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Beyond the “Halfway Covenant”: Church

Membership, Extended Baptism, and Outreach
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1656–1667

katharine gerbner

ON 19 July 1663, Jonathan Mitchel, the second minister of
the First Church of Cambridge (1656–67), baptized two

children soon after baptizing their mother. The event marked a
turning point: for the first time in the history of the Cambridge
church, the children of an adult who was not a full church
member were invited to the baptismal font. For more than
two decades, New England churches had admitted into full
fellowship only “visible saints”—those who were assured, and
could convince others, that they were among God’s elect—
and baptism was offered only to the children of full members.
Thus children were brought under the watchful eye of the
congregation, though they were not themselves full members of
the church until they could prove their worthiness to enter into
full communion. This exclusive stance on church membership
and baptism was in marked contrast to England, where parish
churches welcomed all who would come.1

I would like to thank David D. Hall and the members of the North American
Religious Colloquium at Harvard Divinity School for their comments and advice during
the creation and completion of this article.

1The strict membership requirements of New England Puritan churches were con-
troversial within international Puritanism. Therefore, the requirements should not be
seen as evidence of church “purity” but, rather, of the exclusivity of a potentially com-
munal movement. See Stephen Foster, The Long Argument: English Puritanism and
the Shaping of New England Culture, 1570–1700 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1991). For the influence of the New England Way on congregational-
ism in England, see Ralph F. Young, “Breathing the ‘Free Aire of the New World’:
The Influence of the New England Way on the Gathering of Congregational Churches
in Old England, 1640–1660,” New England Quarterly 83.1 (2010): 5–46.
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Mitchel’s decision to baptize the mothers together with their
children represented an innovative solution to a problem that
had plagued New England churches in their early years. As the
first generation of baptized New England children matured,
ministers were faced with new and challenging questions. If
those baptized children—now adults—married and had their
own children before gaining full membership to the church,
what was to become of their progeny? Could they be baptized?
Or would they be rejected from the church that had nurtured
their parents? A second question concerned the wider commu-
nity. As more and more immigrants arrived in New England
without wanting—or being able—to join a church, how was
the church to relate to the town’s unchurched residents? These
Cambridge inhabitants were able to participate in various activ-
ities of the church, including services, but their affiliation was
informal and they had no access to either of the church sacra-
ments. Could unchurched adults have their children baptized
without themselves becoming full members? Even among non-
members, baptism remained a potent sacrament, and many par-
ents preferred to have their children baptized. Did the church
community have any responsibility toward its neighbors?

With competing values at stake, New England ministers dis-
agreed about these matters. Proponents of exclusive baptism
wanted to maintain the purity of the gathered church, and they
thought that allowing those who had been baptized but were
not yet full members to have their children baptized would
inevitably lead to a decline in the holiness of their godly com-
munity. Reformers, who favored inclusion, argued that giving
all children access to baptism would not pollute the church
because the second sacrament, the Lord’s Supper, remained
closed to all but “visible saints.” Jonathan Mitchel was one
such reformer, and he led the way on an issue that would prove
highly important in the development of Puritanism’s congrega-
tional model of church membership.

Mitchel’s publicized commitment to extended baptism was,
according to the records of the Cambridge church, imple-
mented only gradually. He did not begin broadening baptism
until 1663, six years after he participated in the ministerial
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assembly that approved the practice and a year after the synod
of 1662 officially authorized it. When he did use the authority
of extended baptism, he did so not to aid the second generation
of church members—the adult “children” who had been bap-
tized in their infancy—but to expand the reach of the church
to unchurched families in the community.2

These patterns are significant. They have implications for
the meaning of church membership, and they support the ar-
gument that the boundary between “church” and “town” was
more porous than has been previously assumed.3 The records of
the First Church also reveal ministerial shifts. The Cambridge
congregation was populated by opinionated and persuasive in-
dividuals who were in constant dialogue with each other and
with Jonathan Mitchel, and their influence can be detected in
his changing behaviors. Mitchel, a minister who wished at all
times to avoid extremes, hoped above all to help his church
adapt to the developing Cambridge community and to widen
its sphere of influence within the town.

Extended Baptism and the Origins
of the “Halfway Covenant”

Baptism had long been a contentious issue. As one of only
two sacraments—the other being the Lord’s Supper—retained
from Catholicism’s seven, it carried great weight within both
Lutheran and Reformed churches. Martin Luther argued that
baptism conveyed the Word of God to the baptized, though
the one experiencing the rite was expected to match God’s
promise with his or her own faith. Ulrich Zwingli, a more

2By “extended baptism,” I refer to the baptism of children whose parents were not
full members. The transcribed version of the Cambridge church records is mislead-
ing on this point. See Stephen Paschall Sharples, Records of the Church of Christ at
Cambridge in New England, 1632–1830 (Boston: Eben Putnam, 1906). There are a
number of entries that have been transcribed incorrectly and appear to show the exis-
tence of extended baptism before 1662. A comparison of the original church records,
held at Andover Library, Harvard Divinity School, in Cambridge, Mass., show that the
published version is incorrect.

