
 

 

The Doctrine of Election, the Signs and the Means on the 

English Radical Fringe, 1560 – 1660 
 

 Introduction: the Elect and the Apostate 
 

The Doctrine of Election is not an easy concept to understand today. There was nothing 

unusual about it at the time. Nearly all groupings shared the belief in an ‘Elect’ segment of 

the population and the many articles citing particular individuals as critical links on the road 

to Universalism frequently overstate their case.  

 

Furthermore, Puritan Pietism and Antinomianism might seem to occupy opposing spaces. 

Brierley in ‘On Christian Libertie’ evidently did not see things like this even after a decade at 

the heart of the debate. When the Puritan mainstream minister, Oliver Heywood commented 

on Coore, Aiglin and Daniel Towne’s activities, he described them as Antinomians ‘on the 

extreme of Calvinism’. [Daniel Towne was believed to have conformed in due course but 

fresh evidence suggests that this may have been nothing more than a surface conformity.] 

The language here is difficult, for Calvinism and Puritanism were far from interchangeable 

terms (the latter usually self-defining as ‘the godly’) and Tyacke has demonstrated that 

English society was far more Calvinistic in its thinking than previously assessed.  

 

 

 ‘Troubled in Minde’ 
 

For Puritanism Election was a critical concept. The godly inhabited a world they saw as only 

partly transformed to Protestantism and viewed society as apostate. In this period, by and 

large, they were part of the same Church as everybody else and the manner in which they 

were to set themselves apart was a troublesome one to their consciences. They obsessed over 

whether they were amongst the pre-determined Elect or the Reprobate. In spite of this, even 

worrying about that might be a sure sign that they were too short on humility to be amongst 

the Elect.  

 

For Pietist Puritans, the ‘signs’ were only there because the ‘Fruits of the Saints’ would yield 

up clues to their Election. As William Perkins argued, religious certainty flowed jointly 

from the Spirit’s inward testimony and the signs of the regenerate life. It was the ‘mustard 

seed’ from troubled Puritan consciences. Perkins’ logic was that more signs would lead to 

calmer consciences; the ‘sweete and assured comfort for all those that are afflicted in 

conscience or troubled in minde’ as Richard Greenham called it. A whole industry of 

‘books of the signs’ followed from no end of Puritan Divines: Byfield, Cleaver & Dod, 

Downame. Brierley (‘On Christian Libertie’) notes that he had a copy of Richard Rogers’ 

Practice of Christianity (footnoted in Collyer’s text as such) for seven years. Although the 

Seven Treatises was published in 1603, the abbreviated version with the Practice of 

Christianity title was not published until 1618 – the year of Rogers’ death – so Brierley’s 

poem could not have been written before 1625. 



William Perkins’ works outsold 

those of Calvin in England during 

Perkins’ lifetime. They continued 

to be published and sold after his 

death. This is a posthumous 

publication of ‘A treatise on the 

dignitie and dutie of the ministrie’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Byfield’s, ‘The Spirituall Touch’ – confusingly, a.k.a. ‘The Signes of a Godly Man’ (1619) - 

suggested that there might be as many as forty distinct signs of assurance. However, one of 

the foremost amongst them was the commitment to predestinarian theology. Nothing was 

down to ‘chance’. Indeed, the very concept had effectively been abolished. Thomas Cooper: 

“That which we call fortune is nothing but the hand of God, working by causes and for 

causes that we know not. Chance or fortune are gods devised by men and made by our 

ignorance of the true, almighty and everlasting God.” – ‘Certaine Sermons’ (1580). Shaw’s 

ancestor, Bishop Pilkington, had said much the same. The position was quite unlike that 

which had predominated the course of the Middle Ages from Boethius to Dante where 

Jehovah and Fortuna had co-existed. 

 

So, it is important to realise that within the English Calvinist conception, the direction of 

causality was clear: Election led to signs, not the other way around. Pietism’s slightly 

antagonistic twin, Antinomianism, shared exactly the same root.  

 

 

 Adiaphora, justification & baptism 
 

Puritan theology also sat uncomfortably with its own poorly-resolved adiaphoron debate. 

Sola scriptura - the principle within Anabaptist and much Protestant thought - whereby only 

what is written in the Bible is considered truth – ought to reject as ‘superstitious’ anything 

which was not.  

