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Book of Common Prayer."  The motion had the effect of amending the constitution.  There was a lesson
for the future here, White said, in that the instructions showed "the futility of taking measures, to be
reviewed and authoritatively judged of, in the bodies of which we were the deputies.  Such a system
appeared so evidently fruitful of discord and disunion, that it was abandoned from this time."  

The dissatisfaction with the Scottish Episcopacy surfaced over priests whom Bishop Seabury had
ordained in the south.  There were two problems, one that some people did not like Seabury because of
his record as a loyalist and the other that English bishops and Scottish bishops had taken seemingly
incompatible oaths at the time of their consecration.  Both these issues were swept aside until 1789 by
parliamentary maneuvers.

The main business of the convention was the letter from the English
bishops.  In the reply the convention gave its assurances that the Episcopal
Church was not departing from the doctrines of the Church of England.  It
said that the only changes to the prayer book were those calculated to remove
objections so as to be "more conducive to union."  The letter was signed by
all the delegates and was dated June 26, it was accompanied by a copy of the
amended constitution and the Proposed Book, it repeated the request of the 
previous letter, and it mentioned that the nominations of candidates from the
states were now in hand.  The meeting adjourned to a call from the committee
of correspondence that a reply had been received.

During the convention it emerged that the people 
being nominated by the state conventions for
bishop were Samuel Provoost (1742-1815) of 
New York, William White of Pennsylvania,
William Smith of Maryland, and David Griffith

of Virginia.  Provoost was the rector of Trinity Church Wall Street.  These
names were not communicated to the archbishops in the June 26 letter,
however.

Activities Between the Sessions

Between the sessions of the Second General Convention, the churches of
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire met in Boston in July
1786 and found themselves agreeing with most of the Proposed Book but

discouraged by the fact that the churches in the 
southern states, which had proposed many of
the changes, did not like the book.  The church
in Connecticut met in September and largely 
disapproved of changes resulting in the Proposed Book.  An even more
important objection in the Connecticut view was that the book had been et
forth without the authority of a bishop.  At this time Bishop Seabury
floated out a service of Holy Communion based on the Scottish prayer
book, recommending it to the clergy of Connecticut, who embraced it
wholeheartedly.

Not long after the adjournment of the Philadelphia session, the committee
of correspondence received a letter from the Archbishops of Canterbury
and York and a subsequent letter dated July 4 from the Archbishop of
Canterbury alone.  The first of these said in essence that the
supplementary mailings had arrived and that the Church of England was
prepared to go ahead with the consecrations except for the legal matter
and for some concerns over the creeds and a technical detail in the
constitution.  The second letter said that a suitable act of Parliament had



  

  

been passed eliminating the need for an oath to British civil authority, hence that the legal matter had
been resolved; with the letter was the text of the act.  The first letter objected to the deletion of the line
"He descended into hell" in the Apostles' Creed, and it expressed what seemed possibly to be a pro
forma objection to the omission of the other two creeds.  The letter was striking to the delegates for its
moderation.  Since the archbishops were not in a position to check on character references, the
archbishops asked for particularly stringent care in choosing the candidates for bishop.  Two suggested
forms of letters were enclosed, one for testimonials from the members of the convention in the state
recommending a candidate for consecration and the other from the members of the General Convention. 
The latter included an assurance that the candidate "hath led his life, for the three years just past, piously,
soberly, and honestly."  

--Tony Knapp

* A parish, even in 1786, typically had more than one church.  Two churches already in existence in Fairfax Parish in

1786 were The Falls Church and Christ Church, the latter now called Christ Church, Alexandria.  Both these churches are

now many times their original size.  Fairfax Parish originally cut into the part of Virginia that was later set aside for

Washington, D.C., and it includes part of Mount Vernon.

