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I was at the new British Library in London in the summer of 1998, and the 

assistant at the admissions desk was most surprised when I told him my topic was 

Protestant Mysticism during the 16
th

 – 18
th

 centuries.  “Protestant Mysticism sounds like 

a contradiction to me” was his surprised comment.  If I had said I was particularly 

interested in mystical expressions amongst Baptists he would probably have fallen off his 

seat.  Most people think that Baptists are the least mystical of all people.  Let us see if 

this has always been the case. 

Mysticism is a word widely used and abused in our contemporary world.  

“Mysticism” is applied to the activities of mediums, the ecstasies of saints, dreamy 

poetry, medieval art, the work of palm readers and New Age music, to name just a few.  

Generally anything that has a sense of mystery about it has been called mystical.  But in 

the Christian mystical tradition to be a mystic, according to Evelyn Underhill,
1
 means to 

participate here and now in the real and eternal life, in the fullest deepest sense possible 

for human beings.  Bernard McGinn’s defines mysticism as “the consciousness of the 

immediate or direct presence of God” (Foundations of Mysticism, p.XVII).   

Baptists have always emphasized a personal experience of  Jesus Christ as a 

living presence in the life of the believer and the community of faith.  Encounter with the 

living Christ, a devotion to spiritual discipline and a desire for holiness are characteristic 

of both the early Baptist and medieval mystical traditions.   Perhaps the two traditions are 

not so far apart. 

I was surprised by Robert Torbet’s comment:  

“In many respects, General Baptists were closer to the continental Mennonites and the 

English Quakers in their stress upon the subjectivity of the inner response to the Spirit, in 
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their distrust of human learning, and in their extemporaneity in worship.  John Smyth was 

in some respects the English precursor to George Fox”
2
 

Fox was founder of the main branch of mysticism amongst Protestants, the 

Quakers.  John Smyth was the founding father of English  Baptists.  Why would Torbet 

say that Smyth was the precursor of Fox?  

Smyth and his followers went to Amsterdam in 1608 to escape persecution at 

Gainsborough, England.  They applied to join the Waterlander Mennonite congregation 

in Amsterdam in 1609 by submitting a Short Confession of Faith of 20 articles written by 

Smyth.   The process took several years and Thomas Helwys and several others returned 

to England to found the first General Baptist church in England, in Spittalfields.  Later in 

Amsterdam a longer confession of 100 articles was drawn up by Smyth and submitted by 

his followers after his death in 1612.
 3

   These  confessions reveal Anabaptist, Arminian 

and mystical influences in the following statements.   Righteousness is partly the result of 

the imputation of Christ’s righteousness and partly the result of inherent righteousness 

brought about by the Holy Spirit (sanctification).  “Anyone is righteous who doeth 

righteousness”  (Article 10, Short Confession)
4
.   Freedom of the will is a natural faculty 

in the soul created by God (Article 14,  Confession of 1612).   For the regenerate person 

the “outward” scriptures are no longer the primary access to God, since God resides 

within the believer and makes God’s presence known directly:  “That the new creature 

which is begotten of God  needeth not the outward scriptures, creatures or ordinances of 

the church, to support or help them … seeing he hath three witnesses in himself, the 

Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: which are better than all scriptures , or creatures 

whatsoever” (Article 61, Confession of 1612
5
).  This does not mean that Smyth was 
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dispensing with scripture since he quotes scripture copiously and clearly saw it as 

authoritative for the Christian life.  Rather it reflects the common concern amongst 

mystics for primacy of the inner revelation from God.    The believer acts upon what he 

or she has experienced as God’s Word.   It is in actual obedience to this Word, i.e. the 

living Christ, that truth is shown, not in verbal adherence to the letter of the scriptures. 

Smyth was opposed to the reading of any written material in worship, including 

scripture as well as prayers.  He wanted nothing to obstruct the worshipping 

congregation’s reliance on and experience of the Spirit: “Saying set formes of worship by 

rote is quenching the Spirit: and reading set formes of worship out of a book is quenching 

the Spirit: for in the one the Spirit is not manifested but the strength of the memory, in the 

other the matter is not brought out of the hart, but out of the book; and so in neither of 

them the Spirit is at liberty.”
6
  Immediacy of openness to the Spirit was of paramount 

importance to him.   Smith also pointed out the difference between a lecture and a 

sermon, since he did not favor the rational, expository preaching style popular in his day.   