 

However, Puritans did not always. The compromise was that such things – ‘the means’ could 

be treated as adiaphora; various degrees of harmless irrelevancy. Pietist Puritanism picked on 

some whilst merely reformulating debate on others. Clerical vestments were a point of 

argument whilst other matters were shifted to the sidelines. Greenham had written to the 

Bishop of Ely on exactly that matter and, to some extent, his influence defined the parameters 

of confrontation.  

 



 
Greenham set the agenda on the habit and the communion book in his ‘Apologie or aunswere 

of Maister Greenham ... unto the Bishop of Ely’, published as part of a collation in 1593. 

 

Baptism was an especially sensitive means. Only Anabaptists rejected infant baptism. 

Mainstream Protestantism still believed that a child who had not been baptised would go to 

Hell on death – and, of course, plenty died. There is little to suggest that the mainstream 

godly background from which Brierley hailed believed anything terribly different from the 

standard received position. It needs to be kept in mind that any other interpretation tended to 

have Papist overtones to the Calvinist mind.  

 

The godly focus on this means was to be the ‘sign of the Cross’ rather than baptism itself. 

Christopher Shute, from St. Akelda, Giggleswick, a man who was to become the local 

patriarch of mainstream Puritanism in Craven, ran into problems for his [lack of] actions in 

1594. This was also to be Brierley’s first brush with the authorities following his run-in with 

Gisburn’s churchwardens, more than a year before his High Commission charges. At least 

some part of the embedding of ‘the Cross’ issue amongst the English godly rested with pre-

Reformation uses for the blessing of the sick, dealing with animal sterility, modifying the 

weather (particularly thunderstorms) and making marriage beds fruitful.  

 

 

 

 Eaton, baptism, the womb & the Northern Antinomians 
 

John Eaton, ‘the first of the Antinomians’ in Ephraim Paggit’s account who had gained his 

reputation at Wickham Market, Suffolk before moving to London, developed what had 

already been generated within Pietist-Puritanism; there was nothing ex-nihilo. For Eaton, 

Christ’s sacrifice had done away with ‘actuall sins and originall sin’. And, for him, this grace 

was conferred by baptism. Bozeman makes out that Eaton replaced the vindictive, Old 

Testament deity with a purely beneficent New Testament God. This can only be partially 

substantiated and Como is surely right in arguing that in Eaton’s mind those who remained 

locked up in the ‘Dead Faith’ were on their way to damnation. The legalists had to repent and 

switch sides to the ‘Honeycomb’ argument. And, although good Antinomians would obey the 

Law, they could hardly be bound by it. Whether they held to it or not could have no impact 

on whether they were Elect. Shaw was rather blunter: he dwelling in obedience was ‘no 

Christian’.  

 



 
John Eaton’s key works, ‘Honeycombe’ and ‘Dead Faith’ were almost certainly in wide 

circulation amongst Antinomians, long before posthumous publication following the collapse 

of censorship at the beginning of the 1640s. They were copiously referenced with both Luther 

and Calvin amongst others – see the right hand picture margin. 

 

Also in London, Robert Towne, Brierley’s former co-preacher at the Halifax Exercise under 

John Favour, wedded Eaton’s ideas even more firmly to Calvinist Election, the Precisianist 

position becoming a mere half-way house. Towne is often set aside for the order of Faith and 

Repentance in his theology. For him, the Puritan exclusions had to include Faith, ‘so that 

faith is but a revelation of what was secret’. Peter Shaw absorbed the same idea: faith 

neither saves nor dams; neither justifies nor ‘unjustifies’ - as his accusations post-1629 imply. 

He believed that Christians should have no focus on whether they were Elect or not. It was a 

recycling of Grindleton’s belief that the Christian has no interest in salvation. Christianity is 

to be treated as a Treasure in itself (schat, no less in Hiëlist terminology - as in Ackerschat, 

lit. ‘field treasure’ in Dutch). 

 

Many Puritans, far from being openly antagonistic to such a position, were merely confused 

by it for, in many respects, it was only an extension of existing logic. Perhaps confusion on 

the issue was even Anne Hutchinson’s arch-enemy, Thomas Shepherd’s experience when he 

declared that he had once wondered whether the ‘glorious estate of Grindleton’ might not 

have been the truth?  