Picture Credits
    1.  Title page of 1786 Proposed Book: accessed from justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/bcp.htm.
    2.  Historical view, The Falls Church, Fairfax Parish, Virginia:
www.thefallschurch.org/clientimages/29455/images/historicchurchbwphoto.jpg.   
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www.historicchristchurch.org/images/ccetch.jpg.      
    4.  Samuel Provoost, oil painting by Thomas Spence Duché, 1787, New York Historical Society:
www.episcopalchurch.org/78716_ENG_HTM.htm.    
    5.  Trinity Church Wall Street, about 1846: www.trinitywallstreet.org/history.
    6.  Title page of Seabury's Communion Office of 1786:
justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/Seabury.htm.
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Founding of the Episcopal Church, Part V

Previously in This Series

Activities at the 1785 First General Convention and the first session of the 1786
Second General Convention aimed toward unification of the Protestant Episcopal
Church.  Both conventions represented only the middle and southern states, and the

New England preference for top-down organization was therefore underrepresented.  A committee of
correspondence had engaged in two rounds of correspondence with the bishops and two archbishops of
England, inquiring about the possibility of getting three American bishops consecrated in England. 
Now it was time to decide what to do.

Second Session of the Second General Convention

The committee of correspondence called the adjourned meeting of the Second General Convention into
session on October 10, 1786, in Wilmington to react to the two letters from the archbishops.  David
Griffith being ill, Samuel Provoost presided.  The only business was to respond to the two letters and to
endorse a suitable complement of American bishops elect.  There was unanimous agreement that the
Nicene Creed should be restored and widespread agreement that the Athanasian Creed should continue
to be omitted.  Opinion was divided concerning restoring the line "He descended into hell" to the
Apostles' Creed.  The archbishops had attempted to make it look like a small thing to include the line,
saying that the line had been added to the original creed in order to address an ancient heresy, now
largely forgotten.  But the same argument could be made that it was not so important if the convention
left the line out.  What may have carried the day was that the bishops elect would not have been prepared
to make the trip without assent to the archbishops' wishes on this point; thus the line was restored.

The elections of Samuel Provoost, William White, and David Griffith as bishops were ratified by the
convention, with the testimonials signed.  The official records are silent about action on William Smith. 

Possibly the explanation comes from a drinking problem that Smith was
widely said to have had.  The delegates could hardly vouch for Smith's
having lived the past three years "soberly," as the form of the testimonials
required, and the convention may have quietly arranged that Smith's
nomination should not be pressed.  This outcome was doubtless a
disappointment for Smith, who had been one of White's teachers in
Pennsylvania and had been bishop elect from Maryland since 1783.  But
Smith continued an active leadership role in the church, getting elected as
president of the House of Deputies at the next four General Conventions
(1789, 1792, 1795, and 1799).

A committee of nine that included Smith was formed and met on the
evening of the 10th.  White's memoirs say, "We sat up the whole of the
succeeding night, digesting the determinations in the form in which they
appear on the journal."  In other words, they framed a resolution whose
text they could send to the archbishops.  This provided for the restoration
of the line "He descended into hell" to the Apostles' Creed, it provided for
the restoration of the Nicene Creed, it took note of the constitutional

change from the first session that captured the way the approval of a prayer book was eventually to be
handled, and it mentioned small changes to the preface consistent with these changes to the creeds.  The
resolution was approved on the 11th.  A cover letter was prepared, signed, and sent that day, and the
convention's work was complete.  The Third General Convention was scheduled to start July 28, 1789.
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Consecrations

Provoost and White sailed for England on November 2, 1786, and arrived in London on November 29. 
Griffith was unable to go with them because he had not been able to raise sufficient funds for the trip. 
Provoost and White were consecrated as bishops on February 4, 1787, they left London on February 5,
and they arrived in New York on April 7.  White's memoirs describe this trip in detail.