3My argument is in agreement with David D. Hall, A Reforming People: Puritanism
and the Transformation of Public Life in New England (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
2011), esp. chap. 5.
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radical reformer than Luther, asserted that baptism was more
like a pledge. Not wanting to bind God to any external forms,
Zwingli considered baptism to be a statement of faith rather
than a promise of salvation. John Calvin, meanwhile, embraced
baptism more firmly than Zwingli. Calling it an “instrument”
in the process of sanctification, he nonetheless maintained that
the sacrament could not guarantee assurance of salvation.4

Puritan reformers in England adopted a mostly Calvinist doc-
trine of baptism, emphasizing the significance of the sacrament
but remaining largely ambivalent about what it represented.
One of the most common descriptions of baptism was as a
“covenant seal,” a term adopted from the continental Reform-
ers and laden with ambiguity. The covenant referred to God’s
promise to Abraham in Genesis 17:7 (KJV): “And I will establish
my covenant between me and thee and thy seed after thee in
their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto
thee, and to thy seed after thee.” Embodied in that passage
was God’s promise that the covenant would be passed down
from parent to child, and Puritans took it to mean that baptism
sealed the infant into the church covenant. Yet the Puritans’
God was also exclusive, dispensing saving grace to some but
not all. New England Puritans knew this well. By rejecting the
inclusive parish system of England and establishing a model of
gathered churches, they hoped to restrict membership in their
congregations to “visible saints” only. This exclusive stance con-
tradicted the hereditary, open tradition of the covenant based
on Genesis 17:7.

In the early years after settlement, Puritan churches in New
England began to protect the internal covenant—the covenant
of grace—by demanding that an individual experience a “work
of grace.” By the 1640s, then, church membership had ef-
fectively been divided into two categories: full members, who
had undergone a conversion and been admitted to the Lord’s
Supper, and baptized members, who had not yet received

4E. Brooks Holifield, The Covenant Sealed: The Development of Puritan Sacramen-
tal Theology in Old and New England, 1570–1720 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1974).
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assurance of conversion. Many of the baptized members had
been baptized in infancy, but as they matured and had children
of their own, not all experienced the conversion required for
full membership. Thus ministers were faced with a predica-
ment: did baptized—but not full—members have the right to
have their own children baptized? While some New England
ministers sought to emphasize the purity of the covenant by
refusing to baptize the children of those who had not yet been
accepted into full communion, others believed that baptism
was a sacrament that should be extended to the children of all
church affiliates.

In 1648, a group of ministers met to defend and articulate
the practices and beliefs of New England congregationalism.
Although the ministers agreed on a number of points, they
failed to reach consensus about whether baptized—but not yet
full—members could have their own children baptized within
the church. Richard Mather, the minister at Dorchester and an
important defender of congregationalism, argued that extend-
ing baptism was a way for the church to widen its influence
without lowering its standards for full membership, but his
proposal was expunged from an early draft of the Platform
of Discipline, commonly referred to as the Cambridge Plat-
form, the document that emerged from the assembly. While
a number of ministers were sympathetic to Mather’s sugges-
tion, Charles Chauncy, who would soon become president of
Harvard, warned that he would “oppose it with all his might.”5

Ministers devised a fraught solution to the problem of in-
fant baptism during a series of meetings and synods in the
1650s and 1660s. In 1657, a group of thirteen ministers from
Massachusetts met with four representatives of Connecticut
to debate the matter.6 The gathering, which was dominated
by reformers like Jonathan Mitchel, affirmed the extension of

5Quoted in Robert Pope, The Half-Way Covenant: Church Membership in Puritan
New England (Boston: Pilgrim Press, 1960), p. 181 n. 3.

6John Davenport, the pastor of New Haven church and a strong opponent of
extending baptism, refused to attend. For Davenport’s response to the 1657 assembly,
see Walker, The Creeds and Platforms of Congregationalism (1890; rev. ed., Boston:
Pilgrim Press, 1960), pp. 259–61.
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baptism to the children of all church affiliates. The results
of the assembly were published in A Disputation Concerning
Church Members and Their Children in Answer to XXI Ques-
tions, written by Richard Mather, the first official sanction of
the practice. Baptized children of church members would re-
tain their membership into adulthood and be granted the right
to have their own children baptized as long as they “solemnly
own[ed] the covenant.”7 By owning the covenant, the adult was
expected to provide “an orderly and Church profession of . . .
Faith, or a personall publick and solemn avouching of God.”8

Owning the covenant provided a new way to affiliate with the
church without undergoing the rigors and requirements of full
membership.

Unfortunately for its supporters, the consensus reached at
the 1657 ministerial assembly was not considered to be au-
thoritative because a number of extended baptism’s strongest
opponents had refused to participate in the meeting. In 1662,
the General Court of Massachusetts called for a second ministe-
rial gathering. Attended by clergymen representing most of the
colony’s thirty-four churches, the synod overcame the protes-
tations of a minority and agreed that extending the sacrament
of baptism to all church affiliates would preserve the New En-
gland Way.9 The decision was, however, highly contested, and
a number of churches declined to institute the practice until
the 1690s or later.

