stalwarts of the South (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1992), xiÐxxvi.       
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ColumbiansÕ 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 Òthe father of Columbia 

theology,Ó James Henley Thornwell (1812Ð1862), sought to reverse the Unitarian advancements 

made there by Thomas Cooper (1759Ð1839), the president of South Carolina College.2  Then, we 

examine the theatre of Charleston, South Carolina, where Columbia pastor-scholar Thomas 

Smyth (1808Ð1873) laboured to repel the Unitarian movement led by Samuel Gilman (1791Ð

1858), the pastor of the Unitarian Church of Charleston.  Finally, we consider the theatre of New 

Orleans, Louisiana, where Columbia divine Benjamin Morgan Palmer (1818Ð1902) attempted to 

counteract the Unitarianism popularized there by Theodore Clapp (1792Ð1866), the pastor of the 

Unitarian Church of New Orleans.  We also demonstrate the relevance of the Old ColumbiansÕ 

efforts for Trinitarians today.  

Secondary Sources Survey: Studies Involving Old Columbia and I ts Individual Theologians 

There have been numerous studies involving various theological and ministerial emphases 

of the Columbia divines, but none has thoroughly investigated Old ColumbiaÕs 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 

ColumbiaÕs 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 Òthe father of Columbia Theology,Ó see Morton H. Smith, preface to Election and 
Reprobation, by James Henley Thornwell (Jackson, MS: Presbyterian Reformation Society, 1961). 
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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 ColumbiaÕs influence on the polity of the Southern Presbyterian Church through James 

Henley ThornwellÕs doctrines of the ruling elder and the spirituality of the Church and John 

Lafayette GirardeauÕs doctrine of the diaconate.4  He also includes documentation of ColumbiaÕs 

missionary enterprises and discusses ColumbiaÕs 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 ColumbiaÕs theology per se.6  In an 

otherwise favourable review of RobinsonÕs 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 Òall too brief.Ó7  In this Òall too briefÓ section, 

Robinson touches on various facets of Old ColumbiaÕs theology, yet at no point does he discuss 

                                                

3 William Childs Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary and the Southern Presbyterian Church, 1831Ð
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 Òa 
loyal and determined champion of the Old Columbia theology.Ó David B. Calhoun, Our Southern Zion: Old 
Columbia Seminary (1828Ð1927) (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2012), 319. See also Louis C. LaMotte, Colored 
Light: The Story of the Influence of Columbia Theological Seminary 1828Ð1936 (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian 
Committee of Publication, 1937), 220, 228, 268, 278Ð279; 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, ÒWilliam Childs Robinson,Ó 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 
(1897Ð1982) (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2013). 

4 Robinson, Columbia, 69Ð96. 
5 Robinson, Columbia, 106Ð146, 158Ð208. 
6 See Robinson, Columbia, 209Ð228. 
7 Paul Woolley, ÒA Study in Church History,Ó Evangelical Quarterly (January 1932): 88.  
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ColumbiaÕs efforts to repel the Unitarian movement and promote Trinitarianism in the American 

South.8 

Five years after the publication of RobinsonÕs study, Louis C. LaMotte published a 

history of the seminary in which he builds on RobinsonÕs 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 

seminaryÕs facilities, finances, and campus life.9  Expanding the time frame of his study a decade 

beyond that of RobinsonÕs, 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, LaMotteÕs study explores the 

theology of Columbia even less than RobinsonÕs.  Thus, LaMotte does not provide analysis of 

Old ColumbiaÕs stand for Trinitarianism against Unitarian encroachments. 

Erskine Clarke analyses Old ColumbiaÕs influence on the culture of the Old South in 

ÒSouthern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary.Ó10  He points out that Old Columbia 

sought to shape Southern society through the Southern Presbyterian Review, which was the 

seminaryÕs academic journal and, according to Clarke, Òthe most serious scholarly journal 

published by religious leaders in the South.Ó11  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 ColumbiaÕs efforts to preserve 
                                                

8 Robinson, Columbia, 209Ð228. 
9 Louis C. LaMotte, Colored Light. 
10 Erskine Clarke, ÒSouthern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,Ó American Presbyterians 

66, no. 2 (Summer 1988): 123Ð133. 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, ÒSouthern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,Ó 126. 
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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 siteÕs architecture, they 

are told almost nothing about the siteÕs 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 

DoescherÕs study, and thus she does not discuss ColumbiaÕs emphasis on the Trinity in 

contradistinction to the burgeoning Southern Unitarian movement. 

                                                

12 Kirsten Lynn Alworth Doescher, ÒA Home for a Seminary: The Columbia Theological Seminary and the 
HallÕs House,Ó (MA thesis, University of South Carolina, 2001). 

13 Doescher, ÒA Home for a Seminary,Ó 4. 
14 Doescher, ÒA Home for a Seminary,Ó 7. 
15 Doescher, ÒA Home for a Seminary,Ó 2. 
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A final holistic study of Old Columbia is that of David B. Calhoun, which he describes as 

Òpart collective biography and part narrative history.Ó16  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, CalhounÕs 

work is primarily historical and biographical in nature, and, although he touches on facets of 

ColumbiaÕs theology, he does not discuss ColumbiaÕs 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 ColumbiaÕs 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 

ColumbiaÕs individual divines are numerous.  Like the holistic studies of Columbia, major 

studies devoted to ColumbiaÕs 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, 6Ð7, 15, 286. See also Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord 

Risen Upon It: First Presbyterian Church Columbia, South Carolina 1795Ð1995 (Columbia, SC: R. L. Bryan, 1994), 
33Ð35. 
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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 ColumbiaÕs 

                                                

19 See Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., The Life and Letters of James Henley Thornwell D.D., LL.D: Ex-
President 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, 1810Ð1899 
(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, ÒBenjamin Morgan Palmer, A Southern DivineÓ 
(PhD diss., Louisiana State University, 1943); Doralyn J. Hickey, ÒBenjamin Morgan Palmer: Churchman of the Old 
SouthÓ (PhD diss., Duke University, 1962); Eduard N. Loring, ÒCharles C. Jones: Missionary to Plantation Slaves, 
1831Ð1847Ó (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, ÒJohn L. Girardeau (1825Ð98), Pastor to Slaves and Theologian of Causes: A Historical Account of the 
Life and Contributions of an Often Neglected Southern Presbyterian Minister and TheologianÓ (PhD diss., 
Westminster Theological Seminary, 2003); and Christopher M. Duncan, ÒBenjamin Morgan Palmer: Southern 
Presbyterian DivineÓ (PhD diss., Auburn University, 2008). 

20 Thornton Whaling, ÒThe Philosopher,Ó in The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 285Ð303; Robert A. 
Webb, ÒEvolution Controversy,Ó in The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 231Ð284; Theodore Dwight Bozeman, 
ÒScience, Nature, and Society: A New Approach to James Henley Thornwell,Ó Journal of Presbyterian History 50, 
no. 3 (Fall 1972): 306Ð325; David Kinney Garth, ÒThe Influence of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy on the 
Theology of James Henley Thornwell and Robert Lewis DabneyÓ (PhD diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1979); J. 
Ligon Duncan III, ÒCommon Sense and American Presbyterianism: An Evaluation of the Impact of Scottish Realism 
on Princeton and the SouthÓ (MTh thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 1987), 45Ð74; 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, ÒJames Henley Thornwell: Ancient and Modern,Ó Affirmation 6, no. 2 
(1993): 50Ð71; Monte Harrell Hampton, ÒProfessor James Woodrow and the Response of Late-Nineteenth Century 
Southern Theology to EvolutionÓ (MA thesis, North Carolina State University, 1995); and W. Duncan Rankin and 
Stephen R. Berry, ÒThe Woodrow Evolutionary Controversy,Ó in Did God Create in 6 Days?, ed. Joseph A. Pipa Jr. 
and David W. Hall (Whitehall, WV: Tolle Lege Press, 2005), 53Ð100. 

21 Shelton H. Smith, ÒThe Church and the Social Order in the Old South as Interpreted by James H. 
Thornwell,Ó Church History 7, no. 2 (June 1938): 115Ð124; Walter Perry Bradenburg, ÒThe Place of James Henley 
Thornwell in the History of Education in South CarolinaÓ (MA thesis, University of South Carolina, 1939); Charles 
C. Bishop, ÒThe Pro-slavery Argument Reconsidered: James Henley Thornwell, Millennial Abolitionist,Ó South 
Carolina Historical Magazine 73 (January 1972): 18Ð36; Shelton H. Smith, In His Image, But . . . Racism in 
Southern Religion, 1780Ð1910 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1972); J. F. Maclear, ÒThomas Smyth, 
Frederick Douglass, and the Belfast Antislavery Campaign,Ó The South Carolina Historical Magazine 80, no. 4 
(October 1979): 286Ð297; Richard T. Hughes, ÒA Civic Theology for the South: The Case of Benjamin M. Palmer,Ó 
Journal of Church and State 25 (1983): 447Ð467; Marilyn J. Westerkamp, ÒJames Henley Thornwell, Pro Slavery 
Spokesman Within a Calvinist Faith,Ó South Carolina Historical Magazine 87, no. 1 (January 1986): 49Ð64; William 
W. Freehling, ÒJames Henley ThornwellÕs Mysterious Antislavery Moment,Ó The Journal of Southern History 57, 
no. 3 (August 1991): 383Ð406; Lawrence Ray McCormick, ÒJames Henley Thornwell and the Theological 
Justification of Slavery: A Study in the Development of a Proslavery IdeologyÓ (PhD diss., University of Southern 
California, 1992); David B. Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, passim; Eugene D. Genovese, The 
Southern Front: History and Politics in the Cultural War (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1995), 31Ð
41, 182; Curtis W. Dubose, ÒA Critical Analysis of the Theology Behind James Henley ThornwellÕs Support of the 
Institution of Slavery in the Old SouthÓ (ThM thesis, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, MS, 1998); Erskine 
Clarke, WrestlinÕ Jacob: A Portrait of Religion in Antebellum Georgia and the Carolina Low Country (Tuscaloosa, 
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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 

                                                                                                                                                        

AL: University of Alabama Press, 2000), 140Ð158; and Michael OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order: Intellectual Life and 
the American South, 1810Ð1860, 2 vols. (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 1113Ð1157. 

22 A. M. Fraser, ÒDr. Thornwell as an Ecclesiologist,Ó in Centennial Addresses Delivered before the Synod 
of South Carolina in the First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, October 23Ð24, 1912. Commemorating the Birth of 
the Rev. James Henley Thornwell (Spartanburg, SC: Band and White Printers, 1913), 31Ð52; Robert N. Watkin Jr., 
ÒThe Forming of the Southern Presbyterian Minister: From Calvin to the American Civil WarÓ (PhD diss., 
Vanderbilt University, 1969), 357Ð464; Luder G. Whitlock, ÒElders and Ecclesiology in the Thought of James 
Henley Thornwell,Ó Westminster Theological Journal 37 (Fall 1974): 44Ð56; Jack P. Maddex, ÒFrom Theocracy to 
Spirituality: The Southern Presbyterian Reversal on Church and State,Ó Journal of Presbyterian History (Winter 
1976): 438Ð457; Kenneth Joseph Foreman, ÒThe Debate on the Administration of Missions Led by James Henley 
Thornwell in the Presbyterian Church, 1839Ð1861Ó (PhD diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1977); John Lloyd 
Vance, ÒThe Ecclesiology of James Henley Thornwell: An Old South Presbyterian TheologianÓ (PhD diss., Drew 
University, 1990); Brian T. Wingard, ÒÔAs the Lord Puts Words in Her MouthÕ: The Supremacy of Scripture in the 
Ecclesiology of James Henley Thornwell and Its Influence Upon the Presbyterian Churches of the SouthÓ (PhD diss., 
Westminster Theological Seminary, 1992); and Stephen R. Berry, The Southern Presbyterian Diaconate: A 
Thornwellian Principle Elaborated by John Lafayette Girardeau (St. Louis, MO: PCA Historical Center, 1997). 

23 Thomas H. Law, ÒThornwell as Preacher and Teacher,Ó in Thornwell Centennial Addresses; Douglas F. 
Kelly, Preachers with Power: Four Stalwarts of the South (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1992), 58Ð188; Hughes 
Oliphant Old, The Reading and Preaching of Scriptures in the Worship of the Christian Church, vol. 6, The Modern 
Age (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 321Ð337; and Edward Thomas Jordan, ÒThe Ministry of the Holy Spirit in 
the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons: As Evidenced by Four Representative Southern Presbyterian ExemplarsÓ 
(DMin thesis, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, 2008), 42Ð57, 71Ð103. 

24 S. F. Harris, ÒThe Theology of Dr. Girardeau,Ó Methodist Quarterly Review 37, no. 1 (April 1893): 29Ð
45; Thornton Whaling, ÒDr. Thornwell as a Theologian,Ó in Thornwell Centennial Addresses, 22Ð30; Thornton 
Whaling, ÒThe Theologian,Ó in The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 304Ð340; Paul Leslie Garber, ÒThe Religious 
Thoughts of James Henley ThornwellÓ (PhD diss., Duke University, 1939); Garber, ÒJames Henley Thornwell: 
Presbyterian Defender of the Old South,Ó Union Seminary Review 54, no. 2 (February 1943): 93Ð116; Morton H. 
Smith, Studies in Southern Presbyterian Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1962), 107Ð182, 217Ð267; 
Paul Leslie Garber, ÒA Centennial Appraisal of James Henley Thornwell,Ó in A Miscellany of American Christianity, 
ed. Stuart C. Henry (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1963), 95Ð137; E. Brooks Holifield, ÒMercersburg, 
Princeton, and the South: The Sacramental Controversy in the Nineteenth Century,Ó Journal of Presbyterian History 
54 (1976): 238Ð257; E. Brooks Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians: American Theology in Southern Culture 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1978); W. Duncan Rankin, James Henley Thornwell and the Westminster 
Confession of Faith (Greenville, SC: A Press, 1986); Sinclair Ferguson, ÒReformed Doctrine of Sonship,Ó in Pulpit 
and People: Essays in Honour of William Still, ed. Nigel M. De S. Cameron and Sinclair B. Ferguson (Edinburgh: 
Rutherford House, 1986), 81Ð88; John H. Leith, ÒJames Henley Thornwell and the Shaping of the Reformed 
Tradition in the South,Ó in Probing the Reformed Tradition, ed. Elsie Anne McKee and Brian G. Armstrong 
(Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1989), 434Ð447; Douglas F. Kelly, ÒPrayer and Union with Christ,Ó Scottish 
Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 8 (1990): 109Ð127; Douglas F. Kelly, ÒAdoption: An Underdeveloped Heritage of 
the Westminster Standards,Ó Reformed Theological Review 52, no. 3 (Sept.ÐDec. 1993): 110Ð120; William Borden 
Evans, Imputation and Impartation: Union with Christ in American Reformed Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2009), 225; Douglas F. Kelly, If God Already Knows, Why Pray? (Fearn, Scotland: 1996), 46Ð47, 78Ð79, 
139Ð143, 175Ð176, 183Ð185, 189; Stephen R. Berry, Sons of God: An Examination of the Doctrine of Adoption in 
the Thought of John Lafayette Girardeau (St. Louis, MO: PCA Historical Center, 1997); Craig A. Sheppard, ÒThe 
Compatibility of the Doctrine of Election with the Free Offer of the Gospel in James Henley ThornwellÓ (ThM 
thesis, Reformed Theological Seminary, 1997); Thomas E. Jenkins, The Character of God: Recovering the Lost 
Literary Power of American Protestantism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 95Ð112; Tim J. R. Trumper, 
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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, ÒAtonement and Justification in the Writings of Thornwell 

and Girardeau,Ó 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 ThornwellÕs soteriology.  Sheppard surmises, ÒThis 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. 

3Ð4), there is a strong Trinitarian dimension in the context.Ó25  Thus, Sheppard seems to 

recognise an overall ÒTrinitarian approachÓ in ThornwellÕs soteriology, but, beyond this brief 

comment, he does not explore the ÒTrinitarian approachÓ 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 ÒTrinitarian approachÓ of a 

Columbia divine.  In his book Preachers with Power, Douglas F. Kelly discusses the lives and 

pulpit ministries of three Columbia divines Ð Thornwell, Palmer, and Girardeau Ð along with 

Southern evangelist Daniel Baker.  Kelly observes that one of the Òperennial themesÓ of 

GirardeauÕs preaching was Òunion with Christ.Ó26  Then Kelly states that his emphasis on the 

believerÕs union with Christ was Òviewed by Girardeau in the broader context of a robust 

                                                                                                                                                        

ÒAn Historical Study of Adoption in the Calvinistic TraditionÓ (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 2001), 398Ð455; 
Craig A. Sheppard, ÒA Theological Evaluation and Comparison of the Atonement and Justification in the Writings of 
James Henley Thornwell (1812Ð1862) and John Lafayette Girardeau (1825Ð1898)Ó (PhD diss., University of Wales, 
2008); Oliver Crisp, ÒJohn Girardeau: Libertarian Calvinist?Ó Journal of Reformed Theology 8, no. 3 (2014): 284Ð
300. 

25 Sheppard, ÒAtonement and Justification in the Writings of Thornwell and Girardeau,Ó 274. 
26 Kelly, Preachers with Power, 125. 
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Trinitarian theology.Ó27  Al though Kelly mentions other Òperennial themesÓ in Girardeau (as well 

as Thornwell and Palmer) that we believe likewise flow from Òa robust Trinitarian theology,Ó he 

does not thoroughly investigate the ColumbiansÕ Òrobust Trinitarian theologyÓ 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 Òvarious theological traditions both East and West.Ó29  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, ÒIn a passage that one wishes had been expanded, nineteenth-century Calvinist, 

John L. Girardeau, raises this question about the mysterious richness of GodÕs inner life: ÔIs 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?ÕÓ30  Kelly goes on to state, Ò[Girardeau] was not far from what the 

Fathers of the Church had called perichoresis (or Ômutual indwellingÕ of the three members of the 

Trinity within one another, while retaining their distinct personalities).Ó31  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.   

