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The Autobiography of a ‘Meer
Christian’: Richard Baxter's
Account of the Restoration
Lee Gatiss
While undertaking research recently for a book on the ejection and persecution
of the puritans from the Church of England in 1662,1 I had the pleasure of
reading a first edition copy of Richard Baxter’s autobiography. The aim of this
article is to assess the value of Reliquiae Baxterianae published in 1696 as a
source for the history of the Restoration religious settlement, and to examine
Baxter’s agenda and bias. Though this decisive religious settlement underwent
various legislative alterations and was enforced with differing degrees of
severity during the reign of Charles II, its essential foundations were laid in
1660–1662. It is to these decisive years that we will, therefore, particularly
confine our attention. Baxter’s account is illuminating at this point both
personally and historically, and gives us an important insight into the mindset
of those who were ejected from the national church in the seventeenth century.
For all its prolix verbosity, it remains a ‘must read’.

Comparing Baxter to Other Contemporary Sources
To begin with, it is instructive to compare Baxter’s account of the Restoration
with other contemporary sources. Debates in the Lords and Commons from
this period ‘are among the most badly reported in all seventeenth-century
parliaments’; even the ‘government’s own newspapers preferred rather to
suppress information than to disseminate it’.2 Where evidence exists of intragovernmental discussion and skirmishing at court ‘it is usually to be found in
the least trustworthy sources: the fading memories and anecdotes of retired
politicians, or the gossip of men only on the fringes of the court’.3
Among the most valuable contemporaneous accounts are those from Edward
Hyde (Duke of Clarendon and Lord Chancellor),4 Gilbert Burnet (historian
and later Bishop of Salisbury),5 and Samuel Pepys (Government administrator
and famous diarist).6 As Seaward points out, however, ‘Burnet spent most of
the early 1660s in Scotland or abroad: his History of my own time relies for
this period on second-hand information and, written in the 1680s, the rather
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simplistic views of early Restoration politics which it contains are heavily
influenced and distorted by later events’.7 Burnet himself admits his all too
limited perspective when he writes that for the first twelve years of Charles II’s
reign, ‘I had only such a general knowledge of the affairs of England as I could
pick up at a distance’.8
Pepys often has invaluable information from men close to the court, and was
indeed ‘the most informative’ of English diarists.9 Yet his own rise to
prominence at the heart of English politics did not really occur until after 1662,
and especially (given his role as a naval administrator) during the Anglo–Dutch
War of 1664-1667.10 So although what he writes of the religious landscape is
occasionally of interest,11 it is often merely anecdotal and of dubious
trustworthiness or value. He hears, for instance, of a meeting of ‘Episcopalian
and Presbyterian Divines’ in October 1660 with the King and Lord Chancellor
but can give no details.12 He hears reports that the City was threatening to
abandon the King if he did not favour Presbytery, which even he is slightly
dubious of,13 although he is clear on 17th August, 1662 about the City’s
dissatisfaction with the impending ejection of the puritans.14 There are hints in
the diary of the fragility of the Restoration regime throughout 1661-1662,
which recollection of daily uncertainty is an indispensable corrective for those
who study the period at a distance and might consider what transpired to have
been inevitable.
The ‘most detailed and most lucid contemporary exposition of the events and
policies of the 1660s’15 comes from Clarendon. His Continuation of the
History of the Grand Rebellion was written to defend his reputation and
legacy after his fall from power (1667-1672). It has the pungent scent of selfjustification about it, and although written with a certain historical awareness
and purpose he was forced, because of his exile in France, to rely almost solely
on his own memory without recourse to official documents (or other actors)
back in England. Although ‘no study of the 1660s can ignore it’16 because
Clarendon was at the very centre of the struggles between church parties, king,
and parliament in 1660-1662, it remains a source which must be handled with
great care, like most politicians’ biographies.
Baxter’s account of this formative period in church relations compares