Since at least the eighteenth century, extended baptism—
that is, baptizing children whose parents were not in full
communion—has been viewed within the context of late
seventeenth-century jeremiads about the failure of second-
generation New England Puritans to maintain the founders’
standards of purity. In 1748, Jonathan Edwards rejected the
practice and demanded a return to the ideals of the first set-
tlers.10 Other commentators of the period began to refer to

7Quoted in Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, p. 29.
8Quoted in Walker, Creeds and Platforms, p. 294.
9Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, pp. 43–74.
10Edmund S. Morgan, Visible Saints: The History of a Puritan Idea (New York:

New York University Press, 1963), p. 151. See also Jonathan Edwards, Ecclesiastical
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extended baptism by a new name—the halfway covenant—a
term that seems to have come into use in the mid–eighteenth
century as tensions escalated between two congregational fac-
tions, New Lights and those they criticized for lax membership
practices, the Old Lights. Robert Pope identifies Joseph Bel-
lamy’s New Light treatise The Half-Way Covenant: A Dialogue,
published in 1769, as the first use of the term, though Douglas
Winiarski has traced the term to 1747.11

Given its historical freight, the designation “halfway
covenant” has tended to cast a pall on the actions of reformers
like Jonathan Mitchel because it implies that extended bap-
tism was a sign of a weakened religious community. Williston
Walker, commenting in 1893, wrote that “its effects were on the
whole evil. . . . It made a half-way house between the world
and full Christian discipleship, where there should be none,
and hence deserved the nickname given by its opponents, the
Half-Way Covenant.”12 Adapting Walker’s perspective, Perry
Miller maintained that extended baptism was proof of the “de-
clension” of New England religiosity, symbolizing both the
failure of the Puritans’ original “errand” and the beginning
of their Americanization.13 Miller’s argument quickly became
a master narrative in the history of early New England and
has defined the terms of historical debate for over fifty years.
Some scholars scoured church membership records to deter-
mine how and when New England churches began to fall into
decline.14 Darrett Rutman found that church membership was

Writings, ed. David D. Hall, vol. 12 of The Works of Jonathan Edwards (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1994), editor’s intro., esp. p. 47.

11Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, p. 8 n. 2. Douglas Winiarski, personal communica-
tion, 18 February 2012. I would like to thank Dr. Winiarski for sharing this information
with me as well as for his very helpful suggestions regarding primary and secondary
sources. For more on the halfway covenant, see David D. Hall, “The New England
Background,” in The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Edwards, ed. Stephen J.
Stein (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 61–79.

12Walker, Creeds and Platforms, p. 250.
13Perry Miller, The New England Mind: From Colony to Province (Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 1953), esp. chaps. 5 and 24.
14Gerald Moran, “ ‘Sisters’ in Christ: Women and the Church in Seventeenth-

Century New England,” in Women in American Religion, ed. Janet Wilson James
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1980), pp. 58, 61.
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diminishing prior to the synod of 1662, while Miller’s student
Edmund Morgan inverted Miller’s thesis and contended that
second-generation New England Puritans were actually more
religiously “scrupulous” than their parents because, in balking
at joining the church as full members, they demonstrated a
heightened level of seriousness about the rules of admission.15

Pope, like Morgan, maintained that lay resistance to extended
baptism was a sign of religious fastidiousness. Analyzing church
membership data for four New England churches—Roxbury,
Charlestown, the Third Church of Boston, and Dorchester—he
concluded that all four began practicing extended baptism by
1677, in the wake of King Philip’s War.

In the 1970s, Ross Beales and Gerald Moran revised the
ideas of declension, religious scrupulosity, and the halfway
covenant even further. Having sifted through church mem-
bership data for the Dorchester church, Beales problematized
Morgan’s scrupulosity thesis, while Moran supplied important
correctives to Miller’s declension narrative by noting that the
mid-seventeenth-century decline in church admissions was part
of a longer cycle of increase and decline in church membership
that was closely correlated with generational shifts.16 Catherine
Brekus and Harry Stout have urged historians to abandon the
declension narrative that has dominated scholarship for decades
and reexamine church membership data in terms of gender.17

In 1997, Anne Brown and David Hall, applying the concept of
generational continuity to the synod of 1662, emphasized that
the so-called halfway covenant offered families an opportunity
to sustain ecclesiastical participation among their children and
grandchildren. For example, Hall and Brown observed, many

15Darrett Rutman, Winthrop’s Boston (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1965); Edmund Morgan, The Puritan Family (1944; rev. ed., New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1966), and “New England Puritanism: Another Approach,” William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 18.2 (1961): 236–42.

16Ross Beales and Gerald Moran, “Religious Renewal, Puritan Tribalism, and the
Family in Seventeenth-Century Milford, Connecticut,” William and Mary Quarterly,
3rd ser., 36.2 (1979): 254.

17Harry S. Stout and Catherine Brekus, “Declension, Gender and the ‘New Reli-
gious History,” ’ in Belief and Behavior: Essays in the New Religious History, ed. Philip
R. Vandermeer and Robert P. Swierenga (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, 1991).
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women joined a church soon before or after their children were
born, thus securing them the opportunity to have their children
baptized as infants.18

The turn toward family narratives is an appropriate one, and
it is supported by an analysis of the membership records of
the Cambridge church in the 1650s and 1660s. Members of
Mitchel’s congregation followed the patterns outlined by Brown
and Hall: women joined the church in higher numbers than
men, and some women joined just before giving birth to their
first child. But the Cambridge records also suggest that most re-
search on New England church membership has privileged the
experience of churched families and minimized or ignored that
of unchurched families—that is, those who had no spousal or
ancestral link to the church. The church membership records at
Cambridge demonstrate the need to focus on this latter group,
which offers an interesting means of evaluating baptismal prac-
tices in the liminal period between 1657, when ministers first
took up the matter of extending baptism to the children of
noncommuning members, and 1677, when the practice came
into widespread use.

