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Daily bread may be sought from farre. Yea our Saviour approveth travaile 
for Merchants, when hee compareth a Christian to a Merchantman seeking 
pearles: For he never fetcheth a comparison with any unlawfull thing to 
illustrate a thing lawful!. ... Nature teacheth Bees ... when as the hive is 
too full ... [to] seeke abroad for new dwellings: So when the hive of the 
Common wealth is so full, that Tradesmen cannot live one by another, but 
eate up one another, in this case it is lawfull to remove.... God alloweth a 
man to remove, when he may employ his Talents and gifts better elsewhere, 
especially when where he is, he is not bound by any special! engagement. 
Thus God sent Joseph before to preserve the Church: Josephs wisdome and 
spirit was not fit for a shepheard, but for a Counsel!our of StateY 

Cotton's analogies, like Winthrop's concept of vocation, bespeak a mo­
ment of cultural transition: they reflect earlier ideals as well as fore­
shadow later developments. But in both cases the direction is unmistak­
able. All of Cotton's examples, from nature and the Bible, are geared 
toward sanctifying an errand of entrepreneurs whose aim is religion, or 
mutatis mutandis legalizing an errand of saints whose aim is entrepre­
neurial. 

In this respect, as in others, a direct line may be traced from the first 
emigrants to the latter-day Jeremiahs. It runs from the Arbel/a sermons 
by Cotton and Winthrop to Cotton Mather's Magnalia Christi Ameri­
cann, where Joseph appears as a model for the rags-to-riches errand of 
several famous New Englanders, and it includes A Brief Recognition of 
New England's Errand into the Wilderness. "John preached in the wil­
derness, which was no fit place for silken and soft raiment," Danforth 
observes, because the Baptist's "work was to prepare a people for the 
Lord." How could he do so amidst the "superfluous ornaments," the 
"delicate and costly apparel [of] ... princes' courts"? This is neither a 
plea for the sanctity of poverty nor a summons to some ascetic retreat 
from the world. Nor is it merely a denunciation of the rich, in the 
manner of the Old Testament prophets. In effect, Danforth is urging 
upon New Israel the middle way of the Protestant ethic, reinforcing 
Cotton's analogies and Winthrop's model of vocation by reminding his 
audience that the prophecies they inherited, their promised future, en­
tailed "the values of piety, frugality, and diligence in one's worldly call­
ing." Economically as well as figurally, it was their mission to leave a 
"soft" Old World order, with its "courtly pomp and decay," for a "purer" 
kind of society, one that would provide them with the proper means for 
both "respectable competence in this world and eternal salvation in the 
world to come."tO 

Thanks largely to Perry Miller, Danforth's sermon has become a locus 
classicus for defining the American jeremiad. So it should be, but not in 
the terms Miller suggests. The American Puritan jeremiad, let me repeat, 
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was a mode of celebration rather than of lament. In deliberate opposi­
tion to the traditional mode, it set out to transform threat into promise, 
and the nature of the Puritan errand helps explain the transformation. 
The European jeremiad developed within a static hierarchical order; the 
lessons it taught, about historical recurrence and the vanity of human 
wishes, amounted to a massive ritual reinforcement of tradition. Its func­
tion was to make social practice conform to a completed and perfected 
social ideal. The American Puritan jeremiad was the ritual of a culture 
on an errand, which is to say, a culture based on a faith in process. 
Substituting teleology for hierarchy, it discarded the Old World ideal of 
stasis for a New World vision of the future. Its function was to create a 
climate of anxiety that helped release the restless "progressivist" energies 
required for the success of the venture. The European jeremiad also 
thrived on anxiety, of course. Like all "traditionalist" forms of ritual, it 
used fear and trembling to teach acceptance of fixed social norms. But 
the American Puritan jeremiad went much further. It made anxiety its 
end as well as its means. Crisis was the social norm it sought to inculcate. 
The very concept of errand, after all, implied a state of unfulfillment. 
The future, though divinely assured, was never quite there, and New 
England's Jeremiahs helped provide the sense of insecurity that would 
ensure the outcome. Denouncing or affirming, their vision fed on the 
distance between promise and fact. 