 

On the face of it, this all seems like a radical departure. But Towne and Eaton were not really 

making any innovations in Protestant thought, just recycling arguments on the margins. In 

Canterbury in 1610, godly minister of St. George, Thomas Wilson, had discovered that his 

local opponents held exactly that view. It might even be telling that, in spite of his extended 

periods in Suffolk and in the capital, Eaton was actually Kentish by birth.  

 

Of course, it is important to note that this was imputation and nothing more. Eaton called this 

perfection ‘to Godward’. Nothing about the individual became any more perfect; God just 

ceased seeing his imperfections. Both Towne and Eaton denounced what they understood to 

be ‘Familist’ inherentism. Furthermore, their many cited references read as a history of 

Protestantism. Nobody got greater veneration (verging on idolatry even) than Luther 

himself. Of course, the citations are partial and selective, skipping over his arguments with 

Johannes Agricola (‘Magister Islebius’), for example.  

 



Johannes Agricola – Sourced from J. G. Schelhorn – 

‘Ergötzlichkeiten aus der Kirchenhistorie und Literatur’. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, using the same logic as the mainstream Puritans used against English 

‘Arminianism’ (which was never Arminian), they accused their opponents of ‘innovations’. 

When Thomas Taylor (of Regula Vitae fame) referred to the Antinomians’ ‘model of new 

divinity’, Towne snapped back, “Nay, it is most ancient, like the good wheat sown by God 

himself, before your tares came to be mingled in it.” 

 

Justification at baptism takes arguments so far. However, in radically-minded (possibly 

Traskite-tinged) Somerset, things went further. Predestination could not be constrained by 

either baptism or birth. A child might be justified in the womb. Amongst the laity, John 

Otteyes said exactly this in 1614 whilst also purportedly attacking the Book of Common 

Prayer and hanging around alehouses. But it was neither just the West Country nor simply the 

laity. 

 

Further north, the Newcastle Puritan, Robert Jenison, was thrown into a state of confusion 

by reading Richard Rothwell (d. 1627), who suggested that the Elect are sanctified in the 

womb. Notably, the Lincolnshire minister and later key player in the Massachusetts Free 

Grace Controversy, John Cotton, collected as many of his papers as possible. Although 

residing in Mansfield at the time, Rothwell was no Midlander. He was known as the ‘Apostle 

of the North’, having being born in Bolton (England’s Geneva) in 1563. He was playing 

bowls in Rochdale amongst Catholics when Richard Midgley, the non-Conformist minister 

of Rochdale (Brierley’s baptiser and father of Joseph Midgley), called him to one side. From 

then onwards he called Midgley his spiritual father. [I think the Midgley connection is new 

information here, having not been cited in Como’s ‘Blown by the Spirit’. Are we slowly 

stumbling closer to Brierley’s elusive Newcastle link?] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Parallel streams: Familism’s inherentism or mere analogy? 

 
John Etherington’s psychological torturing by Stephen Dennison serves to illustrate a 

point: that matters become more complex when influences from elsewhere become involved.  

 

John Etherington was probably 

responsible for the republication 

of the English ‘Familist’ leader, 

T.L.’s apocalyptic vision, 

‘Babylon is fallen’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For John Etherington (J.E.) [a.k.a. Edward Jessop (E.J.) as Anabaptists had known him] was 

found to be in possession of ‘The Joyfull Message’, Christopher Vittells’ translation of 

Hendrik Niclaes’ ‘Evangelium Regni’ (first printed in Cologne in 1574 and with an English 

version printed in Amsterdam available on-line via Google Books). Although Nicleas had 

once spent time with what seems to have been an unidentified early Protestant grouping in 

Amsterdam, he was shocked by Luther’s break with Rome, never formally left the Catholic 

fold and never had a decent word to say about Luther. Furthermore, any Doctrine of Election 

is complicated by the possible perfectist interpretations of several of his works (including 

Evangelium Regni and the Terra Pacis) and his incredibly ambiguous writing style. It is 

ironic that he should have held any sway on any Protestant fringe in England.  