Infant Baptism and Parental Church
Membership, 1657–1662

Even before the ministerial assembly of 1657, members of
the Cambridge church made their support of infant baptism
quite clear. The sentiments of the church can be gauged from
events of 1653–54, when Henry Dunster, a member of the
Cambridge congregation and president of Harvard, refused to
have his child baptized. Rejecting infant baptism altogether,
Dunster denounced the practice in the meetinghouse in July
1654; the congregation promptly expelled him.19 Just months

18Anne Brown and David D. Hall, “Family Strategies and Religious Practice: Bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper in Early New England,” in Lived Religion in America:
Toward a History of Practice, ed. David D. Hall (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1997), p. 53.

19David D. Hall, paper presented at “Microhistory: Advantages and Limitations for
the Study of Early American History,” University of Connecticut, 15–17 October 1999,
p. 18. See also Hall, A Reforming People, p. 166.
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after his disastrous proclamation, Dunster resigned from his
position at Harvard and moved to Scituate. Two years later, his
nephew-in-law Benanuel Bowers lodged the same protest and
was reprimanded by the Middlesex County Court for “ordinar-
ily absenting himself from the ordinance of baptism.” Bowers,
like Dunster, left the Cambridge church. He became a Baptist
and then a Quaker.20

Dunster was one of a number of New England residents who
maintained that the church covenant was intended only for the
pure and should not be extended to infants, who were not ca-
pable of proving their worthiness. Moreover, drawing a firm
boundary between church and town, he saw no reason for the
church to widen its reach to the community at large. By eject-
ing Dunster and his nephew-in-law from their congregation,
the members of the Cambridge church did more than purge
themselves of Baptists; they softened the line between church
and town and placed infant baptism at the heart of their doc-
trinal identity. Mitchel, who firmly supported infant baptism,
argued that the church should keep the practice “within the
compass of the non-excommunicable,” by which he meant that
adults who had been baptized in their infancy should not be
expelled simply because they did not seek to become members
in full communion in adulthood.21 Baptism was, he urged, a
right that should be granted to as many souls as possible.

Between 1656 and 1662, Mitchel consistently sought to bring
unaffiliated members of the Cambridge community into fel-
lowship and full communion. Evidently women were more re-
sponsive to his initiatives. As his admission records show, more
women were admitted to full communion than men, and seven
women—as well as two men—were brought into full member-
ship just before their children were baptized. Of those admitted
into full communion just before the baptism of their children,

20See Roger Thompson, Cambridge Cameos: Stories of Life in Seventeenth-Century
New England (Boston: New England Historic and Genealogical Society, 2005), p. 175,
for quotation and information.

21Cotton Mather, Ecclesiastes: The Life of the Reverend & Excellent Jonathan
Mitchel (Boston: Printed by B. Green and J. Allen, 1697), available on Early American
Imprints, ser. 1, no. 790.
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none had a previous affiliation with the Cambridge church,
though at least one had been baptized elsewhere.22 These pat-
terns confirm the feminization of congregations that several
scholars have identified,23 but they also suggest that church
outreach—that is, broadening the influence of the church be-
yond its original members—was a primary concern for Mitchel.

On 6 November 1659, Mitchel baptized Mary, Jonathan, and
Zachariah, the children of Mary and Jonathan Paddlefoot. Mary
Sr. had been brought into fellowship and full communion just
two days earlier, on 4 November 1659. Jonathan Sr. was one
of the poorest inhabitants of Cambridge. An artisan, his assets
amounted to only £94 at death.24 When he died in 1660, the
year his fourth child was baptized, he remained unaffiliated
with the Cambridge church.25 By 1662, Mary had married an-
other man, Thomas Emes, with whom she had a fifth child,
also named Thomas, who was baptized on 12 July 1663. Ly-
dia Barret, the fourth child Mitchel baptized on 6 November
1659, was the daughter of Sarah and William Barret. Like Mary
Paddlefoot, Sarah Barret was brought into full communion just
two days before her daughter’s baptism. Her husband William
was, as distinct from Jonathan Paddlefoot, one of the wealthi-
est residents of Cambridge, whose estate amounted to £237.26

William, like Jonathan, never became a member of the church
during Mitchel’s tenure, and with the exception of the notation
regarding his child’s baptism, there is no further mention of
him in the surviving church records.

22Between 1656 and 1662, Mitchel brought twenty-five adults into full commu-
nion: eleven men and fourteen women. Of those, seven women and two men were
baptized within ten days of their children’s baptism: Mary Paddlefoot (1659), Sarah
Barret (1659), Mary Goave (1660), Abigail Marriot (1661), Hannah Goffe (1661),
Frances Embsden (1661), Zechariah Hicks (1661), Jonathan Hide (1661), and Mary
Hide (1661). None of these individuals had ancestral ties to the Cambridge church,
though Hannah Goffe (formerly Barnard) had probably been baptized in Watertown.