I need hardly say that they were not revelling in crisis for its own sake. 
Anxiety was one result of the ritual, its day-by-day aspect. The other 
aspect, equally crucial to the concept of errand, was direction and pur­
pose. Together, these two elements define the ritual import of the early 
New England jeremiad: to sustain process by imposing control, and to 
justify control by presenting a certain form of process as the only road to 
the future kingdom. The emphasis on control is not difficult to explain. 
As Christopher Hill points out in arguing the connection between 
Cromwell's revolution and the growth of the English middle class, Puri­
tanism served in important ways to harness "the turbulent force of 
individualism." That force was nowhere more turbulently manifest than 
in Puritan New England, a colony of radical dissenters-militant, 
apocalyptic, "irrepressibly particularistic and anti-authoritarian." In 
1630, Edmund Morgan notes, "emigration offered a substitute for revolu­
tion."ll But the hazards of settlement required the colonial leaders to 
seek a more permanent substitute. They found it, after a precarious 
beginning, in the New England Way of church-state, a sort of institu­
tionalized migration, consciously modeled on the pattern of exodus. And 
they sought to enforce their Way through what proved to be perhaps 
their most durable creation, the ritual of the errand. 

Danforth's sermon testifies eloquently to its distinctive qualities. In 
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contrast to traditionalist rituals, the American Puritan jeremiad evokes 
the mythic past not merely to elicit imitation but above all to demand 
progress. The fathers, says Danforth, were mighty men, as were Moses, 
Elijah, and John the Baptist-unexcelled in their piety, wisdom, and 
fervor-but the errand they began leads us toward a higher, brighter 
dispensation. Precisely because of their greatness, we have a sacred duty 
to go beyond them. To venerate and emulate is to supersede; in God's 
New Canaan all of life is a passage to something better. This outlook 
obviously derives from Protestant ritual. One need only think of Bun­
yan's Pilgrim, Christian, whose lifelong progress is shaped by a series of 
crises that point him forever forward toward a single preordained goal. 
But Christian's crises, like those of every Reformed Christian, are per­
sonal and eschatological; they involve the conflict between flesh and 
spirit, worldly commitments and "last things." More often than not, 
therefore, Christian finds himself defying social authority. The society to 
which he conforms instead is the community of the elect, wherever they 
happen to be, journeying from a wicked world to their heavenly home. 
And the journey, moreover, is essentially retrospective, an imitation of 
Christ. Christian advances with his eyes fixed on the past. The New 
England Puritans fixed their gaze on the future. Christ's victory over 
Satan, they stressed, was itself a shadow or type of His greater victory to 
come, when He would usher in the millennium. Accordingly, they 
grounded their covenant in prophecies still to be fulfilled. Even as they 
strove individually to imitate Christ, they invested their hopes in the 
success of their venture. In effect, they identified eschatology with re­
gional teleology, the individual's way to salvation with the progress of 
their church-state. What for European Protestants was an ideational 
structure-the "New World" of regeneration, the "promised land" of 
heaven, the "wilderness" of temptation, the "garden" of the spirit-was 
for Danforth and his colleagues also a political reality, the civic, reli­
gious, and economic structures of a covenanted New World society. 

The contrast has far-reaching implications. Both Bunyan's Christian 
and the New England saint are on an errand, constantly "betwixt and 
between," forever at the brink of some momentous decision, but as 
rituals their errands tend in opposite directions. The ritual Bunyan 
adopts leads Christian into what anthropologists call a "liminal state," a 
sort of cultural no man's land, where all social norms may be chal­
lenged.12 And given the Calvinist tenet that salvation is a lifelong enter­
prise, it is an errand fraught with all the religious and economic dangers 
of unfettered individualism: the excesses of both antinomianism and self­
interest. The American Puritan jeremiads seek (in effect) to prevent 
these excesses by turning liminality itself into a mode of socialization. 
Their errand entails a ritual that obviates the traditional distinctions 

-97­

NEW ENGLAND'S ERRAND REAPPRAISED 

between preparation for salvation and social conformity, a carefully reg­
ulated process where the fear for one's soul is a function of social 
progress, personal discipline a means to public success, and success a 
matter of constant anxiety about the future. More than that, the ritual 
of errand offers a new mode of social identity: it defines the members 
of the community not by their English background but by their exo­
dus from Europe to Americap it establishes a mode of consensus by 
ideology rather than by popular tradition; and it implies a form of na­
tionhood without geographical boundaries, since the wilderness is by defi­
nition unbounded, the terra profana "out there" yet to be conquered, 
precisely as the wilderness of the world is being conquered, step by 
inevitable step, by the advancing armies of Christ. 