 

H.N.’s call was designed to cut across all confessions including the Jews and Muslims. So, it 

smacked of Universalism in some manner. But, critically, it was the last call and those who 

did not heed it would be apostate, just as the successive waves who jumped ship on him: 

Hubert Duifhuis, Van Barrefelt and the like.  

 

Baptism followed after the ‘Service of Love’ and, after baptism, the process of ‘Begodding’ 

(Vergottung) could begin. But Hamilton identifies key changes in the last years of H.N.’s 

writings emphasising the formalising structure of the Family, Confession before Elders prior 

to entering the community of the blessed and, of course, the Ordo Sacerdotis and its weaker 

reflection in the more widely distributed, Mirabilia Opera Dei, nominally penned by Elder 

Tobias. 

 

All this is further complicated by the new possibility that the underground in London was 

absorbing Hiëlist influences syncretically too (and, by implication, all sorts of Humanist 

strands). Van Barrefelt came from a different background to Niclaes and his attitude to the 

Reformation was dissimilar. He did have a concept of sin but damning sins were only those 

against the Holy Spirit. There was only a relatively short burst of Hiëlist ‘Uniform Life’, 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=ePpiAAAAcAAJ&pg=RA1-PA94&source=gbs_selected_pages&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false


effectively not outliving the 1580s. By 1595, Niclaes, Christopher Plantin and Van 

Barrefelt were all dead, the last of these having fallen out with the neo-Stoic Justus Lipsius 

several years beforehand. But things took a while to catch on in England which was generally 

too absorbed with the emergence of Greenham’s line of Pietism at the time.  

 

Of course, the Theologia Germanica and the wider field of Catholic mysticism was central 

too. The association of the text with perfectism begins with the opening line which quotes 

Paul from 1 Corinthians 13: 10: ‘But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is 

part shall be done away.’ Note that Hamilton takes a rather different approach to the 

imputationist / inherentist analysis and sees two separate influences of perfectism on the 

Theologia: the first in the tradition of a ‘precreated oneness’ after Tauler; the second more 

Cistercian-Franciscan in its composition representing an Adamic conformity to the Will of 

God or ‘perfect createdness’. Niclaes and his followers had taken this one stage further to 

imply that God’s deification of Man through Christ was an ongoing process of Vergottung. 

However, this interpretation was only stated specifically in a limited number of Niclaesian 

texts, most notably the Evangelium Regni. It is probable that most of his more educated 

followers took the inherentist line with a pinch of salt but it seems clear that many in rural 

parts of England such as Cambridgeshire took it absolutely literally. 

 

There is one further essential consideration with regard to English Familism. It was not 

without pre-existing sub-strata and those were different than on the Continent. Some have 

cited residual Lollardy as one possible influence. Better evidenced is the confusing issue of 

the Surrey Sectarians, centred on the villages surrounding Godalming, claimed by some to 

be evidence of the existence for isolated Familist communities in rural South East England 

during the 1550s and 1560s and by others to be an indication of English Anabaptist diversity. 

The accusations have strong commonalities with the Grindleton accusations of 1616: 

disapproving of prayer except for beginners, avoiding any expression of sinfulness, holding 

that nobody could receive the sacraments before they received their ordinances (the exact 

word cited in the Grindletonian case). With regards to an Elect and an Apostate, they were 

claimed to regard those not of their community as ‘little better than the beasts’. One of the 

core members of the community was married to a woman from the Isle of Ely, even by then a 

den of Familism and they shifted their position on church attendance at much the same time 

as Niclaes’ directive in ‘Epistle or letter sent unto two Maydens of Warffwike’. 

 

 Como’s ‘Ultra-Antinomianism’, the fringe extreme and its 

development 
 

 

Frontispiece of ‘Gospel 

Treasures’ reprinted in 1657. 

The text beneath appears to have 

been written by Matthew Barker, 

born in Northamptonshire in 

1619, an Independent minister 

and Parliamentarian whilst the 

image itself is purported to be by 

Thomas Cross – better known for 

writing his theological treatises. 