favourably to these other versions of events.17 He can be praised and criticised
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for various similar reasons. Unlike Burnet, he was not only in the country at
the time but had access to figures at the heart of the establishment. We hear of
him meeting the king himself and being appointed his Chaplain-in-Ordinary;18
he is friendly to an extent with Clarendon19 and has meetings with him for
various reasons;20 he knew all the actors in the tussle for supremacy within the
new religious order;21 he was elected a member of Convocation,22 and was the
leader of the Puritan–Presbyterian group in the negotiations at the Savoy.23
Not only was Baxter a major player, he was, like Pepys, also a meticulous and
disciplined administrator and writer. He records many details from events he
experienced first-hand, and his account includes a wealth of valuable
documentation. The end result is ‘a sprawling monster’ according to Lamont,
‘containing everything but Baxter’s laundry list’.24 A. G. Matthews
comments—
To Matthew Sylvester, his literary executor, he left for publication a mass
of autobiographical and other papers, which Sylvester, with a pathetically
exaggerated reverence for his eminent colleague’s manuscript, laboriously
copied out and published without editorial selection or rearrangement. As
a result there appeared in 1696, under the title Reliquiae Baxterianae, a
folio of 800 pages, in which Baxter’s personal story, often of intense
interest and value, was interrupted by arid wastes of those casuistical
subtleties which were the great divine’s disastrous foible.25
Sylvester’s ‘pathetically exaggerated reverence’ for Baxter’s literary legacy26
may have left us much of merely ‘casuistical’ interest, but it also ensured that
various historically useful documents were preserved for posterity. Time and
again in tomes such as Cardwell’s Documentary Annals of the Reformed
Church of England or his equally useful History of Conferences or indeed
Gould’s Documents Relating to the Settlement of the Church of England by the
Act of Uniformity of 1662 (the standard sources for documentary evidence of
this period)27 it is from Baxter that the text of important papers has been
drawn.28 Some of these papers were never published or officially submitted to
the committees for which they were drawn up, but they were certainly
discussed and argued over.29 At other times, we know who wrote certain things
because of Baxter’s identification of them in his account,30 and occasionally we
can glimpse the process of amendment and refinement in Presbyterian
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presentations.31 Besides, pace Matthews, casuistical subtlety was often a
feature not just of Baxter’s writing and thought but of the puritan mindset
generally; so even in what to the modern reader may appear his dull moments
he is not without value for reconstructing the thought-world of a key group in
the 1660s. His careful, methodical commentary and collection of documents
is of immense importance.
His record of events is often no less helpful. He punctuates his narrative with
the record of various events in English and international history to which he
is no more accurate an eye-witness than many others or concerning which he
had no first-hand access to the facts. So we hear of the Great Fire, the AngloFrench War, and other incidents of this sort. Undoubtedly he is not to be
privileged as a source for everything which occurred in the 1660s.32 Yet
concerning the religious settlement, he is an exceptionally useful (though far
from perfect) source. In his peerless account of the Savoy Conference he
writes, ‘You have had the Substance of our wandering Discourses; you are
next to have our unprofitable Disputes’.33 There is no commentary on the
conference so full and detailed, and which gives such an insight into the
politics and theology of the disagreements there, a snapshot of the puritanprelate divide. He adds—
Were it not a thing in which an Historian so much concerned in the
business is apt to be suspected of partiality, I would here annex a
Character of each one that managed this business as they shewed
themselves. But because it hath that inconvenience, I will omit it, only
telling you what part each one of them acted in all this Work.34
He was certainly conscious of the possibility of writing with historical bias,
being one of the major players in these events. Although his character studies
of the men involved at Savoy would have been immensely interesting it is no
less useful to the historian to know the part played by each of the men.35