In all this, as it turned out, the Puritan concept of errand was well 
suited to the process of Americanization. Let me briefly outline a few 
implications of the concept-or as Danforth might have put it, some of 
its uses and applications. Perhaps the most striking of these, in view of 
Miller's analysis, is the relation between the errand and the frontier 
movement. Traditionally, frontier meant a border dividing one people 
from another. It implied an acceptance of differences between nations. 
In a sense, the Puritans recognized such differences-their "frontier" 
separated them from the Indian "outer darkness"-but they could hardly 
accept the restriction as permanent. America was God's country, after 
all. By promise, as John Cotton argued in 1630, the land belonged to 
them before they belonged to the land, and they took possession, ac­
cordingly, first by imposing their own image upon it and then by seeing 
themselves reflected back in the image they had imposed. The wilder­
ness became their mirror of prophecy. They saw themselves revealed in 
it as the New Israel that would make the wilderness blossom as the rose. 
They also discerned in it those who did not belong to the land, because 
they were excluded from the errand: Indians, heretics, opponents of the 
New England Way, adherents to the ways of the Old WorldY 

In sum, the concept of errand issued in a decisive shift in the meaning 
of frontier, from a secular barrier to a mythical threshold. Even as they 
spoke of their frontier as a meeting-ground between two civilizations, 
Christian and heathen, the Puritans redefined it, in a rhetorical inversion 
characteristic of the myth-making imagination, to mean a figural outpost, 
the outskirts of the advancing kingdom of God. It became, that is, not a 
dividing line but a summons to territorial expansion. And as in time the 
holy commonwealth spread westward across the continent, bringing 
light into darkness-or in a recurrent Puritan phrase, "irradiating an 
Indian wilderness"-the frontier movement came to provide a sort of 
serial enactment of the Great Migration. It was the moving stage for the 
quintessentially"American" drama of destined progress. By the early 
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nineteenth century the Puritan inversion was standardized. What in 
Europe signified historical restriction, came in America to signify limit­
lessness, open opportunity, the revelation of things to come. 

It also came to signify a special notion of consensus. I use the term 
consensus in its Puritan and ideological sense. When the emigrants con­
stituted themselves New Israel on an errand, they set out what I just 
referred to as a radically new mode of cohesion, a form of hegemony 
based on cultural, as distinct from tribal or national, norms and ideals. 
The biblical Hebrews were nationalists. Although they too claimed their 
land by promise, Canaan itself was a country (like any other) with fixed 
boundaries; and though they too defined themselves as a "peculiar" peo­
ple, the definition itself was based (like that of any other people of their 
time) upon genealogy, popular tradition, and a certain form of religion. 
The Puritans' belief in a spiritual New Israel denied the importance of 
genealogy; their concept of wilderness allowed their "walled garden" to 
expand into what later Americans would call the Western "garden of the 
world"; and their ritual of errand issued in a religious identity that was 
as ambiguous, potentially (and purposefully) as vague in scope and in 
theological content, as their geographical identity. For by the terms of 
their errand, the Puritans were not just a particular sect, but the van­
guard of Protestantism; and Protestantism, by the same logic, was not 
just a religious movement, but the last stage of the worldwide work of 
redemption. For Danforth, those general claims were restricted to a 
scrupulously self-contained community. But once the community had 
established itself, it could discard its scruples as it moved outward to 
fulfill its mission. Eventually, the errand led from tribal covenant to mass 
revivals, and thence forward, through the Revolution, into a flowering of 
America's mul tidenominational "civil religion." 

The ambiguous role of "American nationality" in this development 
deserves special emphasis. Elsewhere in the modern world, nationalism 
has remained local, historical, and complex, even when it makes uni­
versalist claims. European national heroes, for all their "representative" 
qualities, are circumscribed by paternity and class; the messianic dreams 
of German and Russian nationalism are rooted in atavistic distinctions of 
race, religion, and geography. The"American" community, on the con­
trary, defines itself by its relation to a promised future. Especially when 
its adherents invoke the legend of the fathers, as Danforth did, "Amer­
ican" identity obviates the usual distinctions of national history, the con­
flicts, say, of ideological and economic interest, because the very word 
American implies a cultural identity, a commitment to a certain way of 
life and to the quasi-religious myths and symbols through which that 
way of life has perpetuated itself. The Puritans used the myth to restrict 
their consensus to visible saints. Later, the consensus was restricted (by 
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the same means) to visible WASPs. But in both cases, restriction was 
effectually a strategic device, a means of control that facilitated process 
while making process a means of sustaining the culture. The American 
consensus could include blacks and Indians, too, when in the fullness of 
time they would come to adopt the tenets of black and red capitalism. 
Women could also learn to be "True" Americans, so long as feminism 
would lead into the middle-class American Way. On that provision, Jews 
and even Catholics could eventually join the errand into the Theopolis 
Americana. On those grounds, even such unlikely candidates for perfec­
tion as Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and Alaska could become America. 