                                                

27 Kelly, Preachers with Power, 125. 
28 See Kelly, Preachers with Power, 64, 79Ð80, 97. 
29 Douglas F. Kelly, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, Grounded in Holy Scripture and Understood in the Light 

of the Church; The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision (Fearn, Scotland: Mentor, 2014), 14. 
30 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 210. 
31 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 210. 
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In a chapter on the humiliation of Christ in the sufferings of his life and death, Kelly 

discusses the Òsacred transaction among Father, Son, and Spirit in Gethsemane and Calvary.Ó32  

He states, ÒJesusÕ attitude to the Father in Gethsemane and on Calvary demonstrates the ineffable 

beauty that reigns within the Trinitarian relations.  JesusÕ self-offering to the Father as our great 

High Priest displays the absolute relational beauty of the infinite tenderness of the love of God.Ó33  

At this juncture, Kelly, without analysis, quotes at length from ThornwellÕs sermon ÒThe 

Priesthood of ChristÓ regarding the Òsurpassing lovelinessÓ of the inner-Trinitarian relationships 

revealed in Gethsemane and on Calvary.34 

Later, in an appendix titled ÒMetaphors for the Atonement,Ó Kelly discusses the motif of 

penal substitution.35  In that context, he again references Thornwell, this time quoting from a 

portion of ThornwellÕs sermon ÒThe Sacrifice of ChristÓ 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 Òtakes us very close to the heart of God as he describes what the incarnate Son of God 

went through for the honor of his FatherÕs character in the salvation of the church.Ó36  Kelly does 

not offer any further discussion of ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs explicitly Trinitarian 

understanding of ChristÕs atoning work.  In The Character of God: Recovering the Lost Literary 

Power of American Protestantism, Jenkins contends that various literary movements, especially 

                                                

32 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 365. 
33 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 365. 
34 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 365Ð366. 
35 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 433Ð436. 
36 Kelly, The Beauty of Christ: A Trinitarian Vision, 435Ð436. 
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neoclassicism, sentimentalism, and romanticism, have significantly shaped American Protestant 

theology.  Jenkins asserts that Protestant theologians in the nineteenth century Òwere trying to 

keep up with the rapidly expanding secular print cultureÓ and ÒÔkeeping upÕ for ministers meant, 

to some extent, appropriating popular and cosmopolitan literary styles for religious purposes.Ó37  

According to Jenkins, ThornwellÕs 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 JenkinsÕs 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 ÒInto the Saving Life of Christ (Or, WhatÕs Trinitarian about a Personal Relationship with 

Jesus),Ó in which Sanders seeks to demonstrate the Trinitarian nature of salvation and assurance, 

he quotes a portion of PalmerÕs book The Threefold Communion and the Threefold Assurance, in 

which Palmer likewise presents the believerÕs assurance of salvation as being ultimately rooted in 

GodÕs Triunity.41  Then, in a chapter titled ÒHearing the Voice of God in Scripture (Or, the Tacit 

Trinitarianism of Evangelical Bible Reading),Ó Sanders again references Palmer, who believed 

                                                

37 Thomas E. Jenkins, The Character of God: Recovering the Lost Literary Power of American 
Protestantism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 5. 

38 Jenkins, The Character of God, 95Ð104. 
39 See pages 112-117 of this dissertation. 
40 See Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes Everything (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2010), 22. 
41 Sanders, The Deep Things of God, 192. 
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that in the Bible Òthe words of the Father are delivered by the Son, through the power of the 

Spirit.Ó42  Sanders neither analyses nor discusses the quotations from Palmer.  Moreover, Sanders 

footnotes Morton H. SmithÕs Studies in Southern Presbyterianism as the source for this second 

quote.43  The quote is originally from a sermon by Palmer titled ÒThe Church, the Kingdom of 

Truth,Ó which is included in the second volume of PalmerÕs 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 OÕBrien examines the 

lives of Southern thinkers Ð writers, philosophers, politicians, and theologians Ð to paint a picture 

of intellectual life in the antebellum South.45  Throughout this massive intellectual history, 

OÕBrien 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, OÕBrien even notes the influence of Columbia Seminary itself.46 

                                                

42 Sanders, The Deep Things of God, 194. 
43 See Morton H. Smith, Studies in Southern Presbyterian Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 

1962), 224. Smith does not discuss or analyse this quote, but merely provides it as part of his description of PalmerÕs 
view of Scripture. The purpose of SmithÕs study is to explore the historic view of the Southern Presbyterian Church 
on the doctrines of inspiration and election. He does not explore Old ColumbiaÕs Trinitarian emphasis. 

44 See Palmer, Sermons (New Orleans: Clark & Hofeline, 1876), 2.12. 
45 Michael OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order: Intellectual Life and the American South, 1810Ð1860 (Chapel 

Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
46 See OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 179, 489, 513, 1094, 1114, 1118, 1124, 1125, 1130. 
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We will interact with specific points of OÕBrienÕs analysis at the appropriate junctures in 

our own study, but for now we point out that OÕBrien most closely approaches our own thesis 

when he discusses the life, theology, and ministries of James Henley Thornwell.  The final 

chapter of OÕBrienÕs history is titled ÒTheology for the South,Ó 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   

OÕBrienÕs examination of Thornwell intersects with our own thesis as he documents both 

ThornwellÕs 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, OÕBrien accentuates the 

fact that ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs theology, noting exemplary works from the Thornwell corpus 

such as ÒThe Necessity of the AtonementÓ and ÒThe Personality of God.Ó49  OÕBrien most closely 

articulates our own thesis when, after briefly discussing ThornwellÕs conversion from the 

Unitarianism of Cooper to Trinitarianism, he points out that ThornwellÕs chief objective became 

Òpersuading others to duplicate his own personal history of conversionÓ and that Òthis was to 

repudiate Thomas Cooper.Ó50  

OÕBrienÕs 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 

                                                

47 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 1114Ð1157. 
48 See OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 1115Ð1117.  
49 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 397, 1142Ð1143. Again, we critically interact with key points of 

OÕBrienÕs assessments of Thornwell when we provide our own analysis of Thornwell. 
50 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 1117. 
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carry out.  Moreover, we believe that the scant assessments of ThornwellÕs 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 ÒRepresentative Carolinians,Ó 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 ThornwellÕs approach to civil religion: ÒVague recognition 

of God would not do.  The State must recognize the triune God of the Bible Ð the Father, Son, 

and Holy Ghost.Ó51  Genovese alerts us to the fact that Thornwell had much more to say about the 

Trinity when he writes, ÒWith 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.Ó52  Thus, in The Southern Front, Genovese alerts 

us to ThornwellÕs 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 SlaveholderÕs Worldview, which Genovese co-authored 

                                                

51 Eugene D. Genovese, The Southern Front: History and Politics in the Cultural War (Columbia, MO: 
University of Missouri Press, 1995), 32Ð33.  For an example of advocacy for a Unitarian view of American 
government and civil religion by one of ThornwellÕs contemporaries, see Theodore Clapp, Autobiographical 
Sketches and Recollections, During A Thirty-Five YearsÕ Residence in New Orleans (Boston: Phillips, Sampson & 
Company, 1858), 389Ð392. 

 
52 Genovese, The Southern Front, 32Ð33. 
53 Genovese, The Southern Front, ix. 
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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 ÒThe Holy Spirit in the Word of 

God,Ó the Genoveses discuss the rise of anti-Trinitarianism from the mid-eighteenth to the late-

nineteenth century and, without analysis, quote from ThornwellÕs lecture ÒThe Personality of 

GodÓ and his sermons ÒThe Necessity of the AtonementÓ and ÒThe Personality of the Holy 

GhostÓ as examples of ThornwellÕs Trinitarian response.54  In a footnote in the same section, the 

authors tersely summarise a facet of John L. GirardeauÕs Trinitarian apologetic, writing, ÒIn 

criticizing non-Trinitarian monotheism, specifically Islamic, Girardeau stressed interpersonality 

as a model of human social relations.Ó55 

The Genoveses are clearly familiar with Thomas Cooper, but they fail to make the 

connection between CooperÕs anti-Trinitarianism and ThornwellÕs Trinitarian response in South 

CarolinaÕs capital city.56  The Genoveses point out that Cooper Òespecially hated the 

Presbyterians,Ó but, even then, they do not mention the way in which the conflict between anti-

Trinitarianism and orthodoxy was epitomized in Columbia by Cooper, a leading Southern anti-

Trinitarian, and Thornwell, a leading Southern Presbyterian.57   

In a chapter titled ÒSerpent in the Garden: Liberal Theology in the South,Ó the Genoveses 

discuss in more detail the Òtroublesome inroadsÓ that liberal theologies such as Deism, 

Universalism, Spiritualism, and Unitarianism were making in the antebellum South and the ways 

                                                

54 Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Eugene D. Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class: History and Faith in 
the Southern SlaveholderÕs Worldview (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 554Ð556. 

55 Fox-Genovese and Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class, 587. 
56 Fox-Genovese and Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class, 16, 226, 321.  
57 Fox-Genovese and Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class, 321. 
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in which Òvigilance emerged as the SouthÕs order of the day.Ó58  The authors cite Theodore 

ClappÕs popularization of Unitarianism in New Orleans, but their discussion is surprisingly 

devoid of any reference to PalmerÕs vigilant counteroffensive.59  Palmer is discussed elsewhere, 

but again surprisingly, never with reference to his Trinitarian response to the Òtroublesome 

inroadsÓ of Unitarianism.60 

On the other hand, the response of Thomas Smyth to CharlestonÕs 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, ÒThomas 

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.Ó61  In a footnote on 

the same page, the authors point out that much of the ninth volume in SmythÕs Complete Works 

consists of articles and sermons in which Smyth defends the Trinity against Unitarian criticism.62 

The Genoveses tersely summarise one of SmythÕs major polemical responses to 

Unitarianism when they write, ÒUnitarians 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.Ó63  This 

is as far as the authors take their discussion of SmythÕs Trinitarian polemic.  We, on the other 

                                                

58 Fox-Genovese and Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class, 587. 
59 Fox-Genovese and Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class, 605. 
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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 nineteenth-

century 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 

CooperÕs anti-Trinitarianism on the one hand and ThornwellÕs 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, PalmerÕs efforts to reverse ClappÕs 

influence in New Orleans are surprisingly neglected.  The Charleston theatre is most clearly 

demonstrated as both GilmanÕs popularity and SmythÕs 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 ÒSerpent in the Garden: Liberal Theology in the 

South,Ó the Genoveses acknowledge their reliance on John Allen MacaulayÕs 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, ÒOut 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.Ó65  As one would expect, therefore, Gilman of Charleston and Clapp of New 

Orleans play prominent roles in MacaulayÕs 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, ÒIn 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 SmythÕs congregation who church-hopped regularly between 

the Presbyterian and Unitarian church buildings.Ó67  Later in a summary section he repeats the 

same: ÒIn 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.Ó68  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.  HolifieldÕs 
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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 Òa self-conscious disciple of 

the first generation of Unitarian patriarchs: Channing, Henry Ware, President Kirkland of 

Harvard,Ó and Òthe most articulate representative of New England liberalismÓ 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 CharlestonÕs most Òeducated, cultivated, and influentialÓ 

citizens.71  

Then, Holifield briefly discusses the counteroffensive of Smyth, who was Òintent on 

persuading the same constituencyÓ of the superiority of orthodox Trinitarianism.72  Holifield 

describes Smyth as follows: ÒA 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 ÔUnitarianism Not the GospelÕ which along with his ÔArticles on the TrinityÕ appeared 

in serial form for several years in The Southern Presbyterian Review.Ó73   

In only one full paragraph, Holifield seeks to summarize but one facet of SmythÕs anti-

Unitarian argument, namely, SmythÕs 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 PalmerÕs 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 PalmerÕs account, Old summarises the early decades of the congregation: 

ÒUnitarianism was making rapid gains in this country at this time, and the fledgling congregation 

in New Orleans was greatly disturbed by the controversy.Ó77  

Though brief, OldÕs account alerts his audience to the fact that PalmerÕs pulpit ministry 

was responsive to the Òrapid gainsÓ of Unitarianism.78  Old discusses four of the sermons that 

Palmer preached from his New Orleans pulpit: ÒLove to an Unseen Christ,Ó ÒLooking unto 

Jesus,Ó ÒThe Attraction of the Cross,Ó and ÒChrist, the Resurrection and the Life.Ó  Old 

summarises the Christology of PalmerÕs preaching as follows: ÒIt is not the mundane Christ of 

the Enlightenment that Palmer preached, but the transcendent, exalted Christ.  PalmerÕs 

preaching flew in the face of the Unitarian, rationalistic Christ and witnessed to the reality of the 

unseen Christ.Ó79  Old points out that Palmer explicitly employed the language of Nicaea and 

Chalcedon in his sermons to expound the Òhigh ChristologyÓ of orthodoxy, and he approaches 

the nub of our own study when he states PalmerÕs impetus for doing so: ÒThe 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.Ó80  Beyond these brief descriptions, however, Old does not 

explore PalmerÕs Trinitarian preaching or the results of it.  We, on the other hand, will seek to 

thoroughly explore these facets of PalmerÕs ministry.  

In his dissertation, ÒBenjamin Morgan Palmer: Southern Presbyterian Divine,Ó 

Christopher M. Duncan provides a Òlife and timesÓ of Palmer in which he presents an Òobjective 

and scholarlyÓ biography of the Columbia theologian.81  Like Hughes Oliphant Old, Duncan 

relies on PalmerÕs short sketch of First Presbyterian Church of New Orleans and points out that 

the ministry of Theodore Clapp, one of PalmerÕs predecessors, was Òmarked with trouble, 

beginning with questions about his theological integrity.Ó82  However, Duncan does not explicitly 

note that the ÒtroubleÓ 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 PalmerÕs subsequent attempts 

to counteract the Unitarianism popularized by Clapp. 

On the other hand, Duncan does note that PalmerÕs grandfather, Job Palmer, Òserved as 

clerk and sexton of the Congregational Church of Charleston (ÔCircular ChurchÕ) for thirty-nine 

years, devoting much of his energy to defending historic Christian doctrines then being 

questioned by New England Unitarians.Ó83  Duncan also notes that PalmerÕs parents sent him 

north to Amherst College, which was founded by orthodox Congregationalists who Òviewed 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.Ó84 

Although Duncan briefly notes these details regarding the Palmer familyÕs 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, ÒIn many ways, defending the traditional body of divinity against modernism 

and theological liberalism would sum up both his lifeÕs work, as well as the story of the 

nineteenth-century southern Presbyterian Church.Ó85  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 PalmerÕs Trinitarian emphasis when he 

offers a brief synopsis of PalmerÕs books.  He points out that PalmerÕs The Threefold Fellowship 

and the Threefold Assurance Òpresents 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.Ó86  Beyond this, Duncan does not discuss PalmerÕs emphasis on 

the Trinity.   

Thus, although DuncanÕs study provides some details that, when pieced together, hint at 

PalmerÕs 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 PalmerÕs life, ministry, and theological 

contributions. 

Another Òlife and timesÓ of Palmer much more explicitly notes PalmerÕs Trinitarian 

emphasis in response to Unitarianism.  In her dissertation, ÒBenjamin Morgan Palmer: 

Churchman of the Old South,Ó Doralyn J. Hickey presents a biography of Palmer with an 

approach similar to DuncanÕs.87  Like Duncan, Hickey focuses primarily on historical and 

biographical matters related to Palmer and she relies on JohnsonÕs biography for information on 

PalmerÕs family, noting that PalmerÕs grandfather, Job Palmer, Òtook particular pains to see that 

his family should never succumb to Unitarianism.Ó88   

Hickey goes on to note that Palmer himself took up his grandfatherÕs mantle in the stand 

against Unitarianism.  She briefly summarises the tenor of PalmerÕs preaching ministry: ÒWithin 

PalmerÕs sermons God was seldom described apart from his Trinitarian manifestation as Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit, a practice which stemmed, it would appear, from PalmerÕs 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.Ó89  Beyond this description, however, Hickey does not discuss the Òheresies associated 

with UnitarianismÓ as they relate to PalmerÕs life and ministry, nor does she offer a sustained 

analysis of PalmerÕs 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 divinesÕ 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 theologiansÕ 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 

ThornwellÕs Trinitarian view of the atonement proffered by Jenkins, but, as we shall demonstrate 

further, his thesis as to the reason for ThornwellÕs 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.  OÕBrien 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 ColumbiansÕ 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 ThornwellÕs classmate J. Marion Sims, and we note where the two accounts 

differ.90 

The published primary sources of ThornwellÕs 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 

                                                

90 Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., The Life and Letters of James Henley Thornwell D.D., LL.D: Ex-President 
of the South Carolina College, Late Professor of Theology in the Theological Seminary at Columbia, South Carolina 
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Company, 1884).  See also, Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., ÒLife, Character and Genius of the Late Reverend James 
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91 James Henley Thornwell, Collected Writings, ed. John B. Adger and John L. Girardeau, 4 vols. 
(Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1871). For a bibliography of ThornwellÕs writings, see 
Harold B. Prince, A Presbyterian Bibliography (Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, 1983), 369Ð371. For a list of 
ThornwellÕs Southern Presbyterian Review articles, see ÒAuthor IndexÓ in W. Duncan Rankin et al., An Index to the 
Southern Presbyterian Review (Jackson, MS: Reformed Theological Seminary, 1995), 42Ð43. 
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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 ThornwellÕs 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 PalmerÕs edited versions of ThornwellÕs 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 

ThornwellÕs preaching when he served as president of the college.  WilliamsÕ 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 CooperÕs efforts to advance Unitarianism in the Columbia theatre, including letters 

                                                

92 See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.1Ð650, 2.1Ð613. 
93 JHT Papers, CBK; JHT Papers, SCL. 
94 Matthew Jouett Williams Papers, DMRL. 