Analyzing a text and deducing doctrines from it may be profitable but he did not consider 

it worship
7
. 

This idea of the primacy of the inner witness surfaced around the same time 

amongst the German Anabaptists known as Spiritualists, such as Hans Denck (1495-

1527), Sebastian Franck (1499-1542) and Caspar Schwenckfeld  (1489 – 1561).    All 

three of these owed a great deal to the German medieval mystical tradition, inherited 

from John Tauler, Meister Eckhardt and the Theologia Germanica.   All Anabaptists 

stressed the immediacy of the human relationship with God, but the Spiritualists stressed 
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the primacy of that inner witness over any exterior authority, even scripture.  Denck 

wrote: 

 “I hold the Scriptures dear above all of man’s treasures, but not as high as the 

Word of God which is living, strong, eternal and free of all elements of this world;  for 

inasmuch as it is God himself,  it is spirit and not letter, written without pen or paper so 

that it can never be erased.”
8
   It is not the dead letter of a book which makes a person 

righteous but rather the work of the living Spirit.   It is the inner word within the believer,  

which, with the help of the Holy Spirit, is able to appropriate the true meaning of the 

scriptures.  Denck had a very practical and pastoral concern for those who could not read 

scripture for themselves.  He refused to believe that illiteracy would stop God’s intent to 

reach human beings. 

  Sebastian Franck makes a clear statement of the vital nature of inner vision or the 

inner Word: “Everything does not hang upon the bare letter of Scripture; everything 

hangs, rather, on the spirit of Scripture and on a spiritual understanding of the inner 

meaning of what God has said.  If we weigh every matter carefully we shall find its true 

meaning in the depth of our spiritual understanding and by the mind of Christ.  Otherwise 

the dead letter of scripture would make us all heretics and fools, for everything can be 

bedecked and defended with texts, therefore let nobody confound himself … with 

Scripture, but let everyone weigh and test Scripture to see how it fits his own heart.  If it 

is against his conscience and the word within his own soul, then be sure he has not 

reached the right meaning, according to the mind of the Spirit, for the Scriptures must 

give witness to the Spirit, never against it.”
9
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Robert Barclay, in his Inner Life of the Religious Societies of the Commonwealth, 

(London: 1879) describes a conflict in the Waterlander Mennonite Church in Amsterdam 

beginning in the year 1624 between Hans de Ries and Nittert Obbes.  Obbes accused de 

Ries of following Schwenckfeld’s beliefs, which de Ries did not deny.  Obbes quotes 

Schwenckfeld’s Confession as follows: 

“In performing our regeneration, God neither needs nor employs the aid or the means of 

any creature; but the Father, the Word and the Holy Spirit bring this work about in the 

soul immediately.  The new creature that is born of God wants no outward scripture, 

neither creature, not ordinance of the outward church, to rely on or to deal with, for he 

has three witnesses in himself, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost”.
10

  

This wording is very close to Smyth’s confession of 1612 (Article 61).    

Schwenckfeld’s belief in the primacy of the inner witness as propounded by de Ries and 

others was the majority view in the Waterlander church and held sway after Obbes’ death 

in 1630. 

The Waterlander Mennonites with whom Smyth sought fellowship in Amsterdam 

were a liberal branch of Anabaptists who followed the principles of Menno Simons, but 

they also show the influence of the mystical tradition present amongst some 

Anabaptists.
11

 There were other branches of mystical Anabaptists present in Holland 

including Collegiants and Labadists.  Anabaptists from Holland and other parts of the 

Continent had been present in England since the time of Henry VIII, especially in East 

Anglia and the Southeastern Counties.  William Collins came to the conclusion that the 

English General Baptists were influenced by the Dutch Dissenters including the 
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Mennonites, Arminians, Collegiants and Labadists
12

.  Ernest Payne came to a similar 

conclusion
13

 

There is evidence that a belief in “the inner light” characterized the theology of 

General Baptists in seventeenth century England.   Documents are scarce but Henry 

Denne, a General Baptist preacher, penned a sermon called The Drag Net of the 

Kingdome of Heaven or Christ Drawing All Men, (1646).  Denne emphasized how God’s 

appeal is universal, pouring out the Spirit upon all flesh and inviting all to come to Christ.  