Activities Before the Third General Convention

Samuel Seabury, Bishop of Connecticut, wrote to each of Provoost and White on May 1, 1787, after
their return from England, offering his congratulations and proposing that the three of them get together 
alone to hammer out the outline of a united church.  It was his first priority
that such an arrangement succeed, but he also had a backup plan.  Toward
the end of 1785, discouraged over reports from the First General
Convention, Seabury had written to Samuel Parker of Massachusetts,
suggesting that it might be a good idea to have one or two more New
England bishops consecrated in Scotland.  Seabury was telling Parker his
backup plan: if unity of the churches in all the states was not possible, then
New England could arrange to have its own complete set of three bishops. 
The unstated but clear suggestion was that one of these ought to be Parker. 
Seabury had not acted further on this plan until February 27, 1787, when his
discouragement with reports from the Second General Convention led him to
convene the Connecticut clergy, who elected one of their number as a
coadjutor (assistant) bishop.  This person had not immediately departed for
Scotland; Seabury's letter of May 1 was one more try at unity with Provoost
and White.

White responded to Seabury on May 21, 1787.  He said that having the Episcopal
churches united in one system of ecclesiastical government was a hope dear to his heart.  But he thought
it would first be good to tell each other the views of the churches in their own areas.  Extrapolating from
what he had heard, he cautioned, "If our brethren in Connecticut should be of the opinion that the giving
of any share of the Legislative power of the Church to others than those of the Episcopal order is
inconsistent with Episcopal Government, and that the requiring of the consent of the Laity to
ecclesiastical laws is an invasion of Clerical rights, in this case I see no prospect of doing good in any
other way than contributing all in my power to promote a spirit of love and peace between us; although I
shall continue to cultivate the hope of our being brought, at some future day, to an happy agreement." 
On the other hand, he said that he was quite flexible about the liturgy and that if it was felt that the best
way to obtain an agreement among the three of them was to meet alone, then he would use his best

endeavors to bring about such a meeting.  Seabury immediately forwarded
White's letter to Parker in Boston, asking for his comments.  The implicit
message was that if a unified church was not possible, then perhaps
Massachusetts could nominate Parker to be bishop of a new diocese and
send him to Scotland.

White had his own backup plan.  At about the same time, White wrote to
Parker in an undated letter, saying in part, "I wish most sincerely that
Massachusetts  would unite with us, and choose a person for consecration;
not merely as it would tend to cement the Church throughout the whole
continent, but because I think it would add to the wisdom of our
determinations, whenever a General Convention shall be had for the final
settlement of our ecclesiastical system.

Parker was squarely in the middle but behaved like a skilled diplomat.  He
replied to White on July 19, 1787, first offering his belated congratulations
for White's consecration and telling what was happening with the Proposed 



  

  

Edward Bass

Book in Massachusetts.  He continued, "Nothing will be determined in this state respecting a Bishop till
we see how matters are settled between you and the Bishop of Connecticut.  We are but six Clergymen
in the whole state ... and are divided in our sentiments respecting the expediency of obtaining a Bishop. 
Two seem to adhere to Connecticut, two to your states, and the other two will join either party that will
bid fairest to cement the whole.  Should the case happen, that a person should be chosen for this state,
will it be necessary for him to go to England to obtain it, or can two Bishops confer it authentically; or is
Dr. Griffith on his way to England, or will the Southern Bishops unite with Bishop Seabury in this act? 
If the last question is premature or impertinent, I beg pardon, and request not an answer to it.  The
reason of my proposing these questions is, that the answers may operate very considerably in the
determinations of the Clergy here."

Parker, Seabury, and White continued to exchange letters on this subject well into 1789, occasionally
involving Smith and others in the exchange.  It remained true that fundamentally Seabury wanted a
top-down system of organization while White wanted a bottom-up system.  But the two began to
understand each other's views better and to acknowledge that some elements of each kind of
organization were required.  Historically the power to act in the name of Jesus went first to the apostles
and then down to others; on the other hand, the individual churches in the United States depended on the
voluntary contributions of the laity to function, and it was only right to give the laity some say in things
that affected them.  Seabury was able to limit his main objections concerning the role of laity in the
organization to two: he objected to having laymen sit in judgment of clergy in trials when laymen played
no comparable role in ordinations, and he objected to the insistence that every state include lay
representatives because Connecticut laymen were not sure they were willing to offer such
representation.