 

 



Even John Everard admitted that there were those who had gone too far. That presumably 

implied that he knew of some in London who had. ‘Too far’ obviously did not include his 

own belief that a mystical vision could elevate the believer above all ordinances or that the 

Bible was in code. One of those who might well have gone too far was Edward Howse, a 

Mount member who lost interest in Everard and defected to the unidentified Dr. Lyon and 

then drifted into a strange hybrid of Familism and mathematics, completely internalising the 

Divine over the 1640s before briefly becoming rector of Goldhanger, Essex. 

 

Howse’s commonplace book 

suggests that after his 

disenchantment with Everard and 

his time following the unidentified 

‘Dr Lyons’, he moved towards 

some variant of open Familism. 

The letters above were revealed to 

him in a vision: note ‘H.N.’ at the 

top of the revealed column. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Everard may also have known about Richard Lane’s (or Leane’s) case in October 1631 

(which was connected not only with the issue of perfectism but also with his open admission 

of premarital sex with his wife-to-be, Joan Wilkinson). Lane’s arguments are anything but 

imputationist in their outlook. Although young, (he had probably been born in July 1610, 

christened at St. Giles Cripplegate, a weaver’s son), he was well-informed and plucky, citing 

copious Biblical references to his tormentors.  

 

And there is a lack of documentary evidence as to what might have been happening in minor 

groupings. The Essentualists were perhaps the most obscure of factions within the Familist-

Antinomian framework in the capital. They seem to have believed that there is “no sin at all 

but what is brought to pass. God does all of what kind it be.” In the last years of his life 

Everard seems to have hinted at an idea which would later be enthusiastically adopted by 

‘Ranters’: that Christ had to be seen as the author of sin.  

 

But not all Ultra-Antinomianism focused on London. From the surviving documentary 

evidence another centre seems to have been Bury, Brierley’s wife’s parish and immediately 

adjacent to the chapelry of Heywood where Towne had been based c. 1639 to 1643. Towne 

denied any association with this extreme. However, Antinomus Anonymus, a man of limited 

means using obscure theological sources, argued that the Law was abolished altogether: the 

Law of Sinai (including the Decalogue) replaced by a new Law of Sion. Josiah Collyer 

utilised the same wording in his own writings.  

 

Perhaps Como’s categorisation of some forms of Antinomianism as ‘compound’ is actually 

more instructive. Between 1627 and 1631 all sorts of things had happened. For a start John 

Eaton died. But the authorities had accidentally engineered something as well. Their 

crackdown on the likes of Towne and Shaw and the subsequent departure of such characters 



from the capital had demolished the wall that had previously existed between imputationism 

and inherentism. Ideas which had previously been Eatonist or Everardian swapped camps as 

part of a free flow of ideas. This was almost certainly unintentional.  

 

 A new syncretism 
 

Without the guiding direction of ministers, Niclaes’ lack of a shared Protestant logic no 

longer counted for much. Perhaps outside his own contextualisation his concept of perfectism 

was even more open to misinterpretation. And there is little doubt that the English Family’s 

range of cited texts expanded widely in directions outside of Protestantism altogether, 

especially into areas of Catholic mysticism (‘The Cloud of Unknowing’ and Fitch’s ‘Rule of 

Perfection’). Central to English Familist understanding of the former seems to have been 

Daniel James. According to Palmer, the collection of ‘treatises relating to the Family of 

Love’ and commenting on The Cloud was either owned or authored by James. It is probably 

the most important by-product from the research associated with A Certain Measure of 

Perfection (access details can be found here). Daniel James was born in 1584 in St. Magnus 

the Martyr parish (then known as St. Magnus Fish Street), the son of a certain Thomas 

James. Are the names the wrong way around in Creech’s testimony or the scribes’ write-up 

of it, making Thomas James one and the same as James Thomas, the Prophet of the Mount 

according to Creech? Perhaps more interesting still, there are tentative signs that James was 

not a surname at all and had been adopted by a family moving from the Continent. 

 

Lane’s switching between the two may have been marginally less intentional than Como 

makes out. In 1631 Henry Firmin and his fellow Ipswich laymen went before the High 

Commission (a case which seems to have commenced that November). Both Firmin and one 

Henry Mudd were still being forced to appear before the High Commission some three years 

later. They recanted fully but the evidence from Giles Firmin’s visit to the family shortly 

afterwards suggests that not only was this recantation not genuine but that their 

‘antinomianism’ had become markedly radicalised and come to include aspects not known to 

have been amongst Eaton’s own teachings. These included both God being the author of sin 

and outright mortalism.  