The Purpose of Baxter’s Account
Although Baxter was aware of the dangers of writing history with ‘partiality’
he was clearly not free of it entirely. There is an agenda to his work. There is
some discussion about the development of the autobiographical genre in
seventeenth century England; it is said to owe much to the puritan concern for
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self-examination, and their desire to have a journal of God’s dealings with both
themselves and the nation or church for thanksgiving or encouragement in
later years.36 As far as Pepys was concerned, his diary was for personal
pleasure. It was also a way of ‘canalising the stream of experience’,37 taking
the often random occurrences in his full and eventful life and reducing them to
some kind of order. He must also have had an eye on the future, whether it was
to be able to justify his own actions to a Parliamentary committee or to
entertain his future readers (for whom, presumably, he had the manuscript
bound), though it was never designed for the press.38
Baxter’s account has similar motivations. Not only in writing up his account
some years later,39 but also in his dealings with ‘the opposition’ at the time, he
had a keen eye trained on the future. His prescience about the future course of
events and the intentions of the ‘anglican’ extremists to exclude the puritans
were notable. He made sure they were noted and recorded so that posterity
could mark how clearly he knew what was at stake. This is well illustrated by
the fact that when offered the chance at Savoy to present written papers rather
than having a verbal debate, Baxter leapt at the chance. He gave four reasons
for this, the fourth being—
But above all, that else our Cause would never be well understood by our
People, or Foreigners, or Posterity; but our Conference and Cause would
be misreported and published as the Conference at Hampton Court was to
our Prejudice, and none durst contradict it. And that what we said for our
Cause, would this way come fully and truly to the Knowledge of England
and of other Nations; and that if we refused this Opportunity of leaving
upon Record our Testimony against Corruptions, for a just and moderate
Reformation, we were never like to have the like in hast again.40
There should be, he says, ‘a standing Witness to Posterity’ of what went on.41
As Baxter rightly notes, the Hampton Court conference of 1604 was the closest
precedent for the meeting at the Savoy. That meeting between James I (plus
Archbishop and eight Bishops, eight Deans, and one Archdeacon) and a party
of four or five moderate Puritans saw the Puritans denied their exceptions
against the Prayer Book, though they claimed the support of around 1000
ministers in the Millenary Petition.42
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According to Schaff, ‘The accounts of the Hampton Court Conference are
mostly derived from the partial report of Dr. William Barlow, Dean of Chester,
who was present’.43 Needless to say, his published account was not at all
favourable to the Puritans, whose objections he presents as frivolous and
unlearned while giving an obsequiously laudatory view of the King and his
Bishops.44
The Hampton Court conference led to the enforcement of new rules of
subscription for ministers which ‘caused the deprivation of some puritan
ministers’.45 Baxter foresaw that this might well happen again after the Savoy
Conference. So the King was reminded that the ceremonies objected to by the
puritans had been ‘a Cause of depriving the Church of the Fruit and Benefit
which might have been reaped from the Labours of many Learned and Godly
ministers’ who would not be able to sign up to their use. They had been the
occasion for ‘great Separations from our Church…[and] may be more likely
than ever heretofore to produce the same Inconveniences’.46 He warned that
many ministers ‘prefer the Peace of their Consciences in God’s Worship above
all their Civil Concernments whatsoever’.47
Baxter’s prescience was not appreciated by either side. Calamy and Reynolds
were troubled by the plainness of what Baxter wrote during the conference,
and urged him to leave out predictions of what would happen if there was no
agreement between the Puritans and the Church of England, fearing it might
be heard as a threat. He did not want to leave out such things ‘and thereby
made them think me too plain and unpleasing, as never used to the Language
or Converse of a Court: But it was not my unskilfulness in a more pleasing
Language, but my Reason and Conscience (upon foresight of the Issue) which
was the Cause’.48
The Bishops, on the other hand, were also offended by Baxter’s foresight. They
would, he said, end up calling him and others ‘Schismaticks’ because they
disagreed on some matters which were really of secondary importance—
This speech they were offended at, and said, that I sought to make them
odious, by representing them as cruel, and Persecutors, as if they intended
to silence and cast out so many. And it was one of the greatest matters of
Offence against me, that I foreknew and foretold them what they were
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about to do…I told them that either they do intend such a Course or not:
If they do, why should they think us criminal for knowing it? If not, what