Seabury and White were in agreement that any discussion of the liturgy should start afresh, ignoring the
Proposed Book, and make only minimal changes.  Seabury's reasons were philosophical and White's
reasons were pragmatic, but that distinction did not matter.

For his part Parker decided on a course of action.  He organized a meeting of
the six clergy of Massachusetts and New Hampshire to carry out a plan to
push the church toward unity.  He himself did not want to be bishop, and he
arranged for one of his colleagues to be willing to be elected.  On June 4,
1789, the group accordingly elected one of their number, Edward Bass
(1726-1803), as bishop.  They passed two resolutions.  One attested to the
fine qualities that Bass had, and it asked the three bishops in the United
States to join in his consecration.  The other empowered Parker to be their
agent at the Third General Convention, to lay their resolution about Bass
before that convention, and to support any measures that might promote
unity.  This resolution he communicated to White a few days before the start
of the convention.

First Session of the Third General Convention, Overview

The Third General Convention met in Philadelphia in two sessions.  The first session went from July
28, 1789, to approximately August 16.  The second session began September 29 and ended October
17.  William White was the only bishop in attendance at the first session, Provoost being ill, and White
therefore presided at it.  The main business of the first session was to deal with the related issues of
uniting the church and arranging for a full complement of bishops.  Everyone agreed that both these
ends were desirable.  The plan was to agree tentatively on a number of proposals that together would
create an organization that the church in Connecticut should be willing to join, to invite Seabury and
other delegates from Connecticut officially to the second session, to modify details in the proposals if
necessary at the beginning of the second session to ensure agreement, to have the Connecticut church
officially join with the churches in the other states, and to have the united group approve all the
proposals.  Under the overall plan, the organization was thus being set up officially in top-down fashion



  

  

but was being set up unofficially in bottom-up fashion.  The blend of top-down decisions and
bottom-up decisions would occur in the details also.

--Tony Knapp

Picture Credits
    1.  William Smith and His Grandson, oil painting by Charles Wilson Peale, 1788, Virginia Museum
of Fine Arts: www.vmfa.state.va.us/collections/75_11.html.
    2.  Samuel Seabury: anglicanhistory.org/usa/seabury.
    3.  Samuel Parker: Picture courtesy of the Diocesan Library & Archives, The Episcopal Diocese of
Massachusetts.
    4.  Edward Bass, engraving in the collection of the New York Public Library:
digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/index.cfm.
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Founding of the Episcopal Church, Part VI

Previously in This Series

The Third General Convention met in two sessions in 1789 in July-August and
September-October, with the main goal of uniting the Protestant Episcopal Church in
all the states.  Samuel Parker had forced the convention's hand with a proposal that

required the cooperation of all three American bishops.  To handle this proposal, the plan was for the
middle and southern states to create a church organization unofficially in bottom-up fashion at the first
session, then to invite the delegates from the New England states to attend the second session, at which
they could suggest changes and sign onto a process that involved a House of Bishops, and finally for
everyone to approve the whole package.  In this way the New England states could be comfortable that
the whole process had been handled in top-down fashion, starting from the bishops.

First Session of the Third General Convention, Details

Carrying out the plan involved negotiating some bumps along the way, which in turn required a number 
of inspired ideas.  Two parliamentary devices were used to make it possible
to proceed tentatively at the first session and officially at the second.  One
was to have most actions at the first session occur in a committee of the
whole, which then reported its recommendations to the General Convention
at the start of the second session.  The other was to treat the ecclesiastical
constitution as a new document that was being created, rather than an
amended one.  For stability, it was to include an amendment procedure that
would require amendments to be held over to the next General Convention
before becoming final.  The parliamentary device was not to finalize this
new constitution until the second session, so that any needed adjustments
could be made in the second session without holding them over for three
years.  

William White presided, Samuel Provoost being absent because of illness. 
Parker's document was laid before the convention early in the first session,
and Parker managed to deflect criticisms that the recommendation of
Edward Bass as Bishop of Massachusetts and New Hampshire had not been endorsed by any laymen. 