The success of the ritual is reflected in the enormous power of "Amer­
ica" as symbol; and both the ritual and the symbol reflect the growth of 
the major capitalist power of our times. They also express an ideological 
consensus unmatched in any other modern country. Consider the 
ambiguities spawned by the errand: a social enterprise that carries with 
it the Christian meaning of the sacred; a prophetic vision that combines 
eschatology and chauvinism; a mode of identity, American, that fuses 
civic and spiritual selfhood, nationality and universality, secular and 
redemptive history, the country's past and paradise-to-be, in a single 
synthetic ideal. These ambiguities are intrinsic to our culture, on all 
levels; and I would like to urge, as a last application of the doctrine, that 
we would do well to recognize their impact upon our literary tradition. 

To see how deeply our classic writers were involved with the concept 
of errand, and how much that involvement contributed toward shaping 
their imaginations, is not to reduce their works to ideology. Indeed, it 
may be no more than to speak of Chaucer's debt to medieval thought, or 
Shakespeare's to the Renaissance world picture, except in one important 
detail. Chaucer and Shakespeare wrote more or less openly from within 
their culture. Our classical writers tended to see themselves as outcasts 
and isolatoes, prophets crying in the wilderness. So they have been, as a 
rule, American prophets, simultaneously lamenting a declension and 
celebrating a national dream; hypersensitive to social failings, and yet 
offering in their most communitarian, idealistic works a mimesis of cul­
tural beliefs; profoundly suspicious of the uses of the errand, but describ­
ing the errand itself, as did the early Puritans, in the ambiguous terms of 
millennium or doomsday. 

We have not been alert enough to the nature of such ambiguities. No 
doubt the self-proclaimed alienation of our writers helped them perceive 
and struggle against cultural limitations. But Danforth's sermon shows 
how this kind of opposition may serve to revitalize society, since the very 
standards by which society is found wanting are the standards by which 
the culture continues to justify itself. Insofar as we teach works like 
Walden as a source of transcendent truth, we transform moral complaint 
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into a summons to get on with the errand. Insofar as we render The 
American Scholar or Democratic Vistas the basis of native radical dis­
sent, we make literary criticism a version of the American jeremiad­
which is to say, part of a continuing ritual of socialization.15 

~ ,GlIDe 9 

I do not mean to say, of course, that Thoreau, Emerson, and Whitman 
were Puritan Jeremiahs. Indeed, I invoke their works partly to empha­
size the distance between early New England and what we have come to 
call American culture-to qualify the assertions of historians like Carl 
Degler that "capitalism came to America in the first ships."I" Danforth's 
sermon, after all, despite its affirmative power, reminds us that in many 
of its specific attributes the Puritan state was transitional, the substance 
of a new social order encased in squirearchical and quasi-biblical forms. 
It reminds us, too, that by 1670 the New England theocrats were already 
on the defensive. One of Danforth's purposes was to reproach aspiring 
merchants and landholding "lay brethren of the congregation" for chal­
lenging clerical control-or better, for trying to assume control in face of 
the inadequacy of theocratic forms. I' For whether or not this indicated 
a decline in piety, as he and his colleagues wailed, clearly the second­
generation colonists were increasingly forcing the institutions they lived 
under to comply with the political and economic realities of their New 
World society. 

In this sense, there is some justice in Perry Miller's ironic image of the 
Old Guard "backing into modernity" at the end of the seventeenth cen­
tury, in "crablike progress" from an "aristocratic" order to "a middle­
class empirical enterprising society."18 But his irony neglects the import of 
the Puritan rhetoric of ambiguity, and hence obscures the most vital 
aspect of the transition from Puritan to Yankee New England. For the 
emigrant leaders, the concept of errand was a means of social control, 
but the society they established proved inadequate to their "wilderness 
condition." Primarily, to be sure, they based their authority on an agency 
superior to human failings, the prophecies of scripture. But they were 
too sanguine about their experiment to rely on prophecy altogether, and 
accordingly their sermons constantly reveal the friction between promise 
and reality-between their vision of a holy commonwealth and the fact 
that the New England Way was above all the product of a modern new 
world. In the last decades of the century, when it became clear that 
practical measures would no longer suffice, the Old Guard ministers 
withdrew into the ambiguities of the rhetoric itself. They understood this 
shift in strategy as an effort to make the errand impervious to the rav­
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ages of time. In fact, they were being forced by history to enlarge their 
concept of the errand into a vision that was so broad in its implications, 
and so specifically American in its application, that it could survive the 
failure of theocracy. 