 28 

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 ÒA Summary of Unitarian Arguments,Ó 

ÒExposition of the doctrines of Calvinism,Ó ÒAddress to the Graduates of the South Carolina 

College, 1821,Ó and ÒAddress to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,Ó all of which 

reveal CooperÕs 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 

CooperÕs 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 MaloneÕs 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 ColumbiaÕs 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 ÒSmyth Family Papers,Ó in The Stoney Family 

Papers (1775Ð1949), 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 SmythÕs articles on the Trinity, which were originally 

published in The Southern Presbyterian Review.104  Most of these articles were reprinted in 

volume nine of SmythÕs 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 SmythÕs 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 CharlestonÕs leading nineteenth-century Unitarian family 

relative to GilmanÕs 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 PalmerÕs 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 JohnsonÕs 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 PalmerÕs 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 PalmerÕs 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 PalmerÕs 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 ÒChristianity, 

The Only Religion for Man,Ó 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 PalmerÕs predecessor, Theodore Clapp, we seek to rely as much 

as possible on primary sources.  For information about ClappÕs theology and his ministry, we 

look to his Autobiographical Sketches and Recollections, During A Thirty-Five YearsÕ 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 ClappÕs 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 PalmerÕs address, ÒSemi-
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Centenary Anniversary of Presbyterianism in New Orleans,Ó in which he assessed the ministry of 

Clapp and its influence on New Orleans.115 
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CHAPTER TWO: AN OVERVIEW OF T HE 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 nineteenth-

century 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 mid-

nineteenth 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 stateÕs 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 Ð Cooper, Gilman, 

and Clapp Ð 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 (1733Ð1804), who relocated from his 

native England to America in 1794.  Priestley popularized the theology of the Italian reformer, 

Faustus Socinus (1539Ð1604), 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 

                                                

118 See Macaulay, Unitarianism in the Antebellum South, 3; page 19 of this dissertation. 
119 See George Willis Cooke, Unitarianism in America: A History of Its Origin and Development (Boston: 

American Unitarian Association, 1902), 26Ð28, 31; Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 82; N. R. 
Needham, 2000 Years of ChristÕs Power, Part Three: Renaissance and Reformation (London: Grace Publications 

 



 36 

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 ÒUnitarian,Ó 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 (256Ð336), 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 Ð Trinitarianism Ð to be the ChurchÕs 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 Òthat Christ, though less 

than God, was more than man.Ó124  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, ÒArianism 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.Ó125  Making the same point, J. N. D. Kelly describes Arians as 

Òrationalists at heart.Ó126   

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 (1780Ð

1842).  Channing was a graduate of Harvard College, which, having been founded in 1636, is 

generally considered AmericaÕs 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 HarvardÕs popular Unitarian faculty, such as divinity professor, Henry Ware (1764Ð1845); 

professor of rhetoric, John Quincy Adams (1767Ð1848), who became the sixth president of the 

United States; and professor of sacred literature, Andrews Norton (1786Ð1853), 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 BostonÕs Federal Street Church, which, after Harvard, 

was the leading Unitarian institution in the nation, and he became known as Òthe Luther of the 

Boston reformation.Ó128  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 

PriestleyÕs doctrine.  Although the clergy of New England increasingly embraced ChanningÕs 

Unitarianism, they ultimately widened the tent thereof to welcome PriestleyÕs 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 PriestleyÕs Socinianism, while others leaned 

towards ChanningÕs 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 (1511Ð1553).  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 SouthÕs 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 SchaffÕs 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 Ð to conserve Ð the SouthÕs religion and culture.  The 

Columbians viewed Unitarianism as representative of secularization Ð the deracination of 
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Christendom Ð in America.  They observed itÕs 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 Ògentlemen theologians.Ó  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 Òour Southern Zion.Ó  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 

Òserpent in their garden,Ó and they saw it as their duty to crush it under their feet.138 

The Influences and Characteristics of Old ColumbiaÕs 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 ChurchÕs 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 CalvinÕs 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 ÒpersonÓ 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 Òfount of divinity.Ó144  We 

will discuss these elements of the Old ColumbiansÕ 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 UNITARI AN THOMAS COOPER  

Introduction  

We begin our study of Old ColumbiaÕs 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 (1759Ð1839) and the Trinitarian response of his one-time 

disciple and eventual successor as president of South Carolina College, James Henley Thornwell 

(1812Ð1862).  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 CooperÕs influence in South CarolinaÕs 

capital city. 

ThornwellÕs 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 (1794Ð1877), a wealthy planter, and William H. Robbins (1795Ð1843), 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, ThornwellÕs pupil, close friend, and 

biographer, likens the relationship between Thornwell and Gillespie to that of a father and a son: 

ÒIt is impossible to estimate the influenceÓ of Gillespie, an ÒOld School Southern gentleman,Ó on 

his Ònoble-spiritedÓ ward.2   

So what were the religious convictions of this inestimably influential father figure?  

Michael OÕBrien writes that Gillespie was Òmarked by Ôunbelief,ÕÓ 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 OÕBrien 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 Ð for I shall be candid in this matter Ð 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 OÕBrien, Thornwell does not use the term ÒunbeliefÓ to refer 

to unbelief in Christ, but rather to GillespieÕs ÒunbeliefÓ in the Calvinistic doctrine of election.  

Moreover, Palmer, who knew Gillespie personally, writes the following about him: ÒHe 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.Ó5  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 ThornwellÕs 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 Òa closet intercourseÓ in which Robbins was the Òmoulding influence,Ó 

the ÒMentor of Telemachus to his young ward.Ó6  During the time that Thornwell lived with 

Robbins, this ÒMentor of TelemachusÓ 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 DavidÕs 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 

(1821Ð1834).11 

 

James Henley Thornwell 
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Thomas CooperÕs 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 ÒFaith in the Holy 

Trinity.Ó12  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 BurkeÕs 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 Òin neither land 

could one be truly free.Ó18  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 Òfugitives 

of English persecution.Ó19  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, ÒTake this publication in all its parts, and it is the boldest attempt I have known 

to poison the minds of the people.Ó22  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 AdamsÕ 

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, ÒMr. 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.Ó24  PriestleyÕs prediction proved to be correct.  Overall, the trial 

raised public opinion of Cooper and, after serving his prison sentence and Òlying lowÓ for a few 

years, he was sworn in as a judge in Northumberland in 1804.25 

One of CooperÕs greatest admirers became President Thomas Jefferson, an Anti-federalist 

and a champion of the First Amendment.  Jefferson soon became CooperÕs 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 ÒChristianity in its genuine and original 

simplicity,Ó and that the doctrine of the Trinity was a corruption thereof, which posed an 

Òinsuperable obstacleÓ to the progress of Christianity.28 

Jefferson wrote to his daughter, Martha, concerning inquiries into his religious creed: ÒI 

have written to Philadelphia for Doctor PriestleyÕs 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.Ó29  Jefferson commended the same volume to his friend 

Henry Fry:  ÒThe 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.Ó30  A decade later he wrote to John Adams that he had read PriestleyÕs 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 
! µ""#$%&'( and ! µ"%" #$%&'(, 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 PriestleyÕs death, Jefferson wrote to Cooper regarding his great affection for their 

theological mentor: ÒNo man living had a more affectionate respect for him.  In religion, in 

politics, in physics no man has rendered more service.Ó33 

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 

JeffersonÕs dream Ð the University of Virginia Ð in 1819, though classes did not commence until 

1825.35 

Jefferson, a member of the universityÕs board of visitors, believed that an integral part of 

the universityÕs 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 CooperÕs appointment.  

The majority of the board came to believe that, in his push for CooperÕs appointment as 

diversified chair of science, philosophy, and law, Jefferson was showing his hand, that he was 

revealing his design to make the stateÕs 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 Òthat the Socinians are to be installed at the 

University for the purpose of overthrowing the prevailing religious sentiments of the country.Ó36   

Jefferson, however, remained steadfast in his labours for CooperÕs appointment.  He went 

so far as to say, ÒCooper 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.Ó37  Ultimately, however, the Presbyterians of the state, not wanting their tax 

dollars to fund an anti-Trinitarian institution, pressured the stateÕs legislature and the universityÕs 

board to thwart CooperÕs appointment.  As William H. Cabell wrote to his brother Joseph, a 

leading member of the board, ÒI fear that CooperÕs 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.Ó38  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 

CooperÕs 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 
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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 boardÕs 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 corner-
stone 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 CooperÕs 

strong Anti-federalist, stateÕs 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 

                                                

40 Thomas Jefferson to William Short, 13 April 1820, The Thomas Jefferson Papers, LOC, accessed 21 May 
2016, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib023789. 

41 Thomas Jefferson to Robert Taylor and Chapman Johnson, 16 May 1820, The Thomas Jefferson Papers, 
LOC, accessed 21 May 2016, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib023821. 

42 Thomas Jefferson to Robert Taylor and Chapman Johnson, 16 May 1820, The Thomas Jefferson Papers, 
LOC, accessed 21 May 2016, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib023821; Malone, Thomas Cooper, 251. 

43 Malone, Thomas Cooper, 343. 



 57 

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 boardÕs narrow election of Cooper, it did not take long for tensions to 

rise within the college and throughout the state over CooperÕs 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 Òpriestcraft has not in that body the baleful 

ascendancy it has elsewhere.Ó45  However, Cooper informed Jefferson that, although he believed 

Unitarianism would ultimately prevail in Columbia, the Presbyterians presently maintained 

control of the city: ÒOur 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.Ó46 

By 1823, the Presbyterians and other orthodox Christians represented a majority in the 

legislature and had gained a majority on the collegeÕs board of trustees.  Jefferson wrote to 

Cooper, ÒI 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.Ó47  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.  VirginiaÕs opposition to Cooper remained, Òexcited by the 

clamors of the same tritheistical hierophants, and listened to by some from fears respecting the 

success of our college.Ó49 

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 Òthe odour of sanctityÓ 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, ÒIn 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.Ó51  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 Òmon Dieu! jusque a quand!Ó 
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 ÒAn Exposition of the doctrines 

of Calvinism.Ó  His point in this publication was to prove that one who Òreally believes those 

doctrines, and makes them the guide of his conductÓ cannot be Òa good citizen or a good man.Ó53  

He writes, ÒI challenge any reader to produce me, from ancient or modern times, a set of tenets so 

absolutely, so unprovokedly, cruel, blasphemous, and devilish.Ó54  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, 
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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 ConfessionÕs 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 CooperÕs 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 Òthe greatest single educative force encountered by the studentsÓ and that his 

Òopportunities for shaping opinions and moulding character were almost unlimited, and many a 

president utilized them to the utmost.Ó57  And as historian Daniel W. Hollis points out, in the 

nineteenth century, the presidency of South Carolina College was Òone of the most prominent 

and sought-after positions in the State.  In prestige it ranked just behind the United States 

Senatorships and the governorship.Ó58 As South CarolinaÕs Presbyterians increasingly sent their 
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sons to other colleges in order to keep them from the one who was known as ÒOld Coot,Ó 

enrolment at South Carolina College steadily declined.59  

With pressures for his removal mounting once again, Òthe old controversialist had had 

enough of it; at seventy-four even he was weary of strife.  On 27 November 1833, he resigned the 

presidency.Ó60  For the stateÕs 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: ÒThat 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.Ó61   

According to many of his contemporaries, the most promising student to sit at CooperÕs 

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 CooperÕs teaching and Òfell at 

first under the charm of his influence.Ó62  During ThornwellÕs first year under CooperÕs 

mentorship, he viewed Cooper as his Òidol.Ó63 

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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ThornwellÕs rare abilities and invested in the collegian.  After HenryÕs death, Thornwell would 

write that, in contrast to Cooper, Henry was Òa thoroughgoing advocate of the Nicene creed.Ó64  

Through HenryÕs 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 Òa system that would not hold water.Ó65  He would later share with one of his 

divinity students, ÒWhen I went to College, I was under Dr. Cooper; but read the Bible through, 

and became convinced as to the nature of GodÕs plan of salvation.Ó66  After they had both been 

converted to Trinitarianism, Robbins wrote Thornwell, ÒI do not fear for your principles in 

religion Ð they withstood the insidious approaches of Dr. Cooper.Ó67  

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 CarolinaÕs most famous anti-Trinitarian would, ironically, become the stateÕs leading 

champion for Trinitarianism and be tasked by his fellow Presbyterians to reverse the Unitarian 

advancements his former idol had made at the stateÕs 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 

                                                

64 James Henley Thornwell, ÒMemoir of Dr. Henry,Ó The Southern Quarterly Review 3, no. 1 (April 1856): 
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65 Palmer, Thornwell, 79. 
66 Palmer, Thornwell, 96. 
67 Robbins to JHT, 23 August 1834, JHT Papers, SCL. 
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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 PilateÕs 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, OÕBrien more temperately and tersely communicates the 

same idea as Palmer in his description of ThornwellÕs conversion from Unitarianism to 

Trinitarianism, pointing out that ThornwellÕs chief objective became Òpersuading others to 

duplicate his own personal history of conversionÓ and Òthis was to repudiate Thomas Cooper.Ó69  

It is to this chief objective and repudiation that we now turn our attention.  

                                                

68 Palmer, Thornwell, 146. That Palmer refers to Cooper as Òthe apostle of DeismÓ is understandable; there 
is much overlap between Deism and Unitarianism, and other scholars have referred to Cooper as a Deist.  OÕBrien 
even refers to him as both a Deist and a Unitarian. See OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 866 (where he refers to 
Cooper as a Deist) and 1020 (where he refers to him as a Unitarian). Singer refers to him as a Ònoted Deist and 
Unitarian.Ó Singer, A Theological Interpretation of American History, 83. Cooper, as a disciple of Joseph Priestley, 
identified himself as a Unitarian. See, for example, Cooper, ÒA Review of Dr. PriestleyÕs Theological Works,Ó 708; 
Cooper, ÒA Summary of Unitarian Arguments,Ó 501; Thomas Cooper to Thomas Jefferson, 6 May 1823, The 
Thomas Jefferson Papers, LOC, accessed 21 May 2016, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib024651. For this reason, 
his principal biographer, Dumas Malone, also refers to him as a Unitarian. See Malone, Thomas Cooper, 16, 273. 
See also, Mark A. Beliles and Jerry Newcombe, Doubting Thomas? The Religious Life and Legacy of Thomas 
Jefferson (New York: Morgan James, 2014), 126, 144, 145, 147, 153, 241, 242, 250, 257, 399. Like most Unitarians 
who had immigrated to the South, Cooper was a Unitarian without a Unitarian church to attend, and, ironically, when 
he lived in Columbia, he was a member in good standing at ColumbiaÕs Trinity Episcopal Cathedral. He is buried in 
the Guignard family lot in the churchÕs graveyard. See Green, A History of the University of South Carolina, 43.  

69 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 1117.  See page 14 of this dissertation. 
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Thomas Cooper 

ThornwellÕs Trinitarian Counteroffensive 

During his senior year at South Carolina College, Thornwell embraced Trinitarianism as 

ÒGodÕs plan of salvation.Ó70  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.  

PalmerÕs 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 twenty-

five cents and read through it that night.71  Thornwell found the Confession to be beautiful in its 

                                                

70 Palmer, Thornwell, 96. 
71 It was common for Thornwell, even in his more mature years, to study through the night. Palmer writes, 

ÒThis peculiarity . . . marked his whole career. His studies were prosecuted chiefly at night, and he was habitually a 
late sleeper. He claimed this, indeed, as an idiosyncrasy; and many were the ingenious arguments he would invent, in 
playful banter, to prove that the day was intended for rest, and the night for work; and that man, in his perverseness, 
had wrongfully changed the original and proper arrangement of Providence.Ó Palmer, Thornwell, 23. In a letter to his 
friend Matthew J. Williams, dated 17 July 1848, Professor Thornwell describes his routine: ÒI sit up all night, 
reading, musing, and smoking; and just before the sun, with its orient beams, dispels ghosts, goblins, and infernal 
spirits to their respective jails, I stretch my limbs upon an ample couch, continue my cogitations till my soul is 
locked in the silent embrace of slumber sweet; and I abide in the land of dreams until it becomes a man to refresh 
nature in a more active way.Ó Palmer, Thornwell, 310. See also, Palmer, Thornwell, 84, 307. 
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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  SimsÕ version of the story, which he relays in 

his autobiography, is that ThornwellÕs 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 Ð 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.  ÒThen,Ó writes Sims, Òthis 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.Ó74   

                                                

72 Palmer, Thornwell, 79Ð81. 
73 See Sara Spettel and Mark Donald White, ÒThe Portrayal of J. Marion SimsÕ Controversial Surgical 

Legacy,Ó The Journal of Urology 185 (June 2011): 2424Ð2427, accessed 21 May 2016, 
doi:10.1016/j.juro.2011.01.077. Modern scholars view Sims as controversial because he participated in the common 
practice of testing medical operations on antebellum black slaves rather than Caucasians. 

74 J. Marion Sims, The Story of My Life (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1884), 107. 
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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 

Ògiant in intellectÓ who made everyone else Òseem to be a mere [intellectual] pygmy in his 

grasp,Ó he was Òa poor, dirty-looking, malarial-looking boy . . . very small, very thin, very pale 

and looked as if he had never had enough to eat.Ó75 

Although the precise nature of ThornwellÕs 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 Òascribed all 

the praiseÓ to Òthe glorious Three-in-one.Ó76  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 ThornwellÕs 

                                                

75 Sims, The Story of My Life, 108. For more on the physical appearance of Thornwell, see Palmer, 
Thornwell, 108. 

76 Palmer, Thornwell, 95. 
77 See Palmer, Thornwell, 100Ð101. Thornwell had sensed that God might be calling him into the ministry 

even before his conversion to the Trinitarian faith. See Palmer, Thornwell, 46Ð50. 
78 Palmer, Thornwell, 106Ð107. 
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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 

ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs arrival.  In addition to this 

disappointment, Thornwell, who was now a decidedly ÒOld SchoolÓ Presbyterian, found Andover 

to be Òawfully New School.Ó81  Thornwell also turned up his nose at the culture of the institution.  

He wrote Gillespie, ÒIt 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.Ó82 

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, ÒWhat man has done, man can do.Ó83  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, ÒI feel anxious to accomplish much while I do live, for I am apprehensive that the 

seeds of early death are implanted within me.Ó84 

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, ÒI 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.Ó87  From 

Harvard he also told Gillespie, ÒI 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.Ó88 

At Harvard, Thornwell encountered, in full force, the Unitarianism he had come to reject.  

One of ThornwellÕs future protŽgŽs, John L. Girardeau, described what Thornwell encountered 

when he wrote, ÒUnitarianism has been organized in a denominational form and has been 

                                                

83 JHT to General James Gillespie, 4 March 1837, JHT Papers, SCL. 
84 JHT to General James Gillespie, 4 March 1837, JHT Papers, SCL. Thornwell did die at the relatively 
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enthroned in the Athens of America and at Harvard University.Ó89  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 not-
believers 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 ÒNortonÕs statement of reasons for not believing the doctrine of 
Trinitarians?Ó 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 ButlerÕs 
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 ThornwellÕs 

ministerial labours.  In coming years, Thornwell would Ògive blowsÓ to Unitarianism on the one 

hand while seeking to persuade others to experience Òholy communion with the blessed TrinityÓ 

on the other.  As we shall see in the lives of other divines such as Smyth and Palmer, this twofold 

way of dealing with UnitarianismÕs encroachments would become a hallmark of Old ColumbiaÕs 

Trinitarian counteroffensive. 