23See, esp., Stout and Brekus, “Declension, Gender and the ‘New Religious His-
tory,” ’ and Brown and Hall, “Family Strategies and Religious Practice.”

24Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, p. 29.
25Jonathan Paddlefoot was born in 1626, presumably in England, and he may have

been baptized as an infant before coming to New England. In any case, he showed no
interest in affiliating more closely with the Cambridge church upon his arrival.

26Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, p. 29.
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Sarah and Mary came from different economic backgrounds,
but they shared a common predicament. Both had unbaptized
children, and neither had an ancestral or spousal link to the
church. Mary Paddlefoot was the daughter of John Blanford
of Sudbury, an indentured servant who was an early settler of
Sudbury, and there is no evidence that Blanford was a member
of any church.27 Sarah was most likely the daughter of John
Poole, one of the first settlers of Cambridge, and there is no
trace of him in the records of the Cambridge church, suggesting
that he, too, was unchurched.28

Mitchel recorded each baptism under the mother’s name,
with the father’s name in parentheses, and each child was re-
ferred to as “hers” rather than “theirs”:

Mary Paddlefoot (the wife of Jonathan Paddlefoot) admitted into
fellowship & full Communion. Nov. 4, 59

Her Children
Mary
Jonathan } Baptized Novemb. 6, 59.
Zechariah
Edward baptized July 8, 1660

Thomas Emes the son of Thomas & Mary (formerly Paddlefoot
now) Emes baptized July 12, 1663

27James Savage, A Genealogical Dictionary of First Settlers of New England, Show-
ing Three Generations of Those Who Came Before May, 1692, on the Basis of Farmer’s
Register, 4 vols. (1860; repr. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company, 1965),
3:328. For background on John Blandford, see Sumner Chilton Powell, Puritan Vil-
lage: The Formation of a New England Town (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University
Press, 1965), pp. 86, 98, 165. I am grateful to Roger Thompson for his advice on how
to identify the birth parents of a number of the women listed in the Cambridge church
records.

28Robert Charles Anderson, The Great Migration Begins: Immigrants to New En-
gland, 1620–1633, vol. 3 (Boston: New England Historic Genealogical Society, 1995),
pp. 1493–96. Anderson identifies Sarah Barrett (Anderson’s preferred spelling) as the
daughter of John Poole, though this relationship is not fully confirmed. In his will, John
Poole called Sarah Barrett’s daughter, Lydia Barrett, his grandchild, and described the
late Sarah’s former husband, William Barrett, as his son-in-law. This evidence suggests
that Sarah was, indeed, an unchurched resident of Cambridge. Anderson also notes
that in 1860 James Savage had assumed that Sarah Barrett was the daughter of Richard
Champney, one of the ruling elders of the Cambridge church, yet Anderson concludes
that this is not possible. John Poole’s will suggests rather indisputably that Sarah Barrett
was his daughter.
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Sarah Barret (the wife of William Barret) admitted into fellowship
and full communion Nov. 4, 59. Deceased.

Her children
Lydia Barret baptized Novemb. 6 (1659)29

Mary and Sarah were clearly the parents in their respective
families who took responsibility for their children’s spiritual
lives. Three years later, Mary Goave would follow Sarah and
Mary’s lead when she had her two children baptized. She,
like Sarah and Mary, had been born “outside” the Cambridge
church, as had her husband.30

Although there is no record of why these women wanted their
children baptized, we can gather some insight into what child
baptism may have meant in the 1650s from Jonathan Mitchel’s
own spiritual family practices and his reflections upon them.
Mitchel and his wife, Margaret, had their first four children
baptized soon after they were born, probably within a week,
itself a testament to the minister’s attitude about the signifi-
cance of infant baptism.31 But Mitchel’s most explicit sentiment
regards his fifth child, who died before he could be baptized.
“To be deprived of [the sacrament] is a great frown,” Mitchel
wrote, “and a sad intimation of the Lord’s anger.”32 By join-
ing the church as members in full communion, Mary, Mary,
and Sarah avoided this “sad intimation” and gained the right to
have their children baptized. Their cases also reveal what would

29Sharples records the Paddlefoot and Barret children as being baptized in 1657
rather than 1659. Compare Sharples, Records of the Church of Christ at Cambridge,
with the original church records located at Andover Library.

30Anderson (The Great Migration Begins, pp. 55–57) tentatively connects Mary
Goave to the Aspinwall family, though as Anderson explains, “there is no direct evidence
that Mary belongs in this family, but she has been placed here by many writers because
there is no other family in which to place her” (p. 56). If the connection is correct, it
means that Mary did, indeed, come from a churched family, though her connection
was not to Cambridge. William Aspinwall was admitted to the Boston church in 1630
and later served as deacon and as a delegate to the synod of 1646 (p. 55). Yet there is
reason to doubt this assumption and place Mary Goave back in the unknown category.
As Anderson further comments, her estimated date of birth, 1628, “is made necessary
because there is no place else to fit her in the sequence of births down to 1644, and
any later date would maker her only twelve at marriage” (pp. 56–57).

31Mitchel records the baptismal dates for all of his children but the birth date of
only his first, born on 14 October and baptized on 21 October 1660.