In that fact, I would suggest, lies the major irony of colonial history. 
Insisting that the errand was the one sure way to success, the ministers 
drained it of its discrete theological and institutional content. Intent on 
preserving the past, they transformed it, as legend, into a malleable 
guide to the future. Seeking to defend the theocracy, they abstracted 
from it5 antiquated social forms the larger, vaguer, and more flexible 
forms of metaphor and myth (New Israel, wilderness, promised land, 
destined progress), and 50 facilitated the movement from the New Eng­
land to the American Way, and from errand to manifest destiny, Amer­
ican mission and the dream. Determined, in sum, to sustain the rhetoric 
and vision of the fathers, the latter-day Jeremiahs forged what was in 
effect a powerful vehicle of middle-class ideology: a ritual of progress 
through consensus, a system of sacred-secular symbols for a laissez-faire 
creed, a "civil" or "political" religion for a people chosen to spring fully 
formed into the modern world-"America," the first-begotten daughter 
of democratic capitalism, the only country that developed, from the 
seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries, into a wholly middle-class 
culture. 
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magistrates who followed John Winthrop to the post of governor, expressed his 
fear of "sudden tumult:' and his council warned against "an invasion of the 
rights, liberties, and privileges of churches" (Larzer Ziff, Puritanism in America: 
New Culture in a New World [New York: Viking, 19731. pp. 188-89). Only 
twenty of the fifty deputies in the General Court of 1669 were reelected in 1670. 
And yet the freemen of 1670 who elected a new government in defiance of 
Governor Bellingham were covenanted members of the visible churches of Massa­
chusetts. The Third Church was built on land donated for that purpose by the 
widow of John Norton, a pillar of the first-generation orthodoxy; among its first 
members was Sarah Cotton Mather, the widow of John Cotton and Richard 
Mather. And these widows were not betraying the "grand design" their hus­
bands had sought to realize. Despite their allegiance to theocracy, the emigrant 
Puritans were part of the movement toward the future. 
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18.	 Perry Miller, The New England Mind: From Colony to Province, reprint ed. 
(1953; Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), p. 442. Miller's argument, it is worth noting, 
essentially follows from the lament of the Old Guard Puritans, who, like Dan­
forth, bewailed their alienation from their times. No doubt they felt alienated, 
but we need not simply accept their view of the situation, as Miller does. 

INTELLECTUAL HISTORY
 
AND RELIGIOUS HISTORY
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HENRY F. MAY 

What I am going to say about this subject is personal, because I think 
history-writing is a rather personal business. Perhaps this is especially 
true of intellectual history, but I suspect that it is true to some degree of 
all kinds of history. However many teams assemble the information, and 
however many computers they run it through, in the long run the de­
cisions about what it is worth and how to present it need to be made by 
an individual. There are really very few successful examples to the con­
trary. 

This is, I think, because the data do not tell us what they are for; the 
answers do not generate the questions. Each historian has to decide 
what he is trying to do, and why, and how to go about it according to 
everything he has learned, not just in graduate school, but in his life. 
Thus we will have as many visions of the past as we have historians. 
Gradually most historians may come to agree on some things, but what­
ever consensus is reached will continue to be fleeting and unstable. In 
every generation, at least since the Enlightenment, there have been some 
people who were made profoundly uncomfortable by this state of affairs, 
who demanded that we adopt a new method that will arrive at objec­
tive, scientific truth. But most practicing historians give up this ambition 
rather early and hope no more than to get a usable insight or two. 

Perhaps this is tolerable because history is not a policy science; its 
goals are not, or not obviously, utilitarian. In some fields people have to 
struggle hard for consensus. Some consensus is necessary, for instance, in 
engineering, or in medicine. It would be nice if a little more could be 
achieved in economics. In some cultures, consensus has been and is 
imposed, and there the writing of history does not thrive. Chairman Mao 
found that he could not afford to let a hundred flowers bloom; we can 
and must. It may be that the irreducible independence of the historian 
explains in part what I find a poignant phenomenon: that able people 
still throng to graduate study in history even though they know that 
there are few jobs. 

All this is by way of apology for offering some remarks based on my 
own work. My main hope is that what I have to say will prove interest-
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