 

‘She is clothed with the sun that shines in the firmament, clothed with those glorious robes of 

Christ’s perfect righteousness, making her to shine as glorious in God’s eyes as the sun 

shines glorious in her own eyes when she shines in her brightest of hues.’ 

 

This is a favourite quotation from Revelation 12 which Firmin contended was around in the 

Ipswich household prior to the ‘inherentisation’ of that household. It is also referenced at the 

start of the ‘Three Sunnes’ pamphlet which the British Library believes (for whatever reason) 

to be the work of John Everard, saying that the times were such that the Antichrist might 

“carrie away that Glorius (sic) woman cloathed with the Sunne, crowned with the Starres, 

and treading upon the Moone…” 

 

http://archives.lambethpalacelibrary.org.uk/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=MSS%2f868&pos=1


 
Whether Everard (at a critical point in his career) wrote the ‘Three Sunnes’ document or not, 

the author did not want the wider public to know his identity… “You are saluted by (I thinke) 

you know not whom”. 

 

This in itself perhaps hints at some degree of cross-fertilisation within Antinomianism. But it 

was not this which shocked Firmin upon his visit from the New World; it was contentions of 

both mortalism and the fact that Christ (or, in this case, God) was deemed to be the author of 

sin. Received wisdom has it that mortalism was a very rare belief in the first half of the 

seventeenth century. I suspect that that is an incorrect assumption. Furthermore, the evidence 

is beginning to mount. Everard confessed before the High Commission that he did not believe 

that there would be a literal resurrection on Judgement. However, at his trial he spoke of 

something more akin to Brierley’s Burnley understanding of the celestial flesh – the 

resurrected dead being of a ‘new substance’ - see the Edward Rossingham letter from July 

1639 - something in itself uncomfortably close to Hoffmannitic Anabaptist Christology. But 

the authorities interpreted it as, ‘As the beast dyeth so does Man’. Locked up, Anne 

Hutchinson in Massachusetts seems to have come to the same conclusion.  

 

Only one key Antinomian was around in London after the early 1630s and he is undoubtedly 

the most enigmatic and least understood. John Traske had been in the Ely area over the 

summer and autumn of 1614 as by September he was back in his native West Country. 

However, during that time he almost certainly came into contact with some Familists or near-

Familists (as well as a range of other Non-Conformists) in Ely, Littleport and Chettisham. His 

choice of destination was probably less than accidental for it was the absolute heartland of 

Familist thought during the period.  

 

If Antinomianism was not enough to draw the wrong sort of attention to him, Traske 

managed to find something at least as controversial, coming into almost immediate contact 

with the Judaiser heresy in London – very possibly through Hamlet Jackson who would later 

be ordained one of his four evangelists. Traske’s philo-Judaic positions tend to obscure his 

contribution to Antinomianism but his role in it should not be underestimated, especially his 

role in West Country variants of it and his potential to have exercised an influence on mid-

1630s London as well as in 1615. 

 

 

 

 



 Impossible twins: Clarkson and Fox 
 

With the abolition of nominal censorship in 1641, what Davis has called deep-rooted ‘anti-

formalism’ within Puritan thought exploded onto the extreme. We might only be speaking of 

a fraction of 1% of opinion but it was always going to be a fraction which made its voice 

heard. Thought nurtured within Antinomianism, grown in the wombs of Wickham Market or 

Grindleton, spilled out all over the place, often never announcing its parentage.  

 

In contrast to the very Universalist approach adopted by many Quakers in later years, early 

Quakerism had a strictly defined Elect and Reprobate, it merely used subtly different 

language to define them: the Friends and the World. Quakerism in the 1650s as highly 

perfectist. On some extreme wings it was almost the apogee of perfectism in England.  

 

Whether it is a popular idea or not, Quaker roots are so radical that it is almost undeniable 

that the Ranters were originally a twin-sister sect that would crystallise in the ultra-heady 

anti-establishment year of 1648/49 whilst more formalised Quakerism burst onto the 

Northern English scene in 1652.  