32Cited in Hall, A Reforming People, p. 167.
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prove to be a consistent, gendered pattern in Cambridge: moth-
ers were assuming the role of familial “representative” at the
Cambridge church and taking responsibility for their children’s
spiritual nurture.

Even among families in which the male had an ancestral link
to the Cambridge church, wives still tended to assume responsi-
bility for having their children baptized by themselves becom-
ing full members of the Cambridge church just days before.
For Hannah Goffe, this occurred on 18 October 1661. Two
days after Hannah was brought into full communion, Jonathan
Mitchel baptized her three children, Hannah, Edward, and
Deborah. In the absence of personal journals or letters, it is
impossible to determine why the Goffes chose to delay their
children’s baptism until 1661, though certain key events in the
Goffes’ lives point toward factors that may have affected their
decisions.

Hannah’s admittance to full membership came during a pe-
riod of family strife. Edward Goffe, Hannah’s father-in-law and
one of the town’s richest individuals, had been a full member of
the Cambridge church. After his first wife died in 1636, Edward
remarried and had three girls with his second wife, Margaret.
Relations between Edward’s two families had never been har-
monious, but when Edward died in 1658, a battle erupted be-
tween his “first” and “second” families over his £1,160 estate. In
November 1659, the court “ordered three impartial outsiders to
divide up the estate between the widow and the five offspring.”
But in 1661, when Deborah, the eldest daughter of Edward’s
second wife, died suddenly and intestate, the family squabbled
over her inheritance of £160. Samuel (Hannah’s husband) and
Lydia Goffe, Edward’s children from his first marriage, argued
that Deborah’s share should be split equally among the four re-
maining siblings, whereas Margaret told the court that Debo-
rah had, on her death bed, willed her entire bequest to her
mother. By 1662 the court had once again ruled on the case,
allocating from Deborah’s share £30 to each sibling and £40 to
widow Margaret.33

33Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, pp. 100–101.
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The death of Deborah Goffe did more than incite another
round of familial conflict. For Hannah Goffe, her stepsister-
in-law’s death may have reminded her of her own daughter,
also named Deborah Goffe. Unlike her own child, however,
the late Deborah Goffe had been baptized. Might the turmoil
and dissension have reminded Hannah that her own daughters
could die as unexpectedly as had Deborah and that, having not
been baptized, they might be bereft of God’s mercy? In any
case, Hannah took the spiritual lives of her children to heart
and approached Jonathan Mitchel. Her husband’s participation
in the matter is unknown, but his general deportment suggests
that he remained aloof. Unlike his own father, who had been a
full church member and Cambridge’s wealthiest townsperson,
Samuel spent much of his life disputing small claims and was
twice involved in slander suits. As Roger Thompson explains,
Samuel “farmed and supervised fences and hogs on the Neck,
now Cambridgeport,” and he never achieved a major leader-
ship position within the community or full membership in the
church.34 It was Hannah, rather than Samuel, who took the
initiative to have the couple’s children baptized.

Three days after Hannah Goffe was brought into full commu-
nion at the Cambridge church, two other women followed suit.
Abigail Marriot and Frances Embsden became full members
on 21 October 1661. Then, on 3 November, Jonathan Mitchel
baptized Abigail’s three and Frances’s two children.35 There
were some telling similarities among the women: Abigail, like
Hannah, had married the first son, John Marriot, of a promi-
nent community leader. John’s father, Thomas, was a deacon
of the church, and both he and his wife, Susan, had been full
members since the year of the church’s founding. Of the elder
Marriots’ three children, only their youngest daughter, Hannah,
had been brought into full communion by 1660.36 John Mar-
riot, like Samuel Goffe, had not attained full membership in

34Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, p. 102.
35Sharples, Records of the Church of Christ at Cambridge, p. 26.
36Hannah Marriot became a full member of the Cambridge church in 1658. See

Sharples, Records of the Church of Christ at Cambridge, p. 5.
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the church before he married and had children of his own. His
status would change by 1664, but in 1661 Abigail, like Hannah,
assumed responsibility for her family’s spiritual well being.

Frances Embsden was, like Mary Paddlefoot and Sarah Bar-
ret, an unchurched townswoman of Cambridge. She had been
widowed in June 1661, and neither her husband nor her par-
ents had been members of the church.37 In October 1661, she
was a single mother with two unbaptized children, and she may
have seen church membership and baptism as a way to provide
her children with institutional stability and protection. Frances
would go on to marry Richard Cutter the following year, and
she, like Cutter’s first wife, would become the family’s “repre-
sentative church member.”38 Richard never did join the church
himself.

Mary, Mary, Sarah, Frances, Hannah, and Abigail were all
mothers seeking to have their children baptized. Although
it was more common for mothers to serve as their family’s
“church representative,” fathers did so as well.39 On 8 January
1661, Zechariah Hicks became a full member of the Cambridge
church.40 Four days later, his three children were baptized.
Jonathan’s wife, Elizabeth Sill Hicks, would be granted full

37Frances Embsden (also spelled Amsden) was formerly Frances Perriman. She
was related to Thomas Perriman, an indentured apprentice. Though Savage does
not know the exact nature of the relation, he surmises that they may have been
siblings. See A Genealogical Dictionary, 3:398–99. Frances’s deceased husband, Isaac
Embsden/Amsden, was not a member of the church, nor is there evidence that he was
baptized.