God draws all by the Spirit’s revelation.  “If Christ lighteth every man, God lighteth 

every man, and the Spirit lighteth every man that cometh into the world . . . For every 

man to be light, is (as I conceive) for the manifestation of the glory of God to be showed 

forth in some measure unto them.”  
14

 

So it seems that before George Fox began to preach, General Baptists were 

proclaiming a message of the inner witness of the Spirit to the Word, of free will, of 

freedom of religion, of lay preaching and ministry (including the first women preachers) 

and extemporaneous worship and prophesying.  It is not surprising that Fox gained many 

early followers from amongst the General Baptists.    He also borrowed ideas about the 

organization of the first Quaker Societies from English General Baptist and Dutch 

Mennonite churches
15

.   John Smyth indeed was precursor to George Fox. 

The idea of the “inner witness of the Spirit to the Word” fits well with the appeal 

of  Baptists for religious freedom and freedom of conscious.  Religious authorities were 

frightened of anarchism and chaos if this kind of freedom were allowed, but in reality 

freedom was the only way to assure peace.  Roger Williams and others in the American 

colonies inherited and continued this struggle for freedom. 
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There was plenty of hostility between Baptist leaders and George Fox, because of 

personality conflicts and the divisive spirit of the times.
16

   But there was much in 

common between Baptists and Quakers too.
17

   John Bunyan, Particular Baptist author 

and pastor, was passionate in his criticism of Quakers.  In his tracts Some Gospel Truths 

(1656) and A Vindication of Gospel Truths (1657) he defended the Christ of history and 

the authority of scripture against Quaker beliefs in the inner Christ and the Inner Light.   

But was Bunyan protesting too much?   As a dreamer and a visionary himself was he 

unconsciously attracted to the inner freedom proclaimed by the Quakers? 
18

    During one 

of Bunyan’s “sad and doleful states” he heard a Voice: 

“Being now ready to sink with fear, suddenly there was as if there had rushed in 

at the window, the noise of Wind upon me, but very pleasant, and as if I had heard a 

Voice speaking, Didst ever refuse to be justified by the blood of Christ?  And withal my 

whole life of profession past, was in a moment opened to me, wherein I was made so to 

see that designedly I had not; so my heart answered groaningly No.  Then fell with power 

that Word of God upon me, See that ye refuse not him that speaketh,  Hebrews 12:25.  

This made a strange seizure upon my spirit; it brought light with it, and commanded a 

silence in my heart …  that sudden rushing Wind was as if an angel had come upon me.
19

 

This Voice with accompanying visions was a frequent visitor to Bunyan’s weary 

soul .
20

  Bunyan relied upon his intuitive sense of the presence of God.  Henri Talon 

perceptively concludes “that Bunyan was possessed of the spirit and natural disposition 

of the mystic, but these could not expand because his religious convictions stultified their 

growth.  Protestantism, by harnessing faith to the scriptures, usually puts a check on the 

introversive movement of the soul and deflects religious feeling into other channels”.
21
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There’s a certain irony that some of the most vehement critics of the mystical 

Quakers were the Particular Baptists who founded their first church in London in 1638 

and who learned how to baptize by immersion from the mystical Collegiants.    Richard 

Blount was sent to Rhynsburgh, Holland in 1641 to find out more about baptism by 

immersion – to learn from the Collegiants,  the most mystical of all the Mennonite 

groups.  The Collegiants followed the teaching of Dirk Coornhert, born in Amsterdam in 

1522.  Coornhert emphasized the inner nature of true religion - outward ceremonies were 

irrelevant.   His teaching influenced not only the Collegiants but also the Quakers.   The 