 

Ranterism was not a self-defined concept; if anything, the grouping called itself ‘My One 

Flesh’. The identity of an Elect is also difficult. One thing is for sure: an absence or presence 

of sin is hardly going to be defining. Laurence Clarkson in, ‘A single eye: all light, no 

darkness; or light and darkness one’ says, “Sin hath its conception only in the imagination.” 

Ranters delighted in all sorts of pleasures, seemingly no matter how immoral. In truth, this 

was actually an extreme position even within the Ranter experience and only Clarkson 

amongst the main Ranter writers seems to have advocated it, his importance magnified 

because his writings rank amongst the best – and in parts, they demonstrate unanticipated 

beauty. 

 

 
In the popular view Ranters spent most of their time sinning. But they insisted that there was 

no such thing, other than in the mind of Man. Source: From ‘Hell Broke Loose’ (1650) 

commenting upon the Ranters entering Blackfriars Church mid-sermon. 

 

Therefore, in our retrospective view of history, we see somewhat of a stereotyping between 

Quaker and Ranter when, in truth, at least initially, there was probably a greater degree of 

fluidity across a permeable boundary. Both groups used the imagery of light and darkness in 

what must still have smacked of the Persian Mani to the authorities. For Prescillianism 



(named after Priscillian of Avila) both light and dark are in Man but the light is imprisoned 

by the material darkness and can only be revealed by overcoming matter. For Clarkson they 

needed to be reunited. Seeing the sin in Mankind was only a sign of having eaten of the 

forbidden fruit of Eden, an idea he had indirectly absorbed from the Eatonist, Tobias Crisp. 

 

Once the stereotypes of extremist London Ranterism are cast aside, the Ranter position was 

passed through by many. Even Isaac Pennington, one of the most noted Quakers, seems to 

have gone through a somewhat similar state of mind. Indeed, it is possible that the Brierley-

Tennant translation of the Theologia Germanica fell into the hands of someone headed in that 

direction.  

 

Clarkson and his Ranter friends cut unlikely historical heroes with their immoral behaviour 

and subsequent rejection of it. By 1652 the then rare position of universalism was at least 

alive through the legacy of Gerrard Wynstanley’s Diggers and various Ranter milieux. In 

contrast, it had not yet taken any clear hold in the emergent Quaker movement, which was 

initially to see itself as a unique ‘Elect’, distinct from the World. However, there is no doubt 

that disillusioned Ranters were absorbed into the latter movement and may well have brought 

some variant of a more ‘universalist’ position with them. 

 

Tobias Crisp’s influence on Clarkson has been well documented by Ute Dreher. Clarkson 

split from Presbyterianism at the time that it went from being ‘persecuted opposition to 

persecuting ruling party’. After a brief spell of Separatism, he became completely absorbed 

in both the writings and the teachings of Crisp.  

 

A further influence at this stage of his life seems to have been Robert Lancaster. Como 

allocates quite some degree of importance to him. Lancaster was an Antinomian preacher in 

his own right who lived in Chimney Alley in St. Stephen Coleman Street parish from 1625 to 

1639, the classic years of Antinomianism in the capital. Lancaster was tutor to Tobias Crisp’s 

daughter – even teaching her Hebrew by the time she was fifteen. After Crisp died of the pox 

in February 1642/43, he would provide the hagiographic preface to Crisp’s sermons, ‘Christ 

alone exalted’. Over that previous year, however, he had already established himself as one 

of the leading Antinomian thinkers and preachers in London, having been responsible for the 

eventual publication of Eaton’s ‘Honeycombe’. Together Honeycombe and Christ alone 

exalted represented an explosion of antinomianism in post-censorship London. Towne was on 

their heels.  

 

All sorts of Antinomian texts 

could be purchased in Popes 

Head Alley. Robert Lancaster had 

Eaton’s ‘Honeycombe’ printed by 

one ‘R.B.’ and sold there in 1642. 