                                                

90 JHT to A. H. Pegues, 14 August 1834, JHT Papers, SCL. The work Thornwell references is the 
aforementioned volume by Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of the 
Trinitarians concerning the Nature of God and the Person of Christ (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, and Co., 1833). Norton 
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Shuttleworth, The Consistency of The Whole Scheme of Revelation with itself and with Human Reason (New York: 
J&J Harper, 1832), and Joseph Butler, The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed (London: James, John and 
Paul Knapton, 1736). 
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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, ÒBrethren, I feel like sitting at this young manÕs feet as a 

learner.Ó93 

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 Ð 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 Òalmighty and ever-
glorious ComforterÓ can Òarm the truth with barbed arrows to pierce the sinnerÕs 
heart.Ó95 

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: ÒFrom one of these charges 

                                                

92 Henry Alexander White, Southern Presbyterian Leaders (New York: The Neale Publishing Company, 
1911), 312. 

93 Palmer, Thornwell, 127. 
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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 ÔRed Rover.ÕÓ97  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 Òintensely 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.Ó98  The young 

minister was marked by gravity in the pulpit and gaiety without:  ÒMen 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.Ó99 

On 3 December 1835, the poor preacher Òmarried up,Ó being united in marriage to Nancy 

White Witherspoon of Lancaster.  NancyÕs father, who had served as South CarolinaÕs 

Lieutenant-Governor, was among the most respected and admired men of the state, and her great-

uncle was the famous Rev. John Knox Witherspoon (1723Ð1794).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, ÒI have one of the best wives in the world, for 

she manages every thing and just leaves me to my books and study.Ó101  The young coupleÕs first-
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99 Palmer, Thornwell, 136. 
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101 JHT to General James Gillespie, 4 March 1837, JHT Papers, SCL. As Palmer relays, Thornwell was 
humorously extravagant: ÒDr. Thornwell was naturally extravagant in all his tastes; and his expenditures were 
bounded only by his means. . . . Indeed, it was his doctrine that the best was always the cheapest. . . . He always 
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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 

ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs 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 CooperÕs 

influence, had established or were exploring the establishment of their own colleges.  In 1826, 

South CarolinaÕs Baptists established Furman University, named for Calvinistic Baptist preacher 

and colonial patriot Richard Furman (1755Ð1825).  In 1838, the Associate Reformed 

Presbyterians established Erskine College, named for Scottish Seceder Ebenezer Erskine (1680Ð

1754).  The Methodists founded Wofford College, named for Methodist minister Benjamin 

Wofford (1780Ð1850), in 1854, and the Lutherans followed suit, establishing Newberry College 

in the town of Newberry, South Carolina, in 1856.103 

                                                                                                                                                        

the best brands. To illustrate this epicurianism as to the last named, the writer once offered him a cigar, such as he 
was himself smoking at the time, and as good in quality as he felt he could afford. After drawing two or three whiffs, 
it was pitched impatiently through the window, with the exclamation, ÔAny man who will smoke such cigars will 
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those whom he loved.Ó Palmer, Thornwell, 71, 135. Thornwell was Òearly addicted to the use of tobacco; 
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his death.Ó Palmer, Thornwell, 23. Palmer himself gave up the practice of smoking cigars in 1876 because it caused 
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Meanwhile, South CarolinaÕs Presbyterians were narrowing their focus on the reformation 

of the state college.104  The collegeÕs board, of which Presbyterians made up the majority, was 

familiar with ThornwellÕs 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 stateÕs 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 ColumbiaÕs 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, Òhe had 

achieved actual, if unofficial, hegemony over the institution.Ó105  The opinion of South CarolinaÕs 

Presbyterians regarding ThornwellÕs 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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Carolina. We have already pointed out the influence of VirginiaÕs Presbyterians at the University of Virginia, to the 
chagrin of Jefferson and Cooper. In addition, North CarolinaÕs Presbyterians enjoyed almost complete dominance of 
the University of North Carolina from its founding in 1789 until the late 1800s, and they established Davidson 
College in Davidson, North Carolina, in 1837. In Georgia, Presbyterians enjoyed seasons of nineteenth-century 
dominance at the University of Georgia, which was chartered in 1785 and opened in 1801. See Ernest Trice 
Thompson, Presbyterians in the South (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1963Ð1973), 1.261Ð263.  

105 Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy, 80. 



 75 

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 CarolinaÕs future culture-shapers Ð lawyers, 

doctors, entrepreneurs, politicians, and clergy Ð in a Unitarian direction.  Under mounting 

pressure from the stateÕs 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: ÒThank God, old men are not destined to live forever in this worldÓ and ÒI 

pray God you may all anxiously aspire to that highest and best of characters.Ó107  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. ÒThe free exercises and 
enjoyment of religious profession and worship,Ó (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 Ð 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 

                                                

106 Law, ÒDr. Thornwell As a Preacher and a Teacher,Ó in Thornwell Centennial Addresses (Spartanburg, 
SC: Band and White Printers, 1913), 11Ð12. 

107 Cooper, ÒAddress to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,Ó 10, 12. See also Cooper, ÒAddress 
to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,Ó 6. 
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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 

ThornwellÕs 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, ThornwellÕs chapel sermons and presidential addresses were 

marked by nothing less than Trinitarian evangelism.  With Cooper-repudiating language, 

President Thornwell urged Òthe chosen young men of the stateÓ to Òlay their laurels at the feet of 

JesusÓ and to take the salvation of their souls seriously because ÒGod 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.Ó109  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 GodÕs 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, ÒAddress to the Graduates of South Carolina College, 1830,Ó 7. 
109 ÒGodÕs Covenant Promise,Ó a discourse delivered in the chapel of South Carolina College, 10 October 

1852, JHT Papers, SCL. 
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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 Òthe 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.Ó111  And he summoned the collegians to follow in 

his footsteps by withstanding what Robbins had called the Òinsidious approachesÓ of Unitarians 

such as Cooper: ÒNever, never be ashamed of the Gospel.  Never be ashamed of a crucified 

Saviour and an indwelling Spirit.  Let not an atheistÕs laugh or a skeptickÕs 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   

                                                

110 ÒCommencement Sermon,Ó a discourse delivered in the chapel of South Carolina College, 6 December 
1852, JHT Papers, SCL.  

111 ÒAn Address to the Graduates of South Carolina College,Ó n.d., JHT Papers, SCL.  
112 Robbins to JHT, 23 August 1834, JHT Papers, SCL; ÒAn Address to the Graduates of South Carolina 

College,Ó n.d., JHT Papers, SCL. In the same unpublished manuscript, Thornwell addressed the collegians as 
follows: 

My young friends I tell you plainly that none can act well their parts unless they are imbued with the great 
principles of the Gospel. Christianity is the moral lever of the world. That you may have prejudices against 
the scheme of salvation by grace, and that the Devil may tempt you with the sanctimonious objections of 
hypocrites, pharisees and formalists is nothing strange. There are divers forms of infidelity. One attacks the 
external evidences of religion and endeavors to prove that there are no sufficient credentials of its Divine 
origin. That form, once buried, has arisen from the dead, but it has not yet revived upon our shores. Your 
training here has enabled you to grapple with this aspect of skepticism whenever it may assail you. There is 
another form in which it is more dangerous because more insidious, a form in which the Divine origin of 
Christianity is acknowledged, but every thing which makes it precious as a system of salvation for sinners is 
expunged from it. The world in its charity and politeness may apply to these wretched sophisters the name 
of Christian, but in the eye of God they are infidels of the deepest dye. They acknowledge the seal of 
Heaven but deface the handwriting within. 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. These are the doctrines of salvation, and you are saved just in proportion as 
their truth is accomplished in your own experience. These are the ennobling truths of the Gospel. They 
introduce you to a noble fellowship and fill you with noble aspirations. It is a strange perverseness that 
should recoil from a system which makes them GodÕs son and XÕs brethren. Remember then I beseech you 
that it is only in this world of mortal solecisms, where language is often studiously contrived to veil a lie, it 
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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 ChristÕs 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 GodÕs 
approbation and render death a blessing.  

These sorts of Trinitarian evangelistic exhortations were typical for ThornwellÕs college sermons. For 
similar addresses to the students of South Carolina College, see ÒA Sermon Preached in the Chapel of South 
Carolina College,Ó 11 May, 1851, JHT Papers, SCL; ÒBaccalaureate Address,Ó delivered at South Carolina College 
commencement, December 1852, JHT Papers, SCL; ÒBaccalaureate Address,Ó delivered at South Carolina College 
commencement, 5 December 1853, JHT Papers, SCL; Baccalaureate Address,Ó delivered at South Carolina College, 
4 December 1854, JHT Papers, SCL; ÒA Sermon on Colossians 1:6Ð8,Ó n.d., JHT Papers, SCL. For candid 
impressions of ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs 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. WilliamsÕs 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: ÒHeard 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.Ó Sunday, 22 February 1852; ÒDr 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.Ó Friday, 22 June 1852; ÒThe 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.Ó Monday, 4 October 1852; ÒDr Thornwell delivered a most 
excellent sermon in chapel. I am sorry so few were present to hear it.Ó Friday, 29 October 1852; ÒDr 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.Ó Sunday, 5 December 1852; ÒWe 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.Ó Friday, 10 December 1852; 
ÒHeard Dr Thornwell preach in the College Chapel this morning. His text was from Proverbs. ÔThe sluggard shall 
desire and have nothing.Õ The sermon was a capital one and very appropriate.Ó Sunday, 23 January 1853; ÒWent 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.Ó Sunday, 31 January 1853;  ÒI 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.Ó Sunday, 20 February 1853; ÒCold, unpleasant day. Attended 
prayer meeting at Dr ThornwellÕs this evening.Ó Monday, 21 February 1853; ÒI 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.Ó Sunday, 13 March 1853; ÒHeard 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 boardÕs 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 AmericaÕs 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 Ð 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 TÕs 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.Ó Sunday, 20 March 1853; ÒWent 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.Ó Sunday, 27 March 1853; ÒWent 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 Ð I must endeavour to impel this prejudice against my pastor. Whence comes it? I cannot understand it.Ó 
Sunday, 3 April 1853; ÒHeard Dr Thornwell in the morning & Rev. C. Murchison in the afternoon. The first sermon 
was excellent; the second was not.Ó Sunday, 29 May 1853; ÒRev 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 
good one.Ó MJW Diary, MJW Papers, DMRL, Sunday, 17 April 1853. 

113 See pages 3-6 of this dissertation. 
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Georgia, under the direction of Thomas Goulding (1786Ð1848), 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, Òa thorough Calvinist of the Genevan school,Ó was respected as a Òwell-read 

and polished scholarÓ who had Ògathered rich harvests from the fields of literature.Ó115  In 

January of 1830, with Goulding continuing as professor, the seminary was relocated to Columbia, 

South Carolina, the stateÕs 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 

foundersÕ hope was to Òlight up another sun which shall throw further west the light of the 

Gospel.Ó117  Ultimately, the SynodÕs motivation for establishing Columbia Seminary was 

twofold: Òto 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 

                                                

114 For biographical sketches of Thomas Goulding, see F. R. Goulding, ÒMemorial of Thomas Goulding, D. 
D.,Ó in Memorial Volume of the Semi-centennial of the Theological Seminary at Columbia, South Carolina 
(Columbia, SC: Presbyterian Publishing House, 1884), 181Ð187; Henry Alexander White, Southern Presbyterian 
Leaders, 253Ð257.  Goulding humorously claimed to be Òthe first native of Georgia that became a Presbyterian 
minister since the foundation of the world.Ó  George Howe, ÒHistory of Columbia Theological Seminary,Ó in 
Memorial Volume of the Semi-centennial of the Theological Seminary at Columbia, South Carolina, 132. 

115 F. R. Goulding, ÒMemorial of Thomas Goulding, D. D.,Ó 184, 185. 
116 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 12Ð16; Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, xv. 
117 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 11. 
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then pervaded the College of the State.Ó118  Rather than retreating to a remote location, the 

seminaryÕs founders decided to situate the seminary on the field of battle in downtown Columbia 

only blocks from the college and the Òskeptical influencesÓ of Thomas Cooper. 

One member of the Synod committee charged with determining the location of the 

seminary explained why he advocated for Columbia: ÒI 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.Ó119  Thus, the seminary was established in 

Columbia as part of a concerted effort by South CarolinaÕs 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 schoolÕs original constitution states, ÒThe 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.Ó121  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: ÒIn 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 

                                                

118 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 11, emphasis mine. 
119 LaMotte, Colored Light, 35Ð36. 
120 See Benjamin Morgan Palmer, ÒOpening Address,Ó in Memorial Volume of the Semi-Centennial of the 

Theological Seminary at Columbia, South Carolina, 3Ð8. For more detail regarding the founding and location of the 
seminary, see Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 9Ð24; LaMotte, Colored Light, 15Ð47; T. Erskine Clarke, 
introduction to As I Remember It: Columbia Theological Seminary, 1932Ð1971, by J. McDowell Richards 
(Columbia, SC: Columbia Theological Seminary Press, 1985); and Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, xvÐ25.   

121 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 209. 
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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.Ó122 

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 Ð though not entirely Ð 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, Òfounded by a union of the old Calvinists with the Hopkinsians on a 

                                                

122 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 209. See also Constitution of the Theological Seminary of 
the Synod of South Carolina and Georgia (1844), 5; Plan of Government of the Theological Seminary of the Synod of 
South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Florida of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, Columbia, S.C. as 
Amended in 1896 (Newnan, GA: S W Murray, Printer, 1896), 7. The language of faculty subscription to the 
Westminster Standards remained the same through these revised editions of the seminaryÕs constitution and 
remained in place with little variation into the mid-twentieth century. However, signs of laxity regarding the 
facultyÕs full subscription to the Westminster Standards began surfacing as early as 1935. See J. McDowell Richards, 
As I Remember It: Columbia Theological Seminary, 1932Ð1971, 71Ð72. 

123 Kelly, ÒRobert Lewis Dabney,Ó in Reformed Theology in America: A History of Its Modern 
Development, ed. David F. Wells (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997), 214.  
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platform of avowed toleration.Ó124  Thus, with existing Reformed seminaries aligned with 

different sides of the Old School-New School debate, the question of ColumbiaÕs 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 seminaryÕs 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 HoweÕs 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 (1583Ð1645).  Grotius 

posited that through ChristÕs 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 (1721Ð1803) in his System of Doctrines.  Thus, the theory became associated with 

ÒHopkinsianism.Ó  Yale theologian Nathaniel William Taylor (1786Ð1858) promoted the 

                                                

124 Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 20. As we discuss on page 84, the Hopkinsians were 
adherents to New School theology. 

125 Francis Lyall, ÒGrotius, Hugo (1583Ð1645),Ó in New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Sinclair B. Ferguson, 
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governmental theory, which therefore also became associated with ÒTaylorism.Ó  Closer to home, 

Baptist minister Jonathan Maxcy (1768Ð1820) promoted the governmentalist view.  A native of 

Massachusetts, Maxcy served as pastor of First Baptist Church of Columbia before becoming 

CooperÕs predecessor as president of South Carolina College.126   

HoweÕs 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, ÒCharges 

that the faculty sympathized with New School theology, which shaded off into Unitarianism in 

New England, began to be whispered.Ó128  The majority of South CarolinaÕs Presbyterians feared 

that, if New School sympathies were tolerated, the seminary would devolve into what South 

Carolina College had become under CooperÕs presidency; they feared that the seminary would 

become the very thing it was established to defeat. 

Aaron W. Leland (1787Ð1871), 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 

(1808Ð1873), pastor of Second Presbyterian Church in Charleston and an influential member of 

the seminaryÕs board, saying, ÒThe 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.Ó129  Tolerance was advocated by a few of the seminaryÕs 

                                                

126 See Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians, 194. 
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supporters, but the majority of the Synod and seminary community desired Columbia to be 

uncompromisingly Old School Ð 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 Òto relax, in public or in private, 

one jot or tittle of his creed,Ó 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: ÒAs the 1830s unfolded, trust eroded, charity dissipated, and the exercise of 

raw ecclesiastical power for party advantage created a chasm that was impassable.Ó132  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 SynodÕs seminary.   

Desiring resolution, Howe and Leland Ð the two members of the faculty accused of 

holding views that Òshaded off into UnitarianismÓ Ð requested to be examined by the seminaryÕs 

                                                

130 F. R. Goulding, ÒMemorial of Thomas Goulding,Ó 185. See David B. Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 42. 
131 William Childs Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 20, 161; George Howe, History of the 

Presbyterian Church in South Carolina (Columbia, SC: W. J. Duffie, 1883), 2.486. 
132 Fortson, The Presbyterian Creed, 126. 
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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 Ð 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) Ð to write a letter to 

the churches clarifying the Old School orthodoxy of Howe and Leland, both of whom stated their 

commitment to the ÒTestimonyÓ 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 seminaryÕs 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 SynodÕs 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 

CooperÕs presidency.135 

                                                

133 David B. Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 48Ð49. 
134 For more on John C. Coit, see Donald S. Matheson, History of First Presbyterian Church, Cheraw, S.C., 

(1943), 15Ð18. For more on John Witherspoon (1789Ð1853), see Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, 40Ð
41. See also Morton H. Smith, Studies in Southern Presbyterian Theology, 333Ð336; LaMotte, Colored Light, 55; 
Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 21; Howe, History of the Presbyterian Church in South Carolina, 2.570.  
Farmer states that John Witherspoon was ThornwellÕs brother-in-law.  Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy, 57. 
However, he was a cousin, not a brother, of Nancy Thornwell.  See Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, 
40. 

135 See William Childs Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 211Ð212. As his leadership here reveals, 
Thornwell took seriously his role as a presbyter in the courts of the Church. This seriousness is seen in a letter he 
wrote in May of 1850 while a professor at South Carolina College to William C. Preston, then the president of the 
college. Evidently, Professor Thornwell had received criticism for missing some of his classes because of his 
obligations as a presbyter. In response, Thornwell wrote Preston, 

I have been absent, since October, three times Ð once in attendance upon the sessions of the Synod of South 
Carolina at Camden, which were held in November, and twice in attendance upon the sessions of the 
Presbytery of Charleston, first at Charleston and then at Barnwell Court House. I am a member of these 
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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.  

ThornwellÕs leadership at this crucial juncture laid the foundation for his reputation as the leader 

Ð the ÒCalvin,Ó the ÒKnox,Ó the ÒCalhounÓ Ð 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 

ThornwellÕs Theological Emphases Viewed in Light of His Stand for Trinitarianism again st 
Unitarian Encroachments 

We now turn to analysis of ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs stand for Trinitarianism against the 
                                                                                                                                                        

ecclesiastical bodies; and according to a distinct understanding betwixt the Board of Trustees and myself, at 
the time of my election, my connection with the College was to be no hindrance to my full discharge of all 
my duties as a member of the Courts of my Church. It was only upon the condition, that I should be at 
liberty to attend the meetings of any and of all the judicatories, with which I was connected, that I consented 
to accept the appointment which I hold. If the Board have forgotten this understanding I regret it, or if they 
think it injurious to the College, I hope they will say so frankly and at once; but you and they will see that a 
man ceases to be effectively a Presbyterian minister when he relinquishes this right.  