Two letters from Samuel Seabury were read to the convention, and it was
apparent that Seabury had misunderstood something from reading the
journal of the 1786 convention.  Seabury's status had been questioned
briefly at the 1786 convention, and the discussion had been cut off
quickly and laid to rest.  Behind this questioning was a distinction
between the English apostolic succession and the Scottish one, a
distinction that was of interest only to the British.  Specifically the
Scottish succession descended from the English one, but the two groups
got involved at some point in a political argument over the "correct" line
of succession to the British throne; the English bishops swore allegiance
to one line (the "juring" bishops), and the Scottish bishops swore
allegiance to the other (the "nonjuring" bishops).  The distinction between
juring and nonjuring was not of concern to the United States.  

The delegates disposed of this issue emphatically.  The journal says,
"Resolved unanimously, That it is the opinion of this Convention, that the

consecration of the right Rev. Dr. Seabury to the Episcopal office is valid."  

The question of Bass's nomination as bishop was referred to the committee of the whole.  All speakers
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spoke warmly of proceeding with the consecration once Connecticut had joined with the other states. 
White as president was not permitted to speak, but he had a hesitation that he communicated to others
during breaks.  It seems that some oral agreements were made with the Archbishop of Canterbury at the
time of the consecration of Provoost and White.  One of those agreements was certainly that the number
of such consecrations in England would be at most three.  Provoost and White felt that the agreements
obliged them to have at least three done in England before proceeding with any consecrations in the
United States.  White's memoirs delicately refer to a standoff, saying that a number of speeches implied
"that the result of the deliberation must involve the acquiescence of the two bishops of the English line;
while it was thought by the only one of them present, that no determination of theirs would warrant the
breach of his faith implicitly pledged, as he apprehended, in consequence of measures taken by a
preceding convention."  

After lengthy discussion William Smith offered the committee a resolution with five resolves: one 
saying that a complete order of bishops is in place, a second
saying that the three bishops are fully competent to carry out all
duties of bishops in the United States, a third saying that the
churches in the convention should do their utmost toward 
granting "every just and reasonable request of their sister
Churches in these States," a fourth asking the three bishops to
consecrate Bass, and a fifth providing for addressing the
archbishops and bishops in England to find out whether
Provoost and White are under any further obligation and 
whether any such an obligation can be removed.  This matter
was then set aside for the second session.

The other matter needing attention in the first session was the
constitution, which was to be rewritten to respond to Seabury's
objections.  One inspired idea in the rewrite gave more prominence to the position of bishops in the
General Convention while leaving the laity sufficiently involved.  This outcome was accomplished by
recognizing two separate houses in the constitution, a House of Bishops and a House of (Clerical and
Lay) Deputies.  It is not clear where this notion came from.  The arrangement superficially resembles the
division of Congress into the House of Representatives and the Senate, but on closer inspection it more
closely resembles the division of the British Parliament into the House of Commons and the House of
Lords.  In any event the division of the governing body of the Episcopal Church into two houses was to
take effect as soon as there were three bishops in states adhering to the ecclesiastical constitution.

A second inspired idea in the rewrite was to allow states to be represented only by clergy without
penalty.  This outcome resulted from using language in the constitution saying that states are "entitled to
a representation" by both clergy and laymen and then by introducing a formula for counting votes that
did not penalize a state that by choice, illness, or accident had all its representatives of one kind (clergy
or laity) at a particular convention.

On August 11 White wrote a brief but warm letter to Seabury concerning the requested consecration of
Bass and telling of the unanimous invitation that would be coming shortly.  The letter of inquiry from
the convention to the archbishops and bishops of England and an accompanying letter from White are
dated August 14.  William Smith sent Seabury a lengthy personal invitation to the second session,
detailing what had been done and why.  That letter and the official invitation from the committee of the
whole to Seabury and the Connecticut clergy are dated August 16.  Seabury responded positively to
White on August 27, asking him to thank Smith for his letter and saying that he hoped to see Smith in
person soon.