Griffin manuscript, which describes Blount’s visit to Rhynsburg and subsequent 

developments, does not state specifically who baptized  Blount, but it could just as well 

have been John Batten of the Collegiants  as Mr. Blacklock of the Particular Baptists in 

London 
22

   

B. R. White writes that Particular Baptists showed evidence of mystical 

devotion.
23

  He quotes from Association records of Particular Baptists at a meeting in 

Wells, Somerset during April 1656, to show the kind of intense, burning devotion to 

Christ characteristic of many Puritans: “We have seen the Lord exalted and his train 

filling the temple.  We have in some measure been embracing our dear Jesus who hath 

even made us sick with love and overcome with longings for that day of glory, when we 

shall appear with him and be made like him … not only beholding but enjoying glory. “  

He also quotes Hanserd Knollys, a Particular Baptist pastor, on the experience of 

immediate communion with Christ at the Lord’s Table: “The fruits and graces of the 

Spirit acted and drawn forth by Christ, in their communion with him in his holy 

ordinances, give a sweet savor.” 
24

  



MYSTICAL EXPRESSIONS AMONGST EARLY BAPTISTS 

© John E. Fisk, 2010 

 9 

Benjamin Keach (1640 – 1704), strict Calvinist and pastor of a Particular Baptist 

Congregation in Southwark, London, reflected in a poem The Glorious Lover the strain 

of Puritan devotion which had its roots in the medieval, mystical interpretations of the 

Song of Songs.  Here is an excerpt wherein Christ adorns the soul: 

 

 Then gloriously by him she was array’d 

 With robes imbroid’red, very richly laid 

 With Gold and Diamonds, that she did seem 

 Like an adorned Heav’nly Seraphim. 

 One vesture was especially most rare 

 Without a seam, much like what he did wear; 

 It is the Wedding Robe, both clean and white, 

 Whose lustre far exceeds the Morning Light; 

 And other garments also, which she wore, 

 Curiously wrought with silk, and spangl’d d’ore 

 With stars of Gold, of Pearl, of precious Stone, 

 Enough to dazzle all to look upon: 

 Which be’ng made up of every precious Grace, 

 Did cause a splendent Beauty in her Face, 

 That whilst he did behold her, could descry 

 His Father’s Image clearly in her Eye, 

 Which did so please him, that he now admires, 

 And after this her beauty much desires.
25
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Baptist thought has not been so far removed from mystical influences as many 

have assumed.   Alongside our Spiritualist Anabaptist cousins in Europe we developed 

concern for interior religion and immediacy of experience.   They also provided us the 

model for baptism by immersion.   Baptists have experienced voices and visions as all 

Christians do and have tested them in the community of faith.
26

   Baptists shared with 

other Puritans a burning passion for Christ, a religion of the heart, with its echoes of St. 

Bernard  and other medieval mystics.
27

  We have treasured inner and outer freedom, 

believing that love for God must come from the free willingness of each soul.  Spiritual 

and religious freedom are twin pillars of Baptist spirituality.   We treasure the scriptures 

as the source of our inspiration and guidance but we try not to make an idol of the Bible.   

Our General Baptist ancestors would remind us that the Word of God is not a book but 

the Living Christ, revealed to us through Scripture and through the Holy Spirit’s 

presence. 

Ernest Payne has said very wisely: “There has been variety in our life, and 

sometimes tension.  Things stressed in one generation have sometimes fallen into the 

background in the next, only to be revived again later on.  It is a rich and diverse tradition 

to which we are able to appeal.  For this inheritance Baptists may well be grateful, though 

the more … careful they must be not to use the adjective “Baptist” in any narrow or 

exclusive sense.”
28

  

The Christian mystical tradition has been for me for many years an inspiring 

resource for spiritual devotion, and I was encouraged to find mystical elements amongst 

our Baptist ancestors.  In our day when there is increasing pressure for conformity within 

many Baptist groups, it is wise to remind ourselves of this “rich and diverse tradition”, 
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which has a place for many different styles of spirituality and many different kinds of 

people. 
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