JHT to W. C. Preston, 9 May 1850, JHT Papers, SCL. 
136 Regarding Thornwell as the ÒCalvinÓ of the Southern Presbyterian Church, see Joseph R. Wilson, 

ÒMemorial Address,Ó in Memorial Addresses Delivered Before the General Assembly of 1886 on the Occasion of the 
Quarter-Centennial of the Organization of the Southern Assembly in 1861 (Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 
1886), 13. John L. Girardeau also gave Thornwell this title. See Jack Maddex, ÒThe Collected Writings of James 
Henley Thornwell, D.D., LL.D.,Ó American Presbyterians 66, no. 4 (1988), 264. Of ThornwellÕs Calvin-like 
influence, particularly as an ecclesiastical statesman, Benjamin Morgan Palmer writes, ÒCalvin, the great theologian 
and expositor of the Reformation, bore upon his shoulders the whole weight of the Genevan State. So solid was his 
judgment, that all portions of the Reformed Church turned to him for advice; and the burden of his correspondence 
alone would have overwhelmed any ordinary man. Thus it was with [Thornwell]. In every sphere in which he 
moved, whether as Professor in the College Faculty, or as Trustee in its Board of Administration, or in the broader 
area of an ecclesiastical council, he was remarked for his practical good sense, and became a leader among equals.Ó 
Palmer, Thornwell, 558. Regarding Thornwell as the ÒKnoxÓ of the Southern Church, see Paul Leslie Garber, ÒThe 
Religious Thought of James Henley Thornwell,Ó 7, 24. And for Thornwell as the ÒCalhounÓ of the Church, see L. G. 
VanderVelde, The Presbyterian Church in the Federal Union, 1860Ð1869 (Cambridge, MA, 1932), 30. Cited in 
Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy, 41. South Carolinian John C. Calhoun, United States senator and the 
countryÕs seventh vice president, was the leading politician and political theorist in the South during the first half of 
the nineteenth century. For more on the comparison between Thornwell and Calhoun, see Eugene D. Genovese, The 
Southern Front: History and Politics in the Cultural War (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1995), 12, 
34, 36, 86.  
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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 ThornwellÕs Trinitarian emphasis in the realm of soteriology, examining his 

Trinitarian understanding of natural and supernatural religion, the atonement, adoption, and the 

LordÕs Supper.  Finally, we consider ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs stand for Trinitarianism against Unitarian 

encroachments as embodied by his one-time idol, Thomas Cooper. 

ThornwellÕs 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 (1711Ð1776).  HumeÕs 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 Òcertain 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.Ó138 

                                                

137 See Theodore Dwight Bozeman, ÒScience, Nature, and Society: A New Approach to James Henley 
Thornwell,Ó Journal of Presbyterian History 50, no. 3 (Fall 1972): 306Ð325; David Kinney Garth, ÒThe Influence of 
Scottish Common Sense Philosophy on the Theology of James Henley Thornwell and Robert Lewis DabneyÓ (PhD 
diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1979); Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians, 111; James Oscar Farmer Jr., The 
Metaphysical Confederacy, 92; J. Ligon Duncan III, ÒCommon Sense and American Presbyterianism: An Evaluation 
of the Impact of Scottish Realism on Princeton and the SouthÓ (MTh thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 1987), 
45Ð74; 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, ÒJames Henley Thornwell: Ancient and 
Modern,Ó Affirmation 6, no. 2 (1993): 50Ð71. 

138 John L. Girardeau, quoted in Palmer, Thornwell, 541. 
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Common Sense was developed by Scottish philosophers Thomas Reid (1710Ð1796) and 

Dugald Stewart (1753Ð1828) 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 (1723Ð1794), who brought what John Macleod called Òthe Scottish 

Apologetic Philosophy of Common SenseÓ to America when he became president of the College 

of New Jersey (now Princeton University).139  Evangelicals such as Witherspoon found in SCSR 

Òboth the epistemological and ontological basis of their natural theology and their philosophical 

ethics.Ó140  Conservative Presbyterians in America followed WitherspoonÕs lead and committed 

themselves Òvirtually en bloc to Scottish Philosophy.Ó141 

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 (1561Ð1626), which was so much a 

part of the SCSR that ÒBaconianismÓ 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 

                                                

139 See Sydney E. Ahlstrom, ÒScottish Philosophy and American Theology,Ó American Society of Church 
History 24 (September 1955): 257Ð272; John Macleod, Scottish Theology In Relation to Church History (Edinburgh: 
Publication Committee of the Free Church of Scotland, 1943), 213; and Douglas Sloan, The Scottish Enlightenment 
and the American College Ideal (New York: Teachers College Press, 1971). 

140 New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Sinclair B. Ferguson, David F. Wright, J. I. Packer (Downers Grove, 
IL: Intervarsity Press, 1988), s.v. ÒCommon-sense Philosophy.Ó 

141 Theodore Dwight Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science: The Baconian Ideal and Antebellum 
Religious Thought (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 38. BozemanÕs book is based on his 
dissertation, the title of which more clearly announces his focus: ÒBaconianism and the Bible: The Baconian Ideal in 
Ante-Bellum American Presbyterian ThoughtÓ (PhD diss., Duke University, 1974).  See Benjamin Morgan Palmer, 
ÒBaconianism and the Bible,Ó Southern Presbyterian Review 6, no. 2 (October 1852): 226Ð253. 

142 See Herbert Hovenkamp, Science and Religion in America: 1800Ð1860 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1978), 20. Ahlstrom likewise documents the wide variety of scholars and academies that utilised 
SCSR in A Religious History of the American People, 275, 354Ð56, 401, 419Ð20. 
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Jefferson to Old School Princetonian Charles Hodge.143  Thus, E. Brooks Holifield concludes that 

SCSR Òwas not so much a set of conclusions as it was a way of thinking that could commend 

itself to a variety of thinkers.Ó144   

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 CooperÕs steps, was esteemed as Òan unrivalled logician and peerless intellectual 

gladiator.Ó146  There is no doubt that Thornwell was among the Ògentlemen theologiansÓ of the 

South who viewed SCSR as a sort of ÒhandmaidenÓ of orthodox theology.147 

For this reason, Macaulay argues that ÒSouthern 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.Ó148  Macaulay 

                                                

143 See George M. Marsden, ÒScotland and Philadelphia: Common Sense Philosophy from Jefferson to 
Westminster,Ó Reformed Theological Journal 29 (1979): 8Ð12. In this essay Marsden interacts with two books: John 
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Publishing Company, 1978), and Garry Wills, Inventing America: JeffersonÕs Declaration of Independence (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday, 1978). 

144 Holifield, The Gentlemen Theologians, 111. 
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York: Columbia University Press, 1946), 217. 
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ÒThe Influence of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy on the Theology of James Henley Thornwell and Robert 
Lewis DabneyÓ (ThD diss., Union Theological Seminary in Virginia, 1979); Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy, 
83, 91Ð99; and Erskine Clarke, Our Southern Zion: A History of Calvinism in the South Carolina Low Country, 
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contends that their commitment to SCSR reveals that Unitarian Gilman and Trinitarian Thornwell 

possessed many Òshared theological assumptions and positions.Ó149   

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 

ThornwellÕs 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, ÒOur highest knowledge is to confess our ignorance,Ó and 

Gregory Nazianzen, who said, ÒI love God because I know Him.  I adore Him because I cannot 

comprehend Him.Ó151 

Thornwell especially looked to Calvin to deal with what he called the Òrationalistic 

infidelityÓ 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 TurretinÕs Institutes as 

their primary textbook, Thornwell replaced Turretin with CalvinÕs Institutes when he became 

professor of theology at Columbia.  CalvinÕs Institutes formed the basis of his classroom 

                                                

149 Macaulay, Unitarianism in the Antebellum South, 8. 
150 See Cooper, ÒA Summary of Unitarian Arguments,Ó 478Ð479, 491. Thornwell, Collected Writings, 
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teaching, especially on the Trinity.153  Reflecting CalvinÕs Institutes, Thornwell disavowed 

theological systems that assume manÕs 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; 
Ð 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 Ð 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:  ÒMost heresies have 

risen from believing the serpentÕs 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.Ó155  More specifically and unmistakably an aspect of his 

repudiation of Cooper, Thornwell believed that a hubristic epistemology lies behind 

Unitarianism.  He writes, ÒThere 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.Ó156  Likely with CooperÕs ÒA Summary of Unitarian 

                                                

153 See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.29, 609. 
154 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.140. See Calvin, Institutes, 1.5.9; 1.13.1, 21. 
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ArgumentsÓ in mind, Thornwell articulates what he believed to be the UnitarianÕs 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 GodÕs thoughts are not our thoughts, nor GodÕs 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 Ð a fundamental falsehood, which must draw a 
fruitful progeny in its train.157 

According to Thornwell, the only remedy for the Òpresumption of the SocinianÓ is the 

Òmysterious operations of that Spirit whose office it is to take of the things of Christ and show 

them unto men.Ó158  This was ThornwellÕs own testimony: He believed that he had once been 

guilty of the Òpresumption of the SocinianÓ but that the Spirit of God, working through the 

Scriptures, had united him to GodÕs eternal Son by his saving Òmysterious operations.Ó  This 

pneumatological emphasis, in addition to SCSR, must be acknowledged in order to have an 

accurate understanding of ThornwellÕs (and ColumbiaÕs) theological epistemology.159    

                                                

157 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.141. See also Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.163. See Cooper, ÒA 
Summary of Unitarian Arguments,Ó especially 472Ð474, 481Ð484, 488. 

158 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.342. 
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OÕBrien asserts that, for Thornwell, ÒMind had to be satisfied, before faith could be 

licensed.Ó160  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 

ThornwellÕs 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, ÒI 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;Ó and then he would add, 
with inexpressible simplicity, ÒYou know, P., that if there is but one passage of 
Scripture against us, our speculations must go to the winds.Ó 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 Òthus saith the Lord,Ó he ceased to reason, and began to worship. He first 
sought, by careful exegesis, to ascertain the meaning of GodÕs 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 

                                                                                                                                                        

members the Spirit of prayer.Ó 2 April 1836. ÒOne of the boys bids fair for a desperado. May the Lord arrest him by 
his Spirit! Great God, give them all hearing ears and understanding hearts!Ó 3 April 1836. ÒWas engaged in private 
prayer for a revival of GodÕs work among the people of Waxhaw.Ó 18 April 1836. ÒOh Lord, revive thy work!Ó 17 
May 1836. ÒI am wretched and blind and naked Ð 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.Ó 19 June 1836. ÒReveal to 
me thy glory in the person of Jesus Christ. May I see the SaviourÕs loveliness and surrender myself unreservedly to 
him.Ó 5 September 1836. ÒAttended camp meetings at Bethesda. Seasons of refreshing. Oh Lord revive thy work. 
Stir up Christians and awaken and convict the careless and unconcerned.Ó JHT Personal Journal, JHT Papers, CBK, 
12 September 1836. Beginning in 1802, Bethesda Presbyterian Church in York, South Carolina, held large camp 
meetings such as the one Thornwell attended. Bethesda became a focal point of the Second Great Awakening in the 
Upcountry of South Carolina. See Lacy K. Ford Jr., Origins of Southern Radicalism: The South Carolina Upcountry 
1800Ð1860 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 26. 

160 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 1117. 
161 Palmer, Thornwell, 545Ð546; See also Palmer, Thornwell, 563. 
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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 GodÕs Word, I do most heartily 
despise.162 

In sum, ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs 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. 

ThornwellÕs 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 

                                                

162 JHT to Matthew J. Williams, 26 August 1850, JHT Papers, SCL. An emphasis on apprehending 
incomprehensible truth in contradistinction to Unitarian rationalism was a hallmark of Columbia theology. Girardeau 
emphasises this Trinitarian epistemology throughout his writings. See Girardeau, Discussions of Theological 
Questions, ed. George A. Blackburn, D.D. (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1905), 397Ð398; 
The Life Work of John L. Girardeau, 192Ð193, 403. Regarding the distinction between apprehension and 
comprehension, see Girardeau, Discussions, 118Ð119, and The Life Work of Girardeau, 428. 

163 See, for example, Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.29, 39, 511; 2.195, 243, 323, 341Ð346, 363.  



 96 

writes, ÒThis word by its very form is intended to express the trine Personality of God.  It is the 

name of the Trinity Ð the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.Ó164  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, 

ÒWe 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 Ð the God whom we adore, in the new 

creation, through the Lord Jesus Christ.Ó165 

Furthermore, Thornwell inquires, ÒWhy was the name Elohim chosen by God to reveal 

the mystery of his Triunity?Ó  He arrived at his answer through etymological study of Elohim, 

which he held to be a derivative of the word alah, Òto swear.Ó  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 Ð a transaction which, in its historic accomplishment, unfolds, 
in full proportion, the glorious doctrine of the three in one Ð 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 Ð the Trinity in covenant for 
manÕs 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 

                                                

164 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.150. 
165 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.150.  
166 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 1.151. Elsewhere Thornwell writes, ÒThe Persons of the glorious Trinity 
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Here we see evidence of how ThornwellÕs stand for the Trinity placed him out of step 

with his theological mentor, John Calvin, for Calvin emphatically denied that Elohim 

communicates GodÕs Triunity.167  Similarly, ThornwellÕs 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 Òought to be surrendered.Ó169  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 Òto say the least, dubious.Ó171  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 6:3Ð8 and 9:6 in support of the Trinity.172   

We may summarize ThornwellÕs 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 Òhad 

                                                

167 Calvin, Genesis, 1.1. Thornwell was familiar with CalvinÕs commentaries, including his commentary on 
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Douglas F. Kelly, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, Grounded in Holy Scripture and Understood in the Light of the 
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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.Ó173 

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 ThornwellÕs stand for the 

Trinity: his effort to counteract the Unitarianism of Cooper.  In ÒA Summary of Unitarian 

Arguments,Ó Cooper himself points out that the Council of Sirmium (351), which argued for the 

pre-existence of Christ, Òanathematized all who denied that God the Father spake to God the Son, 

when he said, ÔLet us make man,Õ &c.ÕÓ174  However, Cooper stresses that Òthe 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.Ó175 

Thornwell, in his effort to counteract Cooper, was willing to be out of step with ÒmodernÓ 

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 

CooperÕs category of that which is Òinconceivably absurd.Ó  As we shall note later in this 

dissertation, other prominent Old Columbia theologians, who likewise were standing for 

                                                

173 Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity, 110. For analysis of the church fathersÕ Trinitarian hermeneutic, see 
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Trinitarianism against Unitarian encroachments, were willing to follow ThornwellÕs lead and 

adopt the same hermeneutic. 

ThornwellÕs Trinitarian Soteriology 

The Trinitarian Nature of ÒNatural ReligionÓ 

Thornwell believed in the Trinitarian nature of both Ònatural religionÓ and Òsupernatural 

religion.Ó  Thornwell preferred to use the terms Ònatural religionÓ and Òsupernatural religionÓ 

rather than the more common terms of Ònatural religionÓ and Òrevealed religionÓ because he 

believed, Òwe are as much indebted to revelation for any adequate knowledge of natural religion 

as for the mysteries of the Gospel.  They are both revealed.Ó176  By Ònatural religion,Ó Thornwell 

meant the religion of the elect angels and Adam and Eve before the fall; by Òsupernatural 

religionÓ he meant the religion of grace after the fall.177  Because natural religion is, like 

supernatural religion, based on GodÕs 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, ÒThe doctrine of the Trinity is a doctrine of natural religion.Ó178  

Thornwell noted his disagreement in this regard with the position of Joseph Butler (1692Ð

1752), as articulated in ButlerÕs highly influential Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed.  

Therein Butler asserted that natural religion is directed exclusively to God the Father Ð who, in 

the scheme of natural religion, is experienced as a Unitarian God Ð and that revealed religion (or, 

as Thornwell prefers, Òsupernatural religionÓ) is directed to all three Persons of the Godhead.179  

Thornwell, on the other hand, posits that the difference between natural and supernatural religion 

                                                

176 Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.61fn. 
177 See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.62fn. 
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179 See Joseph Butler, Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed (New York: Harper & Brothers 
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is Ònot in the objects to which they are respectively directed, but in the relations under which 

those objects are contemplated.Ó180  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 Ð for there is no other God 
Ð 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: ÒIf we do not believe one God in three Persons, we embrace only a name without 

the reality.Ó182 
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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 GodÕs Triunity.  Specifically, Thornwell was critical of Question Four of the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism, which asks, ÒWhat is God?Ó and answers, ÒGod is a Spirit, 

infinite, eternal and unchangeable in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and 

truth.Ó  After affirming what he believed is helpful in the catechismÕs definition of God, 

Thornwell, in his published classroom lecture on the nature and attributes of God, writes ÒThere 

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 Ð the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.Ó184   

The class notes of an unknown student record him as saying, in the same lecture, ÒThe 

definition of the Shorter Catechism is defective in introducing existence independently of Tri-

personality.  It should have been, ÔGod is a tripersonal Spirit, &cÕ for the Triunity is of the very 

essence of God.  It follows the scholastic method in supplementing the defÕn [sic] of Being of 

God by account of His Tri-personality.Ó185 
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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 ScriptureÕs God to clearly convey the 

Trinity in contradistinction to the Unitarian doctrine of God.  As we noted previously, nineteenth-

century 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 ThornwellÕs criticism of the definition provided in Question 

Four, George Washington Burnap (1802Ð1859), who was a graduate of Harvard, the pastor of the 

Unitarian Church in Baltimore, and a leading Unitarian apologist, declared, ÒNo better definition 

[of God] can be given than the answer . . . ÔGod is a spirit, infinite, eternal, unchangeable in his 

being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.Õ  As long as we keep to this 

definition, our conception of God is clear, distinct, and unembarrassed.Ó187  Of course, Burnap 

went on to condemn Question Six of the Catechism: ÒBut the moment you introduce three 

persons into his essence, all becomes to us darkness and confusion, inconsistency and 

contradiction.Ó188 According to Burnap, Questions Four and Five of the Catechism are 

unblemished, while Question Six is Òfound to contain one of the most marvellous fallacies ever 

imposed upon the human mind.Ó189 

In his critique of the Catechism, as in other instances, ThornwellÕs Trinitarian emphasis 

placed him out of step with his Old School compatriots.  Charles Hodge of Princeton believed, 

ÒProbably the best definition of God ever penned by man, is that given in the ÔWestminster 
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Catechism:Õ ÔGod is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, 

holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.Ó190  And ThornwellÕs willingness to critique the Standards 

should be viewed in contrast to Dabney of Union, who maintained, ÒThe Confession will need no 

amendment until the Bible needs to be amended.Ó191  Against such a notion, Thornwell argued, 

ÒA 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.Ó192  ThornwellÕs 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 ÒGodÓ that they would immediately 

think of the personal Triune God of Scripture, rather than CooperÕs vague Unitarian Deity.193  

Thus, we find Thornwell positing the Trinitarian nature of Ònatural religionÓ and insisting on 

overtly Trinitarian definitions of God.194 
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The Trinitarian Nature of ÒSupernatural ReligionÓ 

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 ÒvileÓ 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 ThornwellÕs soteriology Ð the theology 

of what he calls Òsupernatural religionÓ or Òthe religion of graceÓ Ð is remarkably Trinitarian.  In 

the remainder of this section, we examine the Trinitarian emphasis in ThornwellÕs soteriology. 