Second Session of the Third General Convention

Acting on the invitation, Seabury attended the second session of the convention on September 30, as did
two other clergy from Connecticut and also Parker, who continued to represent Massachusetts and New
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Hampshire.  All these people produced credentials as deputies, and Seabury produced his Letters of
Consecration, which were read and ordered to be recorded.  The
convention then resolved that it would go into a committee of the whole
the next day "on the subject of the proposed union with the Churches in
the States of New Hampshire, Massachusetts and Connecticut, as now
represented in Convention."  The next day a subcommittee of five with
William Smith as chairman conferred with the deputies from the New
England states, and it reported on October 2.

The result from the subcommittee was a clarification of the voting powers
of the House of Bishops---that the two houses were to function as
equals.  Seabury wanted it to be explicit that the House of Bishops could
propose legislation to the House of Deputies and could also disapprove
proposals from the House of Deputies.  The constitution was amended to
allow the first but not all of the second: to address a concern expressed
from Virginia, the amended constitution provided that legislation could be
passed over a veto of the House of Bishops by a four-fifths vote of the
House of Deputies.  This was not quite satisfactory from the point of
view of top-down organization, and Seabury made his view clear on the point.  The outcome was that
this side condition would be included for the time being but would be taken up at a later General
Convention after delegates had had a chance to confer with their states.  With the amendment in place,
Seabury and the others from New England signed a document assenting to the constitution on behalf of
their states' churches, and the union was complete.

When the convention reconvened on Monday, October 5, there were
now three bishops, one of them still absent because of illness. 
Accordingly the two bishops at the meeting withdrew and formed the
House of Bishops.  They agreed that the presidency of the House of
Bishops would be determined by seniority for the time being, and
Seabury was therefore the president.  William Smith was elected
president of the House of Deputies.  A Standing Committee was
created to handle recommendations of people to be consecrated
bishop when those recommendations could not be acted upon in
timely fashion by a General Convention; it was given instructions to
be inclusive rather than exclusive.  Also some canons were passed
that fleshed out the constitution.  Other than those items, the main
remaining business of the convention was the preparation of a Book 
of Common Prayer.

About this topic White's memoirs summarize, "The journal shows, 
that some parts of it were drawn up by the House of Clerical and Lay
Deputies, and other parts of it, by the House of Bishops.  In the
latter, owing to the smallness of the number and a disposition in both
of them to accommodate, business was despatched with great 
celerity; as must be seen by any one who attends to the progress of
the subjects on the journal."  Seabury wanted the Athanasian Creed
included in morning and evening prayer, and the House of Bishops
proposed an amendment introducing it with a rubric that permitted its

use.  In conference the House of Deputies was adamant about omitting this creed, and Seabury
reluctantly agreed to its omission.  Seabury was successful, on the other hand, in replacing the core of
the service of Holy Communion by the Scottish version.  The resulting 1789 Book of Common Prayer
includes some elements of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer and some elements of the Proposed Book
of 1786.  Comparing the three texts in detail is a book-length project and was carried out in W.
McGarvey's 1907 classic Liturgiae Americanae.



  

  

The preface of the 1789 Book of Common Prayer was based on Smith's preface to the Proposed Book. 
About half of that version was omitted, since there were fewer alterations than before, and a few
sentences were modified.  Most sentences in the new preface, however, come directly from the 1786
original.  That preface remains in place today.  It is dated October 1789 and contains the following
principle that guided its writers, namely that "this Church is far from intending to depart from the
Church of England in any essential point of doctrine, discipline, or worship; or further than local
circumstances require."

On the last day of the convention, October 17, 1789, a committee was appointed to edit and publish the
book, and the new Book of Common Prayer went into use on October 1, 1790.