38Savage, Genealogical Dictionary, p. 1:50. Frances married Richard Cutter on 14
February 1662/3 (A History of the Cutter Family of New England, p. 10); Richard
Cutter’s first wife, Elizabeth, died 5 March 1662. See Savage, Genealogical Dictionary,
1:495.

39Between 1656 and 1667, Jonathan Mitchel brought four fathers, in addition to
fourteen mothers, into full communion within ten days of baptizing their children.
Fathers: Zechariah Hicks (1661), Jonathan Hide (1661), James Hubbard (1663), and
Thomas Fillebrown (1666). Mothers: Mary Paddlefoot (1659), Sarah Barret (1659),
Mary Goave (1660/1), Mary Hide (1661), Hannah Goffe (1661), Abigail Marriot
(1661), Frances Embsden/Ambsden (1661), Mary Mitchenson (1663), Bethiah Wells
(1664), Mary Russell (1664), Mrs. Collins (1664), Sarah Stedman Bracket (1664), Mary
Hancock (1665), and Hannah Thatcher Holmes (1667).

40Zechariah Hicks may have been the son of Thomas Hicks, who was born in
England. He became a freeman in 1663, two years after his admittance to full
communion. There is no evidence that he had been baptized or been a member of a
church elsewhere. See Savage, Genealogical Dictionary, 2:410.
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membership four years later, in 1665. Elizabeth Sill’s parents
had been full members since 1638, putting Zechariah into the
same category as Hannah and Abigail: none of them had an
ancestral link to the Cambridge church.41

Baptismal Outreach after the Synod of 1662
It is striking that Jonathan Mitchel, one of Massachusetts

Bay’s strongest advocates of extended baptism, apparently
chose not to institute it on the authority of the 1657 ministerial
assembly. His reluctance, or that of the First Church’s noncom-
muning members, reflects a broader caution in New England
toward accessing the sacraments, as demonstrated by Robert
Pope. A number of churches took decades to implement ex-
tended baptism, generally because congregations, which tended
to hold stricter views on church membership than their minis-
ters, were resistant.42

In 1662, Jonathan Mitchel did not bring anyone into full
communion in the Cambridge church. He spent much of that
year in conversation with his fellow ministers as they attempted
to determine the future course of orthodoxy in New England.
Arguing persuasively for extended baptism, Mitchel assumed a
leading role in New England church politics during this time.
As he awaited the synod’s final judgment, he may have in-
tentionally deferred new admissions, which he did not resume
until March 1663.

In 1663, Mitchel introduced an innovation at the Cambridge
church. He began bringing unchurched residents of Cambridge

41Abigail’s maiden name was Richardson, and she did not have any parental connec-
tions to the Cambridge church. See Savage, Genealogical Dictionary, 3:153. Hannah
was the daughter of John Barnard of Watertown, who arrived in New England in
1634. He was a freeman and thus a member of the Watertown church by 1634, which
suggests that Hannah was likely baptized in Watertown. See Robert Charles Anderson,
George F. Sanborn Jr., and Melinde Lutz Sanborn, The Great Migration: Immigrants
to New England, 1634–1635 (Boston: New England Historic Genealogical Society,
1999), pp. 163–65. This puts Hannah in a different category from the “unchurched”
individuals like Mary Paddlefoot but still makes her a newcomer to the Cambridge
church.

42Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, pp. 269–70. This congregational reluctance may
also explain why “outsiders” were the only individuals to make use of extended baptism
during Mitchel’s tenure.
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into fellowship and baptizing both them and their children. The
first notice of adult baptism was recorded in July 1663:

Deborah Makoon (ye wife of John Makoon) admitted into fellowship
with us & baptized on July 19, 1663.

Her children.
Hannah }
Deborah } baptized July 19, 1663
Sarah baptized Novemb. 8, 1663

Deborah was the daughter of Reynold Bush, a poor immigrant
who was dependent on his wealthier neighbors for credit and
employment. Deborah’s brother, John Bush, was warned out of
two towns and lived a marginal existence as a servant and petty
criminal, while her husband, John Makoon, formerly a Scottish
prisoner of war, was a farmer.43 Deborah belonged to a subset
of Cambridge residents who did not maintain close connections
to the church, and she did not qualify for full membership.

Before the synod of 1662, Cambridge residents like Deborah
Makoon would have had very little opportunity to strengthen
their ties to the church, but Mitchel apparently felt that the
synod sanctioned extending baptism not only to the children
of baptized but not fully communing church members (even
though there is no evidence that he did so) but to unchurched
members of the community as well, who might benefit from
this new level of affiliation. Mitchel was able to bring Makoon
into fellowship through baptism, which paved the way for her
to have her own children baptized, a right she would not have
had before the synod of 1662.