The Trinity and the Plan of Redemption 

If one were only to read the characterisation of ThornwellÕs theology proffered by 

Cambridge historian Michael OÕBrien, one might believe that Thornwell had very little to say 

about redemption.  OÕBrien writes, ÒAs was the norm in the Calvinist tradition, ThornwellÕs 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 ÔJesus.Õ  ThornwellÕs ÔLectures on TheologyÕ of the late 1850s barely mention Christ.Ó197  

OÕBrien goes on to state, ÒThornwellÕs language about God was often ecstatic, almost sensually 

masochistic, and centered more on GodÕs power and will than on his love.Ó198   

Although it is beyond our scope to address OÕBrienÕs claim that the marginalization of 

Christ is Òthe norm in the Calvinist tradition,Ó we will  at this juncture deal with his claim that 

Christ and the love of God were marginalized in ThornwellÕs theology.  Regarding OÕBrienÕs 

claim that ThornwellÕs ÒLectures on TheologyÓ Òbarely mention Christ,Ó several points should be 

made.  The ÒLectures on TheologyÓ to which OÕBrien refers are the sixteen lectures included in 

volume one of ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs teaching on theology proper, creation, the covenant of works, 

and hamartiology.  Thornwell had planned to compose for publication lectures covering 

Christology and soteriology, but Òdeath cut short the full execution of his plan.Ó199   

In volume two of ThornwellÕs Collected Writings, Adger incorporates a number of 

ThornwellÕs discourses that focus on Christological and soteriological themes.  Yet even in 

volume oneÕs ÒLectures on Theology,Ó Thornwell stresses the Triunity of God, and, contrary to 

OÕBrienÕs 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 ÒLectures on TheologyÓ to the whole of the 

Thornwellian corpus, we find even more evidence that OÕBrienÕs assertion that ThornwellÕs 
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Christianity was one in which ÒChrist was a marginal figureÓ is simply a mischaracterisation.  

We will not attempt to amass all the evidence to disprove OÕBrienÕs assertion; a sampling must 

suffice. 

The following excerpts chosen from various ÒgenresÓ within the Thornwellian corpus are 

characteristic of ThornwellÕs Christianity: When a fiancŽe broke off their engagement to be 

married, the young heartbroken Thornwell wrote to a friend of his reliance on the ÒSpirit of 

Christ.Ó201  During his first pastorate, Thornwell wrote Gillespie, ÒWhenever 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, Ôwho shall separate me from the love of Christ?ÕÓ202  To a ministerial colleague he 

wrote, ÒI desire to glory in nothing but the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ.Ó203   

In his prayer journal, Thornwell prayed, ÒI am wretched and blind and naked Ð 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 SaviourÕs loveliness and surrender myself unreservedly to him.Ó204   

To his young children he wrote, ÒYou 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.Ó205   

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: ÒThe 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.Ó207  He asked the college graduates of the class of 

1852, ÒHave 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?Ó208  

And as he was delivering the address, he cried out in prayer, ÒBlessed Jesus I commend these 

young men to thee and fervently beseech thee to draw them to thyself.Ó209  And in a 

Baccalaureate address he declared to the students, ÒNo religion can ever solve for a sinner the 
                                                

205 Palmer, Thornwell, 295. Remarking on this letter, Palmer writes, ÒNothing brings out a manÕs heart so 
completely as the intercourse he holds with his own children.Ó Palmer, Thornwell, 294. 
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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.Ó210 

In contrast to the picture painted by OÕBrien, in which ThornwellÕs Christianity is devoid 

of Christ and lacking in love, we find Thornwell declaring to his fellow presbyters at the General 

Assembly of 1856, ÒThe charity for man which sacrifice obviously expresses was conspicuous in 

the whole career of Jesus.  His bosom glowed with love.Ó211  And similarly, in an undated 

sermon, Thornwell speaks of that Òsupreme 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, ÔWhen God the mighty Maker died for man the creatureÕs 

sin.ÕÓ212  One wonders why OÕBrien would say that ThornwellÕs Christianity was one in which 

ÒChrist was a marginal figure,Ó when Thornwell himself was constantly reiterating his belief that 

Òthe cross of Christ is the centre of the Christian system.Ó213 

ThornwellÕs Christ-centred redemptive preaching should be understood in 

contradistinction to what he called the ÒChristless ChristianityÓ Ð the moralism Ð of Cooper, who 

insisted that atonement for sin and regeneration by the Spirit were superfluous and even 

dangerous doctrines, and that Òthe Unitarian opinion contains every thing necessary to influence 

the dispositions and the practice of men on the side of morality.Ó214  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 Ð to follow a 
stream until we reach the fountain by which it is supplied Ð 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 Ð 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 

ÒAdorable TrinityÓ 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 ThornwellÕs 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 

                                                

217 See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.341. 
218 See Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.323, 345Ð346. 
219 Palmer, Thornwell, 285Ð296; Robinson, Columbia Theological Seminary, 102; Adger, My Life and 

Times, 307. 
220 We recognise that neither Thornwell nor Hodge employed the terms Òontological TrinityÓ and 

Òeconomic Trinity.Ó We are utilising the terms in order to summarise the argumentation of Thornwell and Hodge.  
221 See Thornwell, ÒThe Validity of the Baptism of the Church of Rome,Ó in Collected Writings, 3.295; 

Hodge, ÒRomish Baptism,Ó in The Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review 17, no. 3, (July 1845): 446Ð468. 



 111 

doctrine of the ontological Trinity.222  ThornwellÕs 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, Òthe 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.Ó223 

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: ÒTo be immersed or sprinkled Ð a formal invocation 

of the names of the Trinity accompanying the deed Ð 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.Ó224   

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, ThornwellÕs Trinitarian 
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theology Ð especially his belief in the way in which the ontological Trinity is revealed most 

clearly in the economy of grace Ð 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 Òemphasise a certain emotional singularity.Ó229  In 

romanticism, on the other hand, Òthere is a fascination with emotional ambivalence.Ó230  Whereas 

characters within neoclassical and sentimental literature only exhibit one predominant feeling, 

Òromantic characters typically struggle with contradictory feelings.Ó231  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 Òlucky to have the Trinity,Ó because through the 

interpersonal relationships of the Trinity, GodÕs emotional life is not one-dimensional but rather 

complex.232 

One of these ÒluckyÓ theologians who Òused the Trinity to imagine God in the company 

of equals with whom he could interact, thus bringing out different sides of his character,Ó was 

James Henley Thornwell.233  In his four-page discussion of Thornwell, Jenkins offers analysis of 

but one of ThornwellÕs sermons, ÒThe Necessity of the Atonement.Ó 

Jenkins observes that, in ÒThe Necessity of the Atonement,Ó Thornwell is particularly 

concerned with the Òsocial relations of the Trinity,Ó that, because God is Triune, GodÕs character 

is Òfundamentally social.Ó234  Based on this observation, as well as the way in which ThornwellÕs 

presentation of the atonement portrays a God of emotional complexity Ð as the eternal Son 

demonstrates love for God the Father while the Father pours out His wrath on His sin-bearing 

Son Ð Jenkins surmises that ThornwellÕs God is the God of romanticism, specifically that 

ThornwellÕs 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 Òbelles lettresÓ (literature valued for its aesthetic 

quality).  But to argue that ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs 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 Ð ÒThe Necessity of the AtonementÓ Ð 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, ÒThat a life of crime may be fully expiated by a few minutes of repentance, may be 

CalvinÕs religion, but it is not a tenet that society ought to encourage.Ó238 

Thus, ThornwellÕs emphasis on the atonement Ð especially the Trinitarian nature of the 

atonement Ð should be viewed in light of his effort to counteract CooperÕs theology of the Cross, 

which involved neither Trinity nor atonement.  To collegians and anyone else who would listen, 

Cooper had portrayed Òthe 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.Ó239  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 ÒThe Necessity of the Atonement,Ó 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 

oneÕs predecessor would be out of step with the rules of nineteenth-century Southern gentility.)  

Instead of mentioning Cooper directly, he spoke of Òsophists,Ó Òskeptics,Ó and ÒSociniansÓ who 

deny the need of satisfaction for sin and for whom the Pauline doctrine of the Ònecessity of 

atonementÓ is Òinexplicable jargon.Ó242  In ÒThe Necessity of the Atonement,Ó 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 GodÕs 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 
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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 Ð a man who can satisfy justice and yet recover from the stroke Ð 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, 

ÒIt 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.Ó246  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 JenkinsÕs thesis, ThornwellÕs emphasis on Trinitarian atonement arose not 

from an allegiance to the literary movement of romanticism, but rather from his mission Ð his 

commission from the trustees of South Carolina College Ð to counteract the influence of his one-

time Unitarian idol.  ÒThe Necessity of the AtonementÓ is not the only place where we find 
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Thornwell seeking to call his students away from the ÒallurementsÓ 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 ColumbiaÕs 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 TurretinÕs Institutes as 

their primary textbook and followed him in subsuming adoption under justification, Columbia, 

under ThornwellÕs direction, replaced Turretin with CalvinÕs 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, OÕBrien titles his section on Thornwell ÒThe Adoption of Sons,Ó 

and he offers a different theory as to why Thornwell emphasised the doctrine of adoption.251  

OÕBrien posits that Thornwell emphasised adoption because of his own personal journey of 

living in servantsÕ quarters as the son of a plantation overseer, experiencing the death of his 

father, and then being adopted into Òthe warmth of the householdÓ 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, ÒBegged 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.Ó253 

Without entirely discounting these theses, we would stress that the Old Columbia 

theologiansÕ 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 ThornwellÕs emphasis 

on the familial (rather than merely forensic) aspect of salvation Òlikely flows out of his 

Trinitarian approach.Ó254 

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 Òthe 

fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, and the neighborhood of Boston!Ó255   

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 
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The Trinity and the LordÕs Supper 

Previous scholars have also pointed out that Thornwell (and, therefore, Columbia) 

espoused CalvinÕs view of the LordÕs Supper, while Hodge (and, through him, Princeton) and 

Dabney (and thus Union) espoused the Zwinglian view. Like those who have noted ColumbiaÕs 

aforementioned emphasis on adoption, they have pointed out that, although Princeton and Union 

continued to use TurretinÕs Institutes as their primary textbook, Thornwell replaced Turretin with 

CalvinÕs Institutes as the primary textbook at Columbia, thereby leading Columbia to adopt 

CalvinÕs position on the supper. 258 

It should be understood, however, that the lone fact that Thornwell used CalvinÕs 

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 CalvinÕs 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 ÒWhat was it?Ó 

Holifield argues that the reason for the difference between Columbia on the one hand, and 

Princeton and Union on the other, was because of Òtwo distinctive patternsÓ in nineteenth-century 

American Reformed theology, Òthe first approximating a Catholic accent on the category of 

continuity, the second approaching a radical Protestant emphasis on discontinuity.Ó259  Holifield 

suggests that the Columbia theologians were among those who were willing to accept Òcategories 

of continuity that at times approximated the Roman Catholic tradition,Ó while Hodge of Princeton 
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and Dabney of Union represented Òanother pattern present within the Reformed tradition: the 

impulse to accent discontinuity, in various ways, as the prevailing theological category.Ó260 

However, HolifieldÕs 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 ThornwellÕs theology were Òa Catholic accent on 

the category of continuity,Ó would not this have led him to accept the validity of Roman Catholic 

baptism?  And if HodgeÕs prevailing theological approach were Òto accent discontinuityÓ with the 

Roman Catholic tradition, would not he have likely rejected the validity of Roman Catholic 

baptism?  Put simply, HolifieldÕs 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 ColumbiaÕs championing of CalvinÕs doctrine of the supper is most 

helpfully viewed not as part of an overriding accent on Òcontinuity,Ó but rather as part of 

ColumbiaÕs overriding accent on Trinitarian supernaturalism in response to the inroads of 

Unitarian rationalism.  Previous scholars are right to point out ThornwellÕs use of CalvinÕs 

Institutes at Columbia and the way that shaped ColumbiaÕs eucharistology, but it should be 

stressed first and foremost that ThornwellÕs implementation of CalvinÕs Institutes was in and of 

itself part of his overall effort to Òdeal hard blowsÓ to Unitarian rationalism and equip his 

students to do the same.261  Thornwell believed that Calvin provided an anti-rationalistic 

                                                

260 Holifield, ÒMercersburg, Princeton, and the South,Ó 238. Holifield presents Adger as following Nevin, 
who, like Adger, studied under Hodge but then embraced CalvinÕs view. See Holifield, ÒMercersburg, Princeton, and 
the South,Ó 240, 245. Although Adger was certainly familiar with Nevin, there is no evidence in AdgerÕs writings 
that he was persuaded to adopt CalvinÕs position because of Nevin. In all his writings on the topic, Adger only 
references Nevin once, with reference to NevinÕs chronicling of the various Reformed churchesÕ historic affirmation 
of CalvinÕs position. See Adger, My Life and Times, 322. It is more accurate to say that Adger, like Nevin, followed 
Calvin.  See John Williamson Nevin, The Mystical Presence: A Vindication of the Reformed or Calvinistic Doctrine 
of the Holy Eucharist (Philadelphia: S. R. Fisher & Co., 1867). 

261 Palmer, Thornwell, 344. 



 122 

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 Òthe emergencies of the conflict with 

Rationalistic infidelity.Ó262 

Surviving student class notes demonstrate that Thornwell walked his students through the 

first three books of CalvinÕs Institutes, and provided them analysis and study questions based 

thereupon.263  He squeezed so much out of the Institutes that one student declared, ÒThat man, 

Jimmie Thornwell, finds in CalvinÕs Institutes what John Calvin himself never thought of!Ó264  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 CalvinÕs Scripture proofs 

for the deity of the Son and the Spirit, and he equipped them with CalvinÕs refutations of the 

Òevasive interpretationsÓ made by Unitarians.265 

ColumbiaÕs 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, ÒI hope you will make the Fourth Book of CalvinÕs Institutes your text-book in church 

government, for I, in my department, carry our students through the first three books so that they 

learn CalvinÕs 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; Ð besides, I do believe in CalvinÕs doctrine of the 

LordÕs Supper.Ó266   

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 Ð 

Thomas Cooper Ð 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 Òsuperstitious and unwarrantableÓ notions Òthat will not bear the test of reason, 

scripture, or experience.Ó268  On the other hand, Cooper believed, ÒZuinglius, 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.Ó269   
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For Cooper, the supper is simply Òa solemn, but cheerful rite, in remembrance of 

Christ.Ó270  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 SpiritÕs work.  The 

supper is merely a commemoration of JesusÕ example of sacrifice and a call for his disciples, who 

are to partake of the supper in a Òdevout, serious, and rational manner,Ó 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 Òlook 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.Ó272  For Thornwell, the supper is a means by which the believer experiences and is 

nourished by his Òmystical unionÓ with the incarnate Son.273  

Following Calvin, Adger rooted his theology of the supper in John 1:1Ð4, 6:22Ð59, 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, ÒIf he comes nigh, and takes our flesh, and makes it vivifying for us Ð that is, 

joins himself to our flesh and joins us to him by his Spirit Ð we may then hope.Ó274   

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 ColumbiaÕs Trinitarian 

supernaturalism over against Unitarian rationalistic presuppositions, Adger quotes with 

affirmation the words of the one he calls Òthe great, because humble, GeneveseÓ: 

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 ColumbiaÕs unapologetic confidence in CalvinÕs 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 self-
contradictory.277 

Adger insisted that the reason CalvinÕs 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: ÒIf 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.Ó279  

Adger believed that previous generations of Reformed Christians had accepted CalvinÕs view 

because, in contrast to many nineteenth-century Presbyterians, Òthey were not tinctured in the 

slightest degree with the rationalism of this age, and they accepted it, as they perceived it in the 

word.Ó280  However, posited Adger, Òthe 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.Ó281 

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 CalvinÕs view of the supper was Ònot only 

incomprehensible, but impossible.Ó 282 AdgerÕs view also put him out of step with another 

theologian he greatly admired: William Cunningham, who taught the students at New College 

that CalvinÕs exposition on the supper was Òunsuccessful,Ó Òunintelligible,Ó and Òthe greatest blot 

in the history of CalvinÕs labors as a public instructor.Ó283  In response to CunninghamÕs critique 

of Calvin, Adger declared, ÒNow 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.Ó284 

In their espousal, defence, and vigorous promotion of CalvinÕs 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. 

ThornwellÕs 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 ThornwellÕs 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 ÒThe Necessity of the 

Atonement,Ó he argued, ÒAbsolute 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 holyÑ that such is the nature of His essence that while absolutely one it exists eternally in the 

threefold distinction of Persons.Ó  Because they are intrinsically relational, GodÕs affections, such 

as his eternal love, require a society of persons: ÒIf the unity of God implied unity of Person,Ó 

then there would be Òno object but Himself on which His affections might be placed.Ó286  Thus, 
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he declared, ÒThe Trinity is a glorious society,Ó marked by an Òunutterable blessedness which 

accrues to the Persons of the Trinity from their mysterious communion with each other.Ó287  

In Conjectures of Order, OÕBrien 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, OÕBrien briefly mentions 

Thornwell and his Trinitarian theology as evidence for this portrayal.  Referencing the 

aforementioned sermon ÒThe Necessity of the Atonement,Ó OÕBrien writes, ÒJames 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.Ó289  Seeking to summarize ThornwellÕs 

theology as representative of the Southern view of society, OÕBrien writes, ÒIf God feared 

loneliness, how much more did humans?Ó290   

As we have noted, Thornwell clearly believed that the Trinity was Òa sort of society,Ó but 

OÕBrien misrepresents Thornwell when he presents him as hazarding that the Trinity can be 

explained because ÒGod himself did not like to be alone,Ó insinuating that there was a time when 

God was alone, or that ÒGod feared loneliness.Ó291  In the very sermon referenced by OÕBrien, 

Thornwell made clear his belief that there was never Òa period when God was a solitary Being in 

the depths of eternity.Ó292  Contrary to OÕBrienÕs characterization, ThornwellÕs 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 ÒsocietyÓ 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 ColumbiansÕ 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 Ð Cooper, Gilman, and Clapp Ð 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, GirardeauÕs cousin and mentor in his ministry to the slaves, 

applied JesusÕ admonition, ÒYou shall love your neighbor as yourself,Ó to the white ChristianÕs 

relationship to Southern blacks.  He declared, ÒAnd 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?Ó297  

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 

Òa defense of Trinitarian doctrine that asserted a triune God who expressed interpersonality.Ó301  

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, Òabout 20 

Years hence the prevailing sect among the better informed people, will be the Unitarian.Ó302  This 

was not to be the case.  The Presbyterians of the state were determined to counteract CooperÕs 

designs, and they accomplished their counteroffensive by establishing Columbia Seminary only 

blocks away from the seat of CooperÕs 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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21 May 2016, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib024504.  See page 57 of this dissertation.  
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Òunder the charm of CooperÕs influence,Ó but who had become a believer in and stalwart for the 

one whom he called Òthe Adorable Trinity.Ó303 

Thornwell believed that he largely accomplished what he had been tasked by the stateÕs 

Presbyterians to do by Òbreaking down the spirit of infidelity, which had largely taken possession 

of the State.Ó304  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: ÒUnder GodÕs 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.Ó305   

Contrary to CooperÕs 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 CooperÕs 

day and subsequent generations, did not actually coalesce to establish a single church until 

                                                

303 Palmer, Thornwell, 61; Thornwell, Collected Writings, 2.195, 323. 
304 Palmer, Thornwell, 300. 
305 Palmer, Thornwell, 300. 
306 See Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, 86, 90, 111, 128, 155, 159, 160, 167Ð169, 175, 180Ð

181, 183, 191Ð192, 205, 214, 246. By the early twentieth century, First Presbyterian had established six mission 
churches in Columbia: Arsenal Hill, Woodrow Memorial, Eau Claire, New Brookland, Shandon, and Rose Hill. 
Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, 194. For a description of the close relationship between First 
Presbyterian Church and Old Columbia Seminary, see Calhoun, The Glory of the Lord Risen Upon It, 209Ð211. 
Today, First Presbyterian Church of Columbia continues to stand for Westminsterian Presbyterianism. In recent 
decades, leading Reformed pastor-scholars such as Glenn C. Knecht, Mark E. Ross, John R. De Witt, Sinclair B. 
Ferguson, and Derek Thomas have served as ministers at the church. 
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1950.307  From this historical perspective, we may conclude that Thornwell and Old ColumbiaÕs 

efforts to quell the Unitarian movement and advance Trinitarianism in the theatre of Columbia 

were met with success.308

                                                

307 See ÒOur UUCC HistoryÓ on the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of ColumbiaÕs website, accessed 
21 May 2016: http://www.uucolumbia.dreamhosters.com/about-us/our-story/history/. There is some speculation that 
a Unitarian Church existed in Columbia in the mid-nineteenth century and that Thomas Cooper may have had a hand 
in starting it. See ÒEarly Scholarly History,Ó accessed 21 May 2016, http://www.uucolumbia.dreamhosters.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/Early-Scholarly-History-of-UUFC.pdf. The British world traveller James Silk Buckingham 
wrote that he had toured Columbia in 1839 and that there were six churches there, including a Unitarian 
congregation. J. S. Buckingham, The Slave States of America (London: Fisher, Son, & Co., 1842), 2.26. However, 
according to the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia, there are no other records of such a church. Our 
own research has likewise not found any actual evidence of such a church. The oldest available records for the city of 
Columbia do not mention a Unitarian Church among the other churches in the city. See Columbia South Carolina 
City Directory (Columbia, SC: R. W. Gibbes, 1859), 66. 