need had we of all these Disputes with them? which were only to persuade
them not to cast out the Ministers and the People on these Accounts. And
it was but a few Weeks after this that Bishop Morley himself did silence
me, forbidding me to preach in his Diocese (sic), who now took it so
heinously that I did foretell it….So dangerous is it to foreknow what cruel
Men are about to do.49
Clearly he always had an eye on the momentousness of the occasion and the
seriousness of the consequences, acting and writing with that future which he
foresaw in mind.50 As he says himself, ‘I thought that the Day and Cause
commanded me those two things, which then were objected against me as my
Crimes, viz. speaking too boldly, and too long.’51 He was correct about the
crucial nature of ‘the Day’, and I do not doubt his insight into the probable
result of the negotiations, nor judge his claims to it to be an invention of a later
date. Yet he makes as much of it as he can in his written account, for obvious
apologetic reasons. He carefully leaves the impression that he was correct to be
so forthright, hindsight justifying him since the puritans were in fact ejected
and silenced.
Yet, however, another interpretation might partly blame Baxter himself for
this, given that he was not the most skilled negotiator in the Presbyterian camp.
Radcliff dismissively writes of his leadership and contribution at Savoy that—
Ecclesiastical politics, like secular, is the art of the possible. Baxter, a
visionary, had little conception of the art. Having irritated his opponents,
he was surprised and mortified by their indifference (as it seemed) to his
‘Work’. It does not appear to have occurred to him that the bishops would
see in his project the promise not of peace, but of a continuance of strife.52
J. M Lloyd Thomas while more sympathetic concurs when he says, ‘He
towered above most of even the leaders of his contemporaries, but he had a
fatal gift for dividing his followers and alienating all but a few through-fireand-water admirers…by expecting others to have a like candour [as he had] he
acted on smaller minds as a maddening irritant.53 That certainly seems to have
been his effect upon the bishops.
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Bias in Baxter’s Account
No historian is without bias in re-telling his narrative, least alone one who was
also an actor in the story. Occasionally we glimpse Baxter’s more obvious
attempts at self-justification, such as when he clears his name from accusations
that he was not a Chaplain to the King.54 We see this again when his letter to
Clarendon refusing a bishopric is reprinted, and we are given a chance to sample
his humility in not only turning it down for himself but suggesting other good
men who should be so honoured, and his suggestion that he would be content
merely to return to Kidderminster as the curate.55 As N. H. Keeble points out,
Baxter must have had only one audience in mind when he wrote: posterity. In
large part he sought ‘to exonerate himself’ and ‘set the record straight’.56 Yet his
account is more than merely ‘a careful exercise in self-vindication’ as Cooper
avers.57 It is also a plea for what he himself calls ‘mere Christianity’—
I am a CHRISTIAN, a MEER CHRISTIAN, of no other Religion; and the
Church that I am of is the Christian Church … I am against all Sects and
dividing Parties: But if any will call Meer Christians by the name of a
Party, because they take up with Meer Christianity, Creed, and Scripture,
and will not be of any dividing or contentious Sect, I am of that Party
which is so against Parties.58
It is this same ‘meer Christianity’ for which he argues in the Reliquiae
Baxterianae. So when discussing the contending parties in debates over church
government he writes—
each one had some Truths in peculiar, which the other overlookt, or took little
notice of, and each had their proper Mistakes which gave advantage to their
Adversaries; though all of them had so much truth in common among them
as would have made these Kingdoms happy, if it had been unanimously and
soberly reduced to practice, by prudent and charitable Men.59
Baxter was called to be part of a Committee to draw up a list of the
‘fundamentals of religion’ as a test for toleration under the Protectorate. ‘I
knew how ticklish a Business the Enumeration of Fundamentals was,’ he
writes, ‘and of what very ill Consequence it would be if it were ill done.’60 His
conclusion therefore was that ‘I would have had the Brethren to have offered
the Parliament the Creed, Lord’s Prayer, and Decalogue alone as our Essentials
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or Fundamentals; which at least contain all that is necessary to Salvation, and
hath been by all the Ancient Churches taken for the Sum of their Religion’.61
It is this brand of moderate Christianity for which he stood during the
Restoration period, and which he seeks to recommend in his historical
account. His ‘constant concern is to distinguish this central body of moderate
opinion from the formal excesses of the Episcopalians on the one hand, and the
enthusiastic excesses of fanatics on the other’.62
His agenda here is also observable in the way he categorizes conformists and nonconformists after the settlement of 1662. His taxonomy looks roughly like this:63