Makoon’s baptism was followed two years later by Seth Roffe’s:
Seth Roffe the wife of Thomas Roffe (the daughter of Mr Homan)
admitted May 2 & Baptized May 28, 1665, as also

Her child
Marget baptized May 28, 1665
Thomas baptized July 1, 1666

43Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, pp. 111–12.
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Seth’s birth family, like Deborah’s, did not formally affiliate
with the church. Her parents, William and Winifred Homan/
Holman, arrived in Cambridge in 1635, but they did not pros-
per. They lived on the outskirts of town and relied on other
townspeople for favors and employment. By the 1650s, they
had become such an irritant to their closest neighbors, the
Gibsons, that Winifred and her daughter Mary were accused
of witchcraft. After a prolonged dispute, the Holman women
were found not guilty, but their relationship with the commu-
nity remained precarious, despite the fact that a number of
church members had spoken in the Holmans’ defense.44 Six
years after Winifred and Mary Holman were found innocent of
witchcraft, Winifred’s younger daughter, Seth, was baptized at
Cambridge church. Seth was admitted to fellowship and bap-
tized on the same day as her child. Like Makoon, Seth did not
qualify for full membership; extended baptism gave her the
opportunity to affiliate formally with the church, and it gave
her the right to have her daughter, Margaret, baptized.

Deborah’s and Seth’s baptisms are significant, for they repre-
sent another step in the larger process of redefining the role of
the church and the meaning of church membership. Deborah
and Seth exemplified a rising predicament: how to accommo-
date unbaptized adults who were sufficiently convinced of the
importance of the sacrament that they wanted it conferred upon
their children but who were not themselves ready for church
membership. Adults like Deborah Makoon and Seth Roffe had
not been raised in the church, but if their children were to be
so, by what sanction might they accompany them? The Cam-
bridge congregation responded by offering a new solution: ex-
tending baptism to unbaptized adults along with their children.

Categorical Change
Jonathan Mitchel organized the Cambridge church records

by families. He began his inventory with the most “promi-
nent”: the Shepards, the Champneys, the Frosts, the Gookins,

44Thompson, Cambridge Cameos, pp. 87–97; Hall, A Reforming People, p. 165.
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and the Chauncys. It is not until toward the end of the regis-
ter that the more “curious” cases begin to appear: most of the
families discussed in this essay are mentioned in the last three
pages of Mitchel’s twenty-seven-page document.45 In each list-
ing, he recorded first the parent or parents who were in full
communion with the church. If only one parent were in full
communion, Mitchel named the other parent in parentheses or
not at all. Below the “parental connection,” he listed children
with the dates of their baptisms. Then, the next family’s “story”
begins.

Of the surviving records of the First Church of Cambridge,
only Mitchel’s are ordered in this way.46 Although there are
no records available for Mitchel’s immediate predecessor or
successor, William Brattle’s method of organization at the end
of the seventeenth century demonstrates a shift in how church
membership categories were defined. Brattle, the minister at
Cambridge from 1696 to 1716, divided his records into four
sections: “Persons Admitted to Full Communion,” “Infants and
Others Baptized in their Minority By Wm Brattle,” “Persons
Adult Wo Own’d the Covenant & Were Baptized by Wm
Brattle,” and “Persons Wo Owned Ye Covenant in Order to
their Children’s Being Baptised.” There was also an official
“Covenant for Adult Persons Wo Desire Baptism &c.,” which
required the applicant to “give up [him or her]self to God in
J.C. In An Everlasting Covenant never to be broken” and to
“Humbly and Penitently ask of God forgiveness for yr original
Sin.”47 Brattle’s successor, Nathaniel Appleton, arrayed infor-
mation within the categories his predecessor had established.

Brattle and Appleton’s categories were fixed. The clergymen
understood that some parents chose to join the church be-
cause they wanted to have their children baptized, while others
joined for other reasons. Some adults were ready for full com-
munion; others not. The categorical clarity that emerges from

45Page numbers refer to Sharples, Records of the Church at Cambridge.
46Mitchel’s method of organization also differed from that of many of his contem-

poraries, who kept their records by date, not family status.
47Sharples, Records of the Church at Cambridge, pp. 30–80.
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the Brattle and Appleton records began to evolve during the
critical pre- and post-synod period of the 1650s and 60s. When
Mitchel began recording church activity in 1658, he noted that
his records would list “all the Members . . . that are in full com-
munion; together with their children who were either baptized
in this church, or (coming from other churches) were in the
minority at their parents Joyning.”48 Mitchel entertained only
two categories: members in full communion, and children bap-
tized. But between 1663 and 1667, the year in which he died,
Mitchel had begun to baptize adults along with their children.
Soon these practices would be hardened into new categories of
church affiliation.

Mitchel’s family-based organizational strategy is a testament
to the importance of familial ties and the lack of a complex clas-
sification system within the early Congregational Church. The
groupings that ring so clear and self-evident in the Brattle and
Appleton records emerged in reaction to a host of influences
and events that occurred during Mitchel’s tenure as minister
of the Cambridge church. For example, the death of Deborah
Goffe may have instilled in Hannah Goffe an overwhelming
desire to have her children baptized precisely at that moment
when Mitchel’s opinions were enhancing the sacrament’s role
within the Cambridge church. The synod of 1662 was instru-
mental in changing the Cambridge congregation’s sentiments
regarding baptism, but so was Deborah Makoon’s application
to have her children baptized. From this complex mix of opin-
ions, events, life stories, and serendipity slowly developed prac-
tices that would come to frame the meaning of Congregational
church membership for decades to come.

48Sharples, Records of the Church at Cambridge, p. 1.
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