308 We offer further assessment of the historical success of Old ColumbiaÕs efforts to quell the Southern 
Unitarian movement on page 277 of this dissertation. 
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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 (1791Ð1858) and ThornwellÕs colleague, Trinitarian Thomas 

Smyth (1808Ð1873).  After an overview of SmythÕs life, ministry, and relationship to Columbia 

Seminary, we note SmythÕs 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 Òthe Holy CityÓ for Unitarianism and where Smyth responded with a vigorous Trinitarian 

counteroffensive. 

Overview of SmythÕs 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 

motherÕs 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 

                                                

1 The ancient spelling of the surname was ÒSmyth,Ó but Samuel Smyth changed the spelling to ÒSmithÓ 
because of Òthe trouble of the letter y.Ó Thomas changed the spelling back to ÒSmythÓ at the General Assembly of 
1837 in order to avoid being confused with another presbyter named Thomas Smith. Thomas SmythÕs son, 
Augustine Thomas Smythe (1842Ð1914), added an ÒeÓ to the family name, which has subsequently been retained. 
See ÒSmyth Family Papers,Ó in The Stoney Family Papers (1775Ð1949), SCHS. The pronunciation of ÒSmythÓ was 
evidently with a long Òi.Ó See Thomas Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, Letters and Reflections, ed. Louisa Cheves 
Stoney (Charleston, SC: Walker, Evans and Cogswell Company, 1914), 167. 
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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 Òsickly and 

dwarfed,Ó 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 

                                                

2 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 1Ð7. See also ÒMartha MageeÕs Will,Ó which is now contained in the 
Thomas Smyth Papers, CBK. 

3 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 11, 113. 
4 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 11Ð21. 
5 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 80Ð82. SmythÕs original Princeton diploma, which was signed by 

Alexander, Miller, and Charles Hodge, is now kept in the Thomas Smyth Papers, CBK. SmythÕs letter in response to 
the call from Second Presbyterian Church to be their pastor is in the same collection. 



 136 

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 MargaretÕs 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 ÒUlster menÓ 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 Òmarried up,Ó 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 

SmythÕs ministry was known for its evangelistic focus: ÒHe could not preach, without 

pleading with sinners,Ó and he stressed to his congregants that they should understand themselves 

first and foremost as ÒChristÕs representatives and agents for the conversion of the world.Ó9  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 Òdoubtless exerted a more direct and extensive influence in awakening and diffusing a 

                                                

6 See page 123 of this dissertation. 
7 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 61Ð62; John B. Adger, My Life and Times, 39. 
8 Erskine Clarke, ÒThomas Smyth: Moderate of the Old SouthÓ (ThD diss., Union Theological Seminary, 

VA, 1970), 1. SmythÕs home was only paces away from the Charleston Battery, from whence the opening cannon 
blasts of the American Civil War were fired. For thirty-four hours, from his massive second floor study, Smyth 
listened to and felt the vibrations of the cannon shots fired from the Battery towards Fort Sumter. See Smyth, ÒThe 
Battle of Fort Sumter: Its Mystery and Miracle, GodÕs Mastery and Mercy,Ó Southern Presbyterian Review 14 
(October 1860): 393; Clarke, ÒThomas Smyth,Ó 1, 206, 229. 

9 G. R. Brackett, ÒThe Christian Warrior Crowned,Ó in Smyth, Works, 10.766, 767. G. R. Brackett was 
SmythÕs successor at Second Presbyterian Church. See Smyth, Works, 10.752. See Smyth, ÒChristians ChristÕs 
Representatives and Agents for the Conversion of the World, and Self-Denying Love and Liberality Essential to 
Christian Character and HappinessÓ (New York: Edward O. Jenkins, 1855), reprinted in Smyth, Complete Works, 
7.371Ð408. See also Smyth, ÒBy Whom is the World to be Converted? or Christians: ChristÕs Representatives and 
Agents for the Conversion of the WorldÓ (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1856), reprinted in 
Smyth, Complete Works, 7.45Ð92. 
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missionary spirit than any other minister in [the Presbyterian Church].Ó10  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 

                                                

10 Brackett, ÒThe Christian Warrior Crowned,Ó in Smyth, Works, 10.767. 
11 Brackett, ÒThe Christian Warrior Crowned,Ó in Smyth, Works, 10.772; Clarke, ÒThomas Smyth,Ó 178Ð

191. 
12 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 145Ð151. 
13 See Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 166, 170Ð174, 177Ð179, 183, 185, 232; Farmer, The Metaphysical 

Confederacy, 57. 
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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, ÒThe 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.Ó15  SmythÕs 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 

seminaryÕs 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 seminaryÕs faculty.18  Ultimately, he Òrefused to leave 

his Charleston church for a position on the Columbia Seminary faculty but served on its board 

                                                

14 Because of SmythÕs 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, 111Ð113, 128, 150Ð155, 212, 231; Clarke, ÒSouthern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,Ó 
127Ð129; and Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 78Ð79, 83, 93, 108Ð110, 131, 145, 205. 

15 Henry Alexander White, Southern Presbyterian Leaders, 264. 
16 Smyth, Works, 10.783; Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 131; Clarke, ÒThomas Smyth,Ó 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 ÒAuthor Index,Ó in W. Duncan 

Rankin et al., An Index to the Southern Presbyterian Review, 39Ð41. 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. 
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and loyally supported the seminary in its work to train a competent and godly ministry.Ó19  Smyth 

personally influenced the spiritual and theological formation of students and faculty at Columbia 

such as John L. Girardeau, who was converted while under SmythÕs pulpit ministry and was 

significantly shaped by his influence.20  When the seminaryÕs 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.  SmythÕs 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 

SmythÕs generous bequest.  Still today, the ÒSmyth LecturesÓ are an important annual event at 

Columbia Seminary.24   

                                                

19 Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 78. 
20 Kelly, Preachers with Power, 122, 133. 
21 See ÒPromissory Note,Ó 19 December 1854, JHT Papers, SCL. 
22 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 178n. Smyth also delivered the charge to Thornwell when he and F. P. 

Mullally were installed as co-pastors of First Presbyterian Church in Columbia. Girardeau delivered the sermon. See 
ÒServices on the Occasion of the Ordination of the Rev. F. P. Mullally and the Installation of Rev. J. H. Thornwell, 
D. D., and Rev. F. P. Mullally, As Co-Pastors of the First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, S. C., May 4th, 1860Ó 
(Columbia, SC: First Presbyterian Church, 1860), reprinted in Smyth, Complete Works, 6.181Ð211. 

23 Clarke, ÒThomas Smyth,Ó 238. 
24 Clarke, ÒSouthern Nationalism and Columbia Theological Seminary,Ó 127; Calhoun, Our Southern Zion, 

83n; OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 489. 
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Thomas Smyth 

SmythÕs 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 

MaryÕs 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 SmythÕs 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 

                                                

25 Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 20Ð21.  
26 See poem by ÒMÓ dated 14 February 1829, in Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 21. It begins with the 

words ÒFarewell, Farewell beloved one; A separate path is ours; Another course is thine to run; That doth not 
promise flowers.Ó 
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she had become Òa very large, fine looking woman.Ó27  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 

Òrenounced her UnitarianismÓ and embraced the Trinitarian faith.28  He promised to support her 

in her newfound faith by writing her Òas she wishes advice.Ó29 

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 (1784Ð1862), 

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 Òamong the many superhuman trophies to the power of divine grace.Ó30 

These early encounters with Unitarianism in Ireland seem to have been preparatory for 

SmythÕs decades-long ministry in which he would seek to counteract the ministry of one of 

AmericaÕs most gifted and well-respected Unitarians: Samuel Gilman, the pastor of the Unitarian 

Church of Charleston. 

                                                

27 Smyth to Anna Plunkett, 10 May 1846, in Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 364. 
28 Smyth to Anna Plunkett, 10 May 1846, in Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 363Ð364. 
29 Smyth to Anna Plunkett, 10 May 1846, in Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 364. 
30 See Richard Brinsley Knowles, The Life of James Sheridan Knowles (London: James McHenry, 1872), 

146Ð148; Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, 395Ð396. 
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Samuel Gilman and the Unitarian-Trinitarian C onflict 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 ÒMeeting House.Ó  The street in front of the 

church, which became the main thoroughfare in downtown Charleston, was named ÒMeeting 

House Street,Ó a name that was subsequently shortened to ÒMeeting Street.Ó  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 churchÕs 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 

                                                

31 See Samuel Gilman, ÒFarewell Discourse,Ó in The Old and the New: Or, Discourses and Proceedings at 
the Dedication of the Re-Modeled Unitarian Church in Charleston, S.C. on Sunday, April 2, 1854. Preceded by The 
Farewell Discourse Delivered in the Old Church, on Sunday, April 4, 1852 (Charleston: Samuel G. Courtenay, 
1854), 5Ð15; Macaulay, Unitarianism in the Antebellum South, 39Ð46. Benjamin Morgan Palmer Sr. was the uncle 
of Benjamin Morgan Palmer Jr., whose stand for the Trinity we examine in chapter five of this dissertation.   

32 See Joseph Gales, ÒMemoir of the AuthorÕs Life,Ó in Sermons, Chiefly of a Practical Nature by the Late 
Anthony Forster, A. M., Pastor of the Second Independent Church in Charleston, ed. Joseph Gales (Raleigh: J. 
Gales, 1821), vii; J. Isaac Copeland, ÒAnthony Forster,Ó in Dictionary of North Carolina Biography: Volume 2 DÐG, 
ed. William S. Powell (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 224. See ÒSamuel Brown 
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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 JohnÕs 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 Òtook the lead in a 

movement to establish Unitarianism within that state as well.Ó36  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-lawÕs Unitarian books, including works 

by Priestley.  Rather than convincing his father-in-law to embrace Trinitarianism, the young 

                                                                                                                                                        

McPheeters,Ó in Encyclopedia of the History of St. Louis, ed. William Hyde and Howard L. Conard (St. Louis: The 
Southern History Company, 1899), 3.1404Ð1408. 

33 See ÒSamuel Brown McPheeters,Ó 3.1404Ð1408.  See also W. M. McPheeters, Columbia Seminary, A 
Retrospect Involving a Responsibility (Columbia, SC: R. L. Bryan, 1901). 

34 Gales, ÒMemoir,Ó xÐxi; Copeland, ÒAnthony Forster,Ó 224. 
35 Gales, ÒMemoir,Ó xiÐxiii.  
36 Bowers, Joseph Priestley and English Unitarianism in America, 87. 
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Presbyterian minister converted to Unitarianism: ÒHis 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.Ó37  In the spring of 1816, Forster informed Harmony Presbytery of his 

desire to withdraw his membership therefrom because Òhe could no longer accept in good faith 

the doctrine of the Trinity, but instead had become Unitarian in his belief.Ó38  In 1817, a growing 

rift between the orthodox members of the Independent Church of Charleston and those 

Òinfluenced more directly by eighteenth-century rationalismÓ resulted in the secession of the 

latter under ForsterÕs leadership.39 

Under PalmerÕs 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 ÒCircular ChurchÓ 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, Òdiscarding the use of all formulas and systems of manÕs invention, they declared the 

                                                

37 Gales, ÒMemoir,Ó xvi; See also Gilman, ÒFarewell Discourse,Ó in The Old and the New, 15; Macaulay, 
Unitarianism in the Antebellum South, 21. 

38 Gales, ÒMemoir,Ó xviii; Copeland, ÒAnthony Forster,Ó 224. 
39 Joanne Calhoun, The Circular Church: Three Centuries of Charleston History (Charleston, SC: The 

History Press, 2008), 67. See also, G. W. Burnap, ÒUnitarian Christianity Expounded and Defended: A Discourse 
delivered on the evening of April 2, 1854, at the dedication of the Unitarian Church in Charleston, S. C.,Ó 115Ð116. 
At the dedication of the new sanctuary in 1854, Burnap referenced Forster with the following:  

To the elderly it is suggestive of the past, and carries their minds back, doubtless to the dawn of Unitarian 
Christianity in this city, and brings to their recollection the person and character of that saintly scholar and 
Christian, who first planted the standard of liberal opinions in the heart of this ancient commonwealth. If 
they appreciate their position, they must feel that no Protestant society can look back to an origin more 
honorable and legitimate. As the Reformation in Germany apparently sprang from the studies of a solitary 
monk, accidentally aroused by the discovery of a copy of the Bible in a library at Erfurt, so did this Church 
apparently owe its origin to the inquiries of a conscientious and fearless Protestant divine, accidentally 
turned to the investigation of the scriptural argument for the doctrine of the Trinity. Though a member of 
the Presbyterian church, he had the penetration to perceive and the honesty to avow the conviction, that the 
principles of the Reformation and the doctrines of the Reformers were two different things, and wholly 
distinct from each other. 

Burnap, ÒUnitarian Christianity,Ó 115Ð116. 
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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.Ó40   

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  ForsterÕs 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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44 Gilman, ÒFarewell Discourse,Ó in The Old and the New, 16; Macaulay, Unitarianism in the Antebellum 

South, 44Ð46. 



 146 

ÒMissionaries from [Harvard] would soon be greeted with more welcome, than from the 

tritheistical school of Andover.Ó45  

Undoubtedly, the most famous realisation of JeffersonÕs vision was Samuel Gilman 

(1791Ð1858), 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 brother-

in-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 HarvardÕs two hundredth anniversary.  The ode, 

ÒFair Harvard,Ó continues to be the official song of Harvard University and is sung annually at 

commencement.48   
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46 See G. W. Burnap, ÒRev. Dr. Gilman: A Funeral Discourse, Pronounced on the afternoon of Wednesday, 
17th February, 1858, in the Unitarian Church of Charleston, S. C.,Ó in Samuel Gilman, Contributions to Religion: 
Consisting of Sermons, Practical and Doctrinal (Charleston: Evans & Cogswell, 1860), 8. Henry Wilder Foote, 
ÒSamuel Gilman, Author of ÔFair Harvard,ÕÓ The Harvard GraduatesÕ Magazine 24 (1915Ð1916): 613. Foote was a 
Harvard graduate, class of 1897. 

47 Howe, ÒSamuel Gilman,Ó 197; Foote, ÒSamuel Gilman,Ó 613; Macaulay, Unitarianism in the Antebellum 
South, 45. 

48 OÕBrien, Conjectures of Order, 42; ÒOrder of Services at the Centennial Celebration of Harvard 
University, on the 8th of September, 1836Ó (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1836), 1. Samuel Gilman, ÒFair 
Harvard,Ó in Contributions to Literature: Descriptive, Critical, Humorous, Biographical, Philosophical, and 
Poetical (Boston: Crosby, Nichols, and Company, 1856), 547Ð548. Gilman wrote ÒFair HarvardÓ at the grand home 
of his sister-in-law Harriet Howard Fay in Cambridge. The ÒFay HouseÓ has long since been the central edifice of 
Radcliffe College at Harvard. See Howe, ÒSamuel Gilman,Ó 218. 