John Sweeting was selling the 

Everard translation of the 

‘Theologia Germanica’ in Popes 

Head Alley in 1646. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Como’s assumption is that Lancaster was lay at the time. In fact, he probably matriculated 

sizar from St. John’s, Cambridge in 1586, which would fit Thomas Bakewell’s comments in 

‘The Antinomians Christ Confounded’ (1644) that Lancaster was relatively old. Dreher 

describes the writer of the preface to Christ alone exalted as a classical scholar, highly expert 

in Oriental languages and an “erudite divine”. John Simpson – ‘God’s Eye on his Israel’ 

(1644), a markedly anti-Antinomian tract, describes Lancaster as one of “three grand patrons 

of the Antinomians” and outlines his examination by the Star Chamber that same year. He 

seems to have been at various places across Hampshire over the course of the 1650s: Quarley, 

in the vicinity of Andover in 1650, in neighbouring Amport in 1656 and he seems to have 

been minister at North Baddesley when he was ejected after the Restoration. 

 

Quakerism itself went through staggering shifts in its first decades, reflecting the change from 

personal determination of what it meant to the imposition of an organised structure. There 

were political considerations imposed on top of that: the power-sharing of the late 1650s and 

the Restoration of the Monarchy. The emergent Quakerism of the early 1650s had no need for 

any means. Indeed, they were all to be eschewed: separate places of worship (steeplehouses), 

sacraments, hierarchies along with the future states of Heaven and Hell. In place of all these 

they would be silent in an actually realising eschatology. Far from peaceful they were the 

agent’s in the Lamb’s War and broke into churches mid-sermon, shouting down preachers.  

 

However, it is dangerous to generalise too much. The Quakerism of George Fox was subtly 

different to that of, say, Thomas Taylor (i.e. the former Westmorland Seeker). And these 

divergences call into question any understanding of an Elect. It seems to have been so 

personalised that it could come to focus on an individual rather than a collective group. Fox 

had rivals for leadership, one of whom was James Nayler. Dorcas Erbery, daughter of the 

South Wales Seeker was involved in a relationship with Nayler and accompanied him 

through the streets of Bristol. More importantly than anything, she claimed that he was Christ 

and that he had raised her from the dead.   
 

Even as early as 1653 – and certainly by the Restoration Quakerism of the early 1660s – there 

were noticeable changes with claims to perfection being scaled down, the historical Jesus 

being mentioned more rather than just as some sort of Everard-style allegory and the 

immediacy of the Second Coming being pushed forward. It was designed to broaden their 

appeal. 

 

It did not always work. For example, one might have considered that John Webster of 

Clitheroe, former minister of Kildwick and the preface writer to Robert Towne’s ‘Reassertion 

of Grace’ would have found much in common. He certainly sympathised with them to start 

with. But by 1677 Webster had clearly moved for in ‘The Displaying of Supposed Witchcraft’ 

he comments on the vanity of presuming to be under the Spirit, a practice still followed by a 

“giddy troop of fanatical Quakers”. Webster’s later views, therefore, rather reflect those of 

Calvin who spoke of the ‘giddy men’. But then ‘giddy’ retained some its earlier meaning - 

‘related to God’, an especially old root tied to Spirit possession in Indo-European societies. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Return to Grindleton 
 

Therefore, the central question has to be whether Grindleton had an Elect? And there is a 

complication: just because Brierley’s theology did does not imply that all of his ‘followers’ 

held to the same viewpoint.  

 

However, certain characteristics are hinted at within the fifty High Commission charges of 

1616. Hearing a minister preach, they knew how far down the road towards Christianity he 

was. This is a recognition capability and it implies possible recognition of Election. It was 

also a [supposed] common characteristic of the ‘sects before sects’; Stephen Dennison 

accused Etherington’s ‘Church of Christ’ of claiming to have the capacity to recognise one 

another.  

 

The Grindletonians were either beyond prayer, which was seen as appropriate only for 

‘beginner’ Christians or else they advocated prayer devoid of meditation. The sinner should 

put no prayer to God. This set of accusations may ultimately be connected with the 

materiality of the word but also suggests that prayer was viewed to have no influence on 

grace. The Elect were elect and did not need prayer; the reprobate were damned and no 

prayer could aid them. 

 

But there is something within the accusations which is nothing less than a genuine departure. 

The Grindletonians claimed that God has not revealed himself enough to deliver salvation 

without further Spiritual exploration. This might be the beginning of ‘continuous revelation’ 

in Northern Non-Conformism, especially in Quaker thought. ‘Direct’ revelation was not to be 

instantaneous; it was to be an unfolding process.  
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