Conformists

Non-Conformists

Presbyterians in possession before Old School
the Restoration
—for the old religious order, anti—those allowed by their bishop
to subscribe ‘in their own sense’
to the settlement, either with
vocal reservations or in a paper.

Latitudinarians
—Cambridge men and
Arminians, charitable on
salvation of heathen, scholarly
types. Didn’t like the settlement
but not so bothered as to leave
the Church over it.

Hearty conformists

Covenant, anti-Wars but couldn’t
‘assent and consent to all things’
now imposed.

Reconcilers
—those who abhorred party
spirit, were for Ignatius’s
episcopacy but not English
diocesan frame, like what’s good
in all forms of govt but see bad in
all too.

Presbyterians

a. prelate types by conviction who
hated nonconformists.
b. prelate types who were
Independents
moderate towards nonconformists
some good, but some ‘addicted to
(and twisted the sense of
separations and divisions’, opened
subscription somewhat)
door to Anabaptists and other
c. ignorant ones who were just in
sects.
it for money and power.
It is always instructive to note how people divide up their world, as it tells us
something of their perceptions and prejudices. Baxter’s taxonomy of responses
to the 1662 Act of Uniformity is particularly interesting because of the way he
presents the different parties and thus positions himself amongst them. He
clearly has little real sympathy with the conformists. The Presbyterians who
conformed he described thus: ‘Some were young raw Men that were never
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versed in such kind of Controversies…Some had Wives and Children and
Poverty, which were great Temptations to them.’64 The implication is that they
were able to get away with something others could not countenance, or that
they were forced into conforming for financial reasons.
Similarly, the Latitudinarians, he declares, place far too charitable a sense on the
words of the Oaths and Laws which bind them, and are guilty of ‘Jesuitical
Equivocation’.65 This sort of twisting of the sense of the conditions of
conformity was also practiced by some of the prelatical Episcopal Party, though
many of them were merely ‘raw, or ignorant Readers, or unlearned Men, or
sensual scandalous Ones, who would be hot for any thing by which they might
rise or be maintained’. Many of the conforming Presbyterians and
Latitudinarians he admits are ‘laudable Preachers…their profitable Preaching is
used by God’s Providence’.66 Yet he clearly has little empathy for their reasoning.
As for the Nonconformists, Baxter is also careful to make distinctions. Some
he knew ‘were for the old Conformity’ pre-Civil War, but could not assent and
consent to everything in the new conformity. These were few. A greater
number, he says, were ‘Reconcilers’, those ‘of no Sect or Party, but abhorring
the very Name of Parties’. They are described positively as peaceful,
reasonable, moderate men: they are after all ‘of the Judgment which I have
described my self to be in the beginning of this Book’. These, and the
Presbyterians, he says ‘(if I be not taken for a partial Witness) are the soberest,
and most judicious, unanimous, peaceable, faithful, able, constant Ministers in
this Land, or that I have heard or read of, in the Christian World!’67 Yet clearly
he is showing here more than a little partiality!
He just as clearly wishes to distinguish himself from many of the Independents.
Some of them are ‘serious godly People, some of them moderate’. Yet among
them are also reckoned some who are ‘more raw, and self-conceited, and
addicted to Separations and Divisions, their Zeal being greater than their
Knowledge’. He has in mind some like John Owen who he elsewhere described
as a ‘breaker’, but also those who ‘are proper Fanaticks, looking too much to
Revelations within, instead of the Holy Scriptures’.68
Thus we see that Baxter positions himself as a most moderate and peaceable
fellow in contradistinction to various extremists on both the left and the right.
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Typically he can find something praiseworthy in some of those to either side of
him (Latitudinarians and conforming Presbyterians; Presbyterians and some
Independents) but not to certain others (intolerable Sects and Independents
who are too fond of divisions; carnally-motivated Conformists). Thus we see
that his attraction to ‘meer Christianity’ functions as an organising principle
throughout his narrative and colours the way he sees and describes events.
Yet Baxter retains a fascinating power to surprise the reader too. Having
described what happened on Bartholomew Day and the ejection and silencing
of 1800-2000 ministers, he manages not to show immediate sympathy but to
censure many of them—
when Pastors and People should have been humbled for their Sins, and
lamented their former Negligence and Unfruitfulness, most of them were
filled with Disdain and Indignation against the Prelates, and were ready
with Confidence to say, ‘God will not long suffer so wicked and cruel a
Generation of Men: It will, be but a little while till God will pull them
down’: And thus Men were puft up by other Mens sinfulness, and kept
from a kindly humbling of themselves.69
Thus we see the truth of his assertion that he was no merely partisan thinker
or puritan apologist.

Conclusion
To sum up, it is hard to disagree with Tim Cooper’s assessment when he says—
In conclusion, the Reliquiae Baxterianae is a complicated source that must
be used with extreme care. The point is, though, that it can be used.
Armed with a cautious distrust, and aware of potential areas of distortion,
we can extract from this difficult book an understanding of Richard
Baxter that is both accurate and illuminating.70
The Reliquiae Baxterianae is equally useful, when handled with equal
sensitivity, as a source for the Restoration religious settlement. Despite its
flaws, it remains the premier and vital starting point for any serious
engagement with this crucial episode in English Church history. A reading of
the original or of one of the more modern abridgements is highly
recommended.
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