--Tony Knapp

Picture Credits
    1.  Samuel Parker: Picture courtesy of the Diocesan Library & Archives, The Episcopal Diocese of
Massachusetts.
    2.  William White, oil painting by Gilbert Stuart, 1795, Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts:
www.episcopalchurch.org/78716_ENG_HTM.htm.
    3.  William Smith, from a copy of an oil painting originally by Gilbert Stuart about 1802, University
of Pennsylvania archives: www.archives.upenn.edu/img/smithwmimg.html.
    4.  Samuel Seabury, oil painting by Raalph Earl, 1785, Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery:
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    5.  Title page of W. McGarvey, Liturgiae Americanae, 1907: 
justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/Liturgiae_Americanae.htm.
    6.  Title page of 1789 Book of Common Prayer, first edition, 1790: accessed from
justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/bcp.htm.

Book of Common Prayer, First Edition



  

  

Founding of the Episcopal Church, Epilogue

The matter that Samuel Parker had raised for the Third General Convention in 1789
concerning the consecration of further bishops was resolved in a different way from
what was proposed.  It was announced at the beginning of the first session of the
convention that David Griffith, bishop elect of Virginia, had resigned his position. 
Thus in principle Virginia might nominate a new candidate for bishop who in fact

could afford to go to England.  This Virginia did.  It selected James Madison (1749-1812), a second
cousin of the fourth President, as bishop elect.  Madison was approved by the Standing Committee,
sailed to England, and was consecrated there in 1790.  Edward Bass meanwhile resigned his post as
bishop elect of Massachusetts and New Hampshire, having allowed his name to be used only to
facilitate the unification of the Protestant Episcopal Church.

Griffith for his part had come to Philadelphia in July 1789 as a delegate but became ill and could not
attend the first session.  White's memoirs say that Griffith died in White's own house during the session
rather unexpectedly from "inflammatory rheumatism, which passed to his head during sleep."  The date
of death was August 3, and William Smith delivered the sermon at the funeral in Philadelphia's Christ
Church on August 4.

The Archbishop of Canterbury used Madison's visit as an occasion to respond orally to the letter from
the Third General Convention about mixing juring and nonjuring bishops.  Madison reported to White
in a letter in December 1790, "A few days before I left London, the archbishop requested a particular
interview with me.  He said, he wished to express his hopes, and also to recommend it to our Church,
that in such consecrations as might take place in America, the persons who had received their powers
from the Church of England should be alone concerned.  He spoke with great delicacy of Dr. Seabury;
but thought it most advisable, that the line of bishops should be handed down from those who had
received their commissions from the same source."  

At about this time one of the lines of succession to the British throne died out, and the question of juring
vs. nonjuring subsided as an issue.  White's memoirs say, "It was afterwards supposed, that the sense of
the archbishop was fully accomplished by the presence and the assistance of the canonical number of the
English line; and the matter was so understood by Bishop Madison.  Besides, the question had changed
its ground, by the repeal of the laws against Scottish bishops; and by their reception in their proper
character, in England.  This happened after Bishop Madison's visit to that country."

The first consecration of a bishop in America was of Thomas John Claggett of Maryland, done in
1792.  All four American bishops were in attendance---Madison, Provoost, Seabury, and White---and
the sense of the archbishop in the previous paragraph was thereby carried out.  The formal records of
apostolic succession, however, had to name three bishops for the consecration, and the ones named
were Provoost, Seabury, and White.  Seabury died in 1796 without being involved in the consecration
of any further bishops.  However, he had ordained many ministers and had confirmed a countless
number of people.

South Carolina eventually changed its collective mind about bishops and elected someone to the
position; this person was consecrated at the 1795 General Convention.  Vermont, which then had but
one clergyman, sought to have its person consecrated as bishop at the 1795 convention.  That request
was declined on the grounds that Vermont had not yet acceded to the ecclesiastical constitution.  The
General Convention forthwith instituted a rule that a state could not have a bishop until it had at least six
clergymen.