 147 

When, shortly after ForsterÕs death, the leaders of the Second Independent Church, who 

believed Òthere was then only one theological school in this country in which the doctrines which 

they had embraced were taught and professed,Ó 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 

ForsterÕs 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, ÒI came as an avowed Unitarian, and was expected 

to unfurl here the banner of Unitarian Christianity.Ó51  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, GilmanÕs mother wrote his sister, ÒHow 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.Ó52  

This was not merely the impression of a biased mother.  Even staunch theological 

opponents such as Thornwell described Gilman as having Òa 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. GilmanÕs intimacy are so devoted to their pastor and 

friend.Ó53 

GilmanÕs goal was to present to Charlestonians the Òmoderation, reasonableness, and 

respectability of Unitarianism.Ó54  He was helped in this endeavour by his wife, Caroline Howard 

Gilman, who was Òamong the most energetic of female editors and among the most influential 

novelistsÓ of the mid-nineteenth century.55  Nineteenth-century writer Mary Forrest testified, 

ÒThere 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.Ó56 

By the age of sixteen, Caroline was a well -known poet, having published poems such as 

ÒJephthahÕs Rash VowÓ and ÒJairusÕ Daughter.Ó  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 ÒJephthahÕs Rash Vow,Ó 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 YouthÕs Gazette, Òthe first weekly 
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newspaper for children in the United States,Ó which was heralded as Òthe sprightliest of the 

ephemeral publications of Charleston,Ó and which eventually became a magazine for all ages 

titled The Southern Rose.58  Charleston was Òthe mecca for literature and culture in the Old 

South,Ó and, as Òone of the most popular writers of her dayÓ and the Òmost eminent woman 

writerÓ in the state, she herself drew many intellectuals into the GilmanÕs social circle and in 

some cases into the membership of the Unitarian Church.59  CarolineÕs earnings as a writer and as 

editor of the The Southern Rose, combined with SamuelÕs 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 SullivanÕs 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 Ð the ode he wrote in memory of John 

C. Calhoun was sung at CalhounÕs 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 Òprevail and finally triumph 

in the world.Ó62  He asked his congregation, ÒWho can doubt that, sooner or later, [Unitarianism] 

will be the universal creed of the Christian Church?Ó63  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 Ð 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  

GilmanÕs optimism about UnitarianismÕs 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 GilmanÕs church.  In addition, native 

Charlestonians Ð pillars of the community, including a number of notable Presbyterians Ð became 

members of the Unitarian Church.  In 1842, Samuel Henry Dickson, a physician, writer, and 

founder of the Medical College of Charleston, left SmythÕs Second Presbyterian Church, where 

he had been a mainstay, to join GilmanÕs 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 Òsplendid 

Gothic building, with a tower and buttresses, stained glass and finials, and elaborate fan tracery in 

the ceiling of the nave,Ó 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 Òthe most solemn funeral held in South Carolina since that of Calhoun.Ó68  The 

Attorney General of South Carolina, James Louis Petigru, wrote to his sister, ÒThe 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.Ó69 
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Samuel Gilman 

Gilman and Smyth Battle for the Soul of the ÒHoly CityÓ 

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 churchÕs 

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 FatherÕs 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 Ð necessary to our salvation and the purity of our 
Church Ð not merely because it has been handed down to us, sealed with the blood 
of the saints Ð not merely because the nations of the redeemed have cherished it as 
the foundation of their hope Ð rejoiced in it on earth, and triumphed in it on the 
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Mount of Glory Ð 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 Ògrand fundamental doctrines of 

the Gospel into which all others may be resolved, which we believe to be essential to 

ChristianityÓ and, yet more revealing of his concern over Unitarian encroachments, he declared, 

Òwe 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 Ð that 

the essential attribute of deity are ascribed alike to the Father, the Son, and to the Holy Ghost, 

and that Ôthese three are One.ÕÓ71  And his words of dedication were unmistakably and 

unabashedly Trinitarian: ÒTo the service and glory of the adorable and incomprehensible Trinity 

we most devoutly dedicate this holy building, with all that appertains to it.Ó72  

Smyth purposed to continue FlinnÕs 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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ÒCharleston Bible Society.Ó73  They worked together on projects such as raising support for the 

OrphanÕs House of Charleston.74  And they became especially close through their membership in 

an elite, by-invitation-only fraternity called the ÒCharleston Literary Club,Ó which was also 

known as the ÒConversation ClubÓ or simply ÒThe Club.Ó75  In the mid-1840s, the all-male 

society had approximately forty members, and, as Smyth put it, membership in the club conveyed 

Òa means of social recognition and public favour.Ó76  The surnames listed among the membership 

logbook Ð names such as Ravenel, Pinkney, Moultrie, and Middleton Ð 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 Ògave all 

their energies to it, and finally carried it to a most uncharitable extreme.Ó80  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 

Òhad no idea that a book written 1800 years ago was intended as a directory in the present 

advanced and advancing sentiment of mankind.Ó81 

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 SmythÕs church and became a leading 

member at GilmanÕs.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 SmythÕs congregation.84  Finally, the tensions 

between the two ministers became public in the year 1852. 

Edward Porter HumphreyÕs 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 ÒOur Theology in its Developments.Ó85   

Humphrey based his sermon on Matthew 7:17, ÒEven so, every good tree bringeth forth 

good fruit, but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit.Ó  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 HumphreyÕs discourse as Òa 

masterly, a magnificent apology for the Calvinistic theology.Ó89 

GilmanÕs 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 ÒCalvinistic Theology: A 

Discourse occasioned by the Rev. Dr. HumphreyÕs Sermon on the Developments of Calvinistic 

Presbyterian Theology.Ó90  Gilman chose as his text Proverbs 18:17, ÒHe that is first in his own 

cause seemeth just, but his neighbour cometh and searcheth him.Ó  Evidently, HumphreyÕs highly 

acclaimed and widely distributed discourse had Òprovoked doubts and queriesÓ among GilmanÕs 

parishioners, and he wanted to show them that HumphreyÕs assertions did not hold water.91 

Gilman explained, ÒI 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.Ó92  Although Humphrey had not expounded on the doctrines of Calvinism per se, 

but rather focused on the ÒfruitsÓ 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 Òhabitual student and 

admirer of the New TestamentÓ must find Òstrange and perplexing in the extreme.Ó93   

Gilman carefully addressed each of HumphreyÕs 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, 

ÒCalvin 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 Ôpiety of humility.ÕÓ94 

Regarding HumphreyÕs claim that Calvinism uniquely produces confessors and martyrs, 

Gilman replied, ÒBut 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.Ó95  He 

also cited Joan Boucher, a Ògood, 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.Ó96  He summarised his rebuttal of Humphrey on this point as 

follows:  ÒLet 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.Ó97 

As a third and final example, in his response to HumphreyÕs 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, ÒIt 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.Ó98 

Gilman ascribed the waning popularity of Calvinism in the West and its failure to enjoy 

world-wide expansion to the fact that Òit 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.Ó99 

The system of which Gilman spoke so glowingly was, of course, Unitarianism, a system 

that that he believed stood in stark contrast to the Òwild, strange, objectionable tenetsÓ of 

Calvinism. 100  The purpose of GilmanÕs discourse was clear: to prove the untenability of 
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Calvinism and to commend Unitarianism to Òevery believer in Jesus Christ, to every reflecting, 

sensitive, inquiring man.Ó101 

The Charleston Unitarian Book and Tract Society distributed tracts of GilmanÕs sermon 

and had it published on the front page of The Charleston Evening News.102  Like HumphreyÕs 

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 sermonÕs 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 

SmythÕs Sermons in Response to Gilman 

On Saturday, 12 June 1852, the Charleston Courier and The Charleston Evening News 

printed the following announcement: ÒDR. GILMA NÕS 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 

oÕclock.Ó104  Thus, Smyth put Gilman on notice that he had prepared a response and invited the 

people of Charleston to hear it, a sermon titled ÒUnitarianism 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.Ó105   

For the occasion, Smyth selected as his text 1 Corinthians 11:19, ÒFor there must be also 

heresies among you, that they which are approved may be made manifest among you.Ó  As this 

selection suggests, the overarching purpose of SmythÕs 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 GilmanÕs sermon not to 

be a critique of HumphreyÕs presentation but rather Òan assertion of the religious system known 

by the name Unitarian, and an aggressive attack upon the doctrines and polity of the Presbyterian 

ChurchÓ Ð Òa proselyting effort to bring about his anticipated millennium Ð Ôthose 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 religionÕ of Unitarianism which will Ônot 

stagger the common reason and moral sense of mankindÕ shall every where prevail.Ó106  

Thus, rather than providing specific responses to GilmanÕs rebuttals of HumphreyÕs 

postulations, Smyth spent the lionÕs 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, ÒBrethren 

let no man deceive you. Examine your own selves, whether ye be in the faith; prove your own 

selves.Ó108  The application was clear: Charlestonians could prove they were Òin the faithÓ 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: ÒDR. GILMAN ÕS 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 oÕclock. A Discourse on ÔThe Responsibility of Man for his Belief,Õ will be delivered in the 

same Church, To-Morrow Morning, by the Rev. J. B. ADGER.Ó109   

SmythÕs second sermon in the series was titled ÒUnitarianism 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.Ó110  For this discourse, Smyth chose as his text Galatians 1:6Ð7, ÒI 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.Ó  As one might expect, Smyth purposed to show that ÒUnitarianism . . . though it call 

itself the gospel, is not the gospel of Christ, but is another gospel and yet not another.Ó111 

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 

                                                

109 The Charleston Courier, 19 June 1852, 50.15144, 2; The Charleston Evening News, 19 June 1852, 
14.2054, 2. 

110 Smyth, ÒUnitarianism 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.Ó Reprinted in Smyth, Complete Works, 
9.315Ð343. 

111 Smyth, ÒUnitarianism Another Gospel,Ó 322. 



 163 

corrupt; second, Unitarianism is indefinable in that Unitarians cannot agree on what they believe, 

but rather only on what they deny Ð orthodox doctrines such as the Trinity, original sin, and 

justification by faith Ð denials which Òare common to almost all unbelieversÓ; and, third, 

Unitarianism denies the divine inspiration and authority of the Bible, which leaves one Òin 

uncertainty as to whether there is an inspired Book of God.Ó112 

Smyth summarily applied to Charlestonians the words of Paul to the Galatians as follows: 

ÒIn all that is fundamental to Unitarianism, therefore, I consider it to be another gospel which is 

not another Ð depriving man of consolation and strength in the discharge of lifeÕs duties, and the 

endurance of lifeÕs trials Ð of all hope and triumph in death Ð and of all confidence in the 

anticipation of the judgment day.Ó113 

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: 

ÒThey 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.Ó114 

His message was clear: the people of Charleston had to make a choice between which 

system Ð which God Ð they would follow.  In that regard, he even made reference to the leader of 

CharlestonÕs Unitarian movement: ÒDr. Gilman I have long and well known.  Our social relations 

have been most kind and agreeable. . . . And even while I feel that Ôwoe is unto me if I stand not 
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up for the defence of the gospel,Õ my heartÕs desire and prayer to God for him is, that he may be 

saved.Ó115 

On 21 June 1852, The Charleston Evening News published part one of SmythÕs 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, ÒHow will Gilman respond?Ó 

GilmanÕs Open Letters to Smyth 

After SmythÕs first sermon, GilmanÕs 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 (ÒLouÓ) Gilman Porcher and Caroline Howard Gilman tried 

to persuade him not to answer SmythÕs sermons.  On the other hand, LouÕs husband, Francis 

(ÒFrankÓ) 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 LouÕs note, Frank urged his father-in-law, ÒBy 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 
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(the public) be led still further into error as to our faith, by that untrue, illiberal, unchristian, & 

intemperate discourse.  DonÕt you think so Charles?  Frank.Ó118 

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 SmythÕs assertion that Unitarianism embodies the spirit of Òanti-

ChristÓ because Unitarianism denies ChristÕs deity, Gilman implored his friend, ÒLet us not then, 

sadly call each other by these old mystic names, in this enlightened Charleston of the nineteenth 

century.Ó119   

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: ÒThat 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.Ó120  He promised 

Smyth, ÒProvidence 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.Ó121  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 Ð that he has sought to base his 
religious teachings on a studious, patient, and careful consideration of the whole 
scripture Ð 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. GILMAN

122 

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 ÒAMBASSADOR of the Deity,Ó 

not the Deity himself.123  He argued that the doctrine of the Trinity is contradictory to reason and 

therefore it should be abandoned: ÒI 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.Ó124 

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, ÒThere, 

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, 

ÔEven so, Lord Jesus, come quickly!ÕÓ125 

Benjamin GildersleeveÕs 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 (1791Ð1875) to Gilman in 

which he critiqued GilmanÕs 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 GilmanÕs public response to HumphreyÕs 

discourse was uncalled for.  To Gilman he argued, Ò[HumphreyÕs] 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 Ð not Dr. H. nor ourselves who have volunteered in the defence of his positions.Ó127  

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 Òrepulsive systemÓ and one which should be viewed with Òaversion and disgust.Ó128   

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 GilmanÕs 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 
Òthe expulsive power of a new affection,Ó 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 Òcannot tolerate, nor approve, nor understand the 
Calvinistic system, but repudiate it with something approaching to aversion and 
disgust,Ó Ð when they hear you describe it as Òa heavy yoke of bondageÓ Ð as Òa 
system of confused, and unpractical, and unscriptural speculationÓ Ð as Òentirely 
contrary to our spiritual powers and spiritual needs, as well as to the principles 
habitually adhered to by Jesus Christ and his ApostlesÓ Ð when you say of it that 
Òif any system of religion in Christendom has ever engendered among its votaries 
fatal doubts of its truth it is that of Calvinism,Ó and when you add that Òthe 
Hindoo Theology resembles Calvinism in its transmundane, unpractical 
speculations, if nothing else.Ó 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 Ð and the more 
so, as it has brought them Òaid and comfortÓ at a time when they had been closely 
besieged Ð in consequence of their rash attack upon one of the citadels of 
Protestantism.129 
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In addition to pointing out the MiscellanyÕs praise for GilmanÕs treatise, Gildersleeve 

sought to deal with GilmanÕs claim that Unitarianism is more practical than Calvinism.  He 

asserted, ÒYou may boast, as you can, of the prevalence of Unitarianism in many churches which 

were once orthodox Ð and this is true of the very church to which you sustain the relation of 

pastor Ð but what has Unitarianism ever accomplished which entitles it to the appellation, par 

eminence of a practical religion.Ó130  Gildersleeve compared the Unitarian movement to a bird 

who, rather than building a nest for herself, overtakes one already built: ÒUnitarians 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.Ó131 

Ultimately, in each of his letters, Gildersleeve sought to show that GilmanÕs aversion to 

Calvinism was simply an expression of his aversion to Trinitarianism.  He explained, ÒYour 

aversion to the Calvinistic system arises in part from its maintenance of the supreme deity of Him 

of whom it is said, Ôin the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was 

God.ÕÓ132  He posited that GilmanÕs basic arguments against Calvinism were essentially the 

arguments of unbelievers against Christianity, and he compared GilmanÕs arguments with those 

of the eighteenth-century Deist, Thomas Morgan, concluding, ÒYou may express it in other terms 
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Ð as men take different roads to reach the same point; but they meet at last Ð and right sorry are 

we to find you harmonizing on so many points with the giant infidels of the last century.Ó133 

In his final letter, Gildersleeve continued the argument that Unitarianism is simply an 

elaborate form of unbelief: ÒIf  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.Ó134  In sum, Gildersleeve sought to alert Charlestonians to what he believed was 

the root of GilmanÕs agenda: not merely a critique of Calvinism, but rather an attack on the 

essentials of the Christian faith. 

GilmanÕs Open Letters to Smyth (Continued) 

After the publication of GildersleeveÕs 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: ÒI 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 

                                                

133 The Charleston Evening News, 27 July 1852, 14.2085, 1. See also The Charleston Evening News, 23 July 
1852, 14.2082. 

134 The Charleston Evening News, 27 July 1852, 14.2085, 1. 



 171 

the members of my class.  I hope it may prove a diversion and peace-offering in the 

entanglements of controversy.Ó135  

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 Òpresent a catalogue of the 

principal passages of the Bible, which directly and undeniably prove the leading doctrine of 

Unitarian Christianity,Ó and he pledged to address the critiques of Gildersleeve in future 

letters.136 

In a fourth letter, Gilman responded to GildersleeveÕs accusation that he had been 

uncharitable by stating that he had been as charitable as he knew how to be.  He even wrote, 

ÒWhen 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.Ó137   

And to the claims of Smyth and Gildersleeve that his sermon had been unprovoked, 

Gilman replied, ÒI 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 

                                                

135 Gilman wrote this letter on 28 July 1852 from Cambridge, MA, and it was printed in The Charleston 
Evening News, 21 August 1852, 14.2107, 1. The President of South Carolina mentioned by Gilman was James 
Henley Thornwell. We discussed ThornwellÕs appraisal of these very commencement festivities and his misgivings 
about fraternising with the Unitarians at Harvard during this visit on page 104 of this dissertation. 

136 Gilman, ÒThird Letter,Ó The Charleston Evening News, 21 August 1852, 14.2107, 1. We have not found 
GilmanÕs promised catalogue of Scripture proofs for Unitarian Christianity.  

137 This letter was written by Gilman on 13 August 1852 in Beverly, MA, and was printed in The 
Charleston Evening News, 28 August 1852, 14.2113, 1. 



 172 

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.Ó138 

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, 

ÒCan you wonder, therefore, that I should thirst for a form of Christianity that would as much as 

possible avoid these entangling perplexities?Ó139  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 SmythÕs argument that when the Scriptures promote 

the worship of Jesus, they are teaching his divinity.  Citing Scripture to support his argument, he 

explained, ÒIn 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.Ó140  He 

presented the Unitarian understanding of worship as follows: Ò[Jesus] explicitly directs our 

supreme worship to be paid to the Father.  He himself worships that Father.  We therefore feel it 

                                                

138 The Charleston Evening News, 28 August 1852, 14.2113, 1. 
139 This letter was written by Gilman on 20 August 1852 and was printed in The Charleston Evening News 

on 8 September 1852, 14.2122, 1. 
140 Written by Gilman on 27 August 1852 from Worcester, MA, this letter was printed in The Charleston 

Evening News, 9 October 1852, 15.2148, 1. 
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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.Ó141 

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 PaulÕs 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 Ð stating 
and unstating propositions in almost the same breath Ð recoiling aghast from 

                                                

141 Gilman, ÒSixth Letter,Ó 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. 
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consequences which it has previously aimed to establish Ð 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 CalvinÕs and his 
followersÕ 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 Ð to 
the capacities, needs and appreciation of the ordinary mass of Christians Ð 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. GILMAN

144 

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 

                                                

143 GilmanÕs eighth letter to Smyth was written on 14 September 1852 from Manchester, CT, and was 
printed in The Charleston Evening News, 12 October 1852, 15.2150, 1. 

144 Gilman, ÒEighth Letter,Ó The Charleston Evening News, 12 October 1852, 15.2150, 1. 
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CalvinÕs culpability in the affair.  Smyth, in his second sermonic response to Gilman, had 

defended Calvin against GilmanÕs claims.145 

In this ninth letter, Gilman sought to rebut SmythÕs defence of Calvin and demonstrate 

CalvinÕs 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, ÒWe 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.Ó148  The fact that Smyth wrote Calvin 

and His Enemies is another example of why SmythÕs ministry should be understood in light of an 

effort to counteract GilmanÕs 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 
                                                

145 See Smyth, ÒUnitarianism Not the Gospel,Ó 328Ð329. See pages 156-159 of this dissertation. 
146 GilmanÕs ninth letter to Smyth was written on 15 November 1852 from Charleston, SC, and was 

published in The Charleston Evening News on 20 November 1852, 15.2183, 1. 
147 Smyth, Calvin and His Enemies: A Memoir of the Life, Character and Principles of Calvin 

(Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1856), reprinted in Smyth, Complete Works, 3.319Ð403. 
148 Smyth, Calvin and His Enemies, 350. 
























































































































































































































































