William Smith's move to Maryland from Pennsylvania in 1780 was only one of several dramatic moves
in an extraordinary career.  Smith had first come to public attention in 1753 by publishing a pamphlet "A
General Idea of the College of Mirania" in response to a call for ideas for the curriculum of what was to



  

  

become Columbia University.  Benjamin Franklin was intrigued by Smith's ideas, and in 1755 he
invited Smith to serve as the first Provost of the newly chartered College of Philadelphia.  Smith's move
to Maryland in 1780 was occasioned by the suspension of the college charter.  In 1789 the charter was
restored, and Smith returned to his position as Provost.  In 1791 the college merged with the University
of the State of Pennsylvania to become the University of Pennsylvania, and Smith's position was a
casualty of the merger.  Smith's reputation as a writer and speaker was so great that every delegate to the
Third General Convention in 1789 signed a statement urging Smith to prepare a book of his sermons;
each signer agreed to buy the book if he should write it.  Benjamin Franklin died in 1790, and despite an
earlier falling out between Franklin and Smith over political differences, Smith was chosen to prepare
the official American eulogy to Franklin, which was delivered in Philadelphia in 1791 before an
assembly of President George Washington, both houses of the Congress, the Pennsylvania legislature,
and assorted dignitaries.  In his last years Smith took an interest in city planning and philanthropy,
developing the borough of Huntingdon in south central Pennsylvania.  He had bought 400 acres there in
1767 and had named the borough in honor of a countess who had earlier given money to the College of
Philadelphia.  At the time of the purchase, he merely leased out the land in question, but in the 1790s he
sold lots and made gifts of land to churches of various Christian denominations.  He died in 1803
without ever becoming a bishop.  Toward the end of his life, he completed the draft of his book of
sermons and other writings, and it was published months after his death under the title The Works of 
William Smith, D.D.  It includes his 1753 pamphlet and his eulogy of Benjamin Franklin.  The book is
available online through www.google.com/books.

Edward Bass, having resigned his nomination as Bishop of Massachusetts and New Hampshire, was
later nominated again, and he was consecrated in 1797.  He died in 1803 and was succeeded in 1804 as
bishop by Samuel Parker, who died later that same year.

Samuel Provoost took ill in 1800 and resigned his position as rector of Trinity Church Wall Street.  He
attempted to resign as Bishop of New York, but that request was refused in 1801 by the House of
Bishops, which made up a new rule that bishops cannot resign.  Instead, an assistant bishop was
appointed, who then succeeded Provoost upon Provoost's death in 1815.

The tradition established by Seabury and White that the senior bishop is the Presiding Bishop lasted into
the twentieth century, with the one exception that a special rule was used at the 1792 General
Convention to allow Provoost to be Presiding Bishop.  Depending on interpretations, the records thus
show that the first few Presiding Bishops were White from July 28, 1789, to October 3, 1789, Seabury
from October 5, 1789, to September 13, 1792, Provoost from September 13, 1792, to September 8,
1795, and White from September 8, 1795, until his death on July 17, 1836.

The church constitution of 1789 provided that the General Convention would meet in September every
three years.  However, this rule had to be changed because of recurring epidemics of yellow fever in
Philadelphia each summer and fall starting in 1793 and continuing for a number of years thereafter.  The
General Convention scheduled for 1798 had to be postponed to 1799, and the delegates from New
England were unable to attend the one for 1801 because travel between New York and Philadelphia was
forbidden.  Accordingly it was proposed in 1801 and affirmed in 1804 that the General Convention
would thereafter occur in May of every third year, starting in 1808.

It was at the convention of 1808 that the rule was repealed that previously had allowed the House of
Deputies with a four-fifths majority to pass legislation over the objection of the House of Bishops.

The expression "Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America" was adopted as the
official name of the church in 1814, partly to help the Diocese of Virginia with its real-estate problems. 
In 1967 the church constitution was amended to allow "The Episcopal Church" as an alternative name.

New editions of the Book of Common Prayer for the United States appeared in 1892, 1928, and 1979,
always with the same preface.  The one in 1892 involved only small changes, and the one in 1928
eliminated the vow of obedience for the wife in the marriage ceremony.  Extensive changes did not



  

  

occur until the 1979 edition.  For the first time in the 1979 edition, the church is identified as "The
Episcopal Church."

--Tony Knapp


