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Owen and politics 

 

Crawford Gribben 

 

Dr: Owens Doctrine … 
… heeds not well which way he Goes … 
Now here, now there, this way, now That, 
Now it is One thing, then Another, 
And now and then nor t' One nor t' Other. 
Somtimes it's This, somtimes it's That, 
Somtimes its This, and This, and That, 
Somtimes 'tis either This, or That, 
Somtimes 'tis neither This, nor That, 
Now This, not th' Other, anon its Either, 
Then by and by both Both, and Neither. 
One while it looks like So, not No, 
Another while like No, not So, 
One way it seems or So, or No, 
Another way, nor No, nor So, 
Some wayes it shewes both So and No, 
So 't's a meer endlesse No, and So.1 
 
 
 

As Samuel Fisher’s poem noted, John Owen had a marked capacity for changing his mind. 

This is not a feature of his work that has generated much discussion in the growing body of 

Owen scholarship.2 Yet this predilection for second thoughts was not something of which 

Owen was ashamed. “He that can glory that ... he hath not altered or improved in his 

conception of some things ... shall not have me for his rivall,” he explained in 1657.3 Owen’s 

critics recognized this mutability. They represented his work as being ambitious, inconsistent, 

 
1 Fisher, Rusticus ad academicos in exercitationibus expostulatoriis, apologeticis quatuor (1660), 4. 
2 Owen’s habit of changing his mind is noted in Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism. 
3 Owen, A review of the true nature of schisme (1657), 45; Works (1965), 13:227. 
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and pragmatic. They noted his chameleon-like character and ability to thrive during the 

revolution and survive in its aftermath, which they explained as a consequence of his being a 

“trimmer” in politics and theology.4 These criticisms came from individuals on both sides of 

the political division that developed during the civil wars and that endured in more 

complicated forms into and beyond the 1660s. In 1659, lamenting the failure of the 

revolution, an anonymous pamphleteer who styled himself as “Thomas Truthsbye” accused 

Owen of being prepared to “sordidly comply with every Government, pray and teach to each 

Faction, side with all Innovators,” to pull down the government of “timorous Richard,” and to 

effect the “dissolution” of the third Protectorate Parliament.5 One decade later, the same 

charge came from the opposite side: a defender of the Church of England complained that 

Owen was a “great a Weather-Cock in his principles about Government, Toleration and 

Liberty of Conscience,” and that he “could Sail with every Wind.”6 Whatever their other 

differences, Owen’s critics were remarkably consistent in recognising, and condemning, his 

pragmatism. 

In his political views, as in his theological views, England’s most important high 

Calvinist theologian changed his mind on important, even defining, issues – although he 

mostly worked to conceal the fact.7 Owen was a minor political theorist, whose contribution 

has been recognised in scholarship on John Locke and in some of the most recent accounts of 

the rise of religious toleration: his over-arching concentration on and evolving conclusions 

about the proper boundaries of religious freedom tracked his rise to and fall from political 

power, raising the question of whether his changing views did anything more than reflect his 

 
4 Moderation a vertue, or, A vindication of the principles and practices of the moderate divines and laity of the 
Church of England represented in some late immoderate discourses, under the nick-names of Grindalizers and 
Trimmers (1683); Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 210–11. 
5 “Thomas Truthsbye,” A serious letter to Dr. John Owen, sent by a small friend of his (1659), single sheet. 
6 A letter to a friend concerning some of Dr. Owens principles and practices (1670), 67, 70. 
7 Cooper, John Owen, Richard Baxter and the formation of Nonconformity; Gribben, John Owen and English 
Puritanism; Cowan, John Owen and the civil war apocalypse. 
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own self-interest.8 Many of his contemporaries prepared manifestos and carefully developed 

political theories. Owen engaged with some of these options: he preached in celebration of 

the defeat of the Leveller mutiny (1649) and engaged sympathetically with Thomas Hobbes’ 

Leviathan (1651).9 But Owen’s own interests—at least as far as his published work attests—

were more limited. The only political issue in which he took sustained interest and exercised 

any real influence was that of religious toleration. 

Owen was a political actor, who sat in the first Protectorate Parliament (1654), despite 

controversy about the eligibility of his election, and played an active role in devising the 

national church settlement during the republican period, sufficient for his inclusion within the 

History of Parliament project, alongside that of his much more politically active brother, 

Henry Owen, whose interventions stretched from his election to the second Protectorate 

Parliament (1656) at least until his participation in the Rye House plot (1683).10 But, for all 

that Owen valued about the gains of the revolution, and wanted to establish its religious 

settlement, he was not much of a cheerleader for the Cromwellian government in its later 

conservative turn. For Owen was also a political conspirator, who identified with republican 

critics of the new administration during the first Protectorate Parliament (1654), and who 

defended the “good old cause” by drafting the petition that army officers used to dissuade 

Oliver Cromwell from accepting the offer of the crown (1657).11 Owen could be politically 

inept: he appears to have worked with the officers who gathered in his congregation at 

Wallingford House to bring down the third Protectorate Parliament and Richard Cromwell’s 

 
8 Coffey, Persecution and toleration in Protestant England, 1558–1689; Coffey, “John Owen and the Puritan 
toleration controversy, 1646–59,” 227–48; VanDrunen, Natural law and the two kingdoms, 149–72; Wilken, 
Liberty in the things of God, 157–64. On Owen and Locke, see Woolhouse, Locke, 31; Svensson, “John Owen 
and John Locke,” 302–16; Svensson, “A dirty word? The Christian development of the traditional conception 
of toleration in Augustine, Aquinas, and John Owen,” 43–60. 
9 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 107–8, 163–4. 
10 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 160–1, 260–1; History of Parliament, s.v., forthcoming. 
11 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 160–1, 169–70. 
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administration (1659), but he did not anticipate that these actions would lead to the vacuum 

of political power that in turn made possible the return of the king (1660).12 

Owen could be politically unpredictable: he valorised Charles II in publications in the 

1660s, the period in which he was breaking laws against the gathering of dissenting 

congregations and, apparently, hoarding the weapons that were confiscated from his house, 

and in 1670 took part in a scheme developed by London dissenters to lend £40,000 to the 

crown. In later years he turned against the Caroline court, the sins of which he believed were 

bringing divine judgement on the nation.13 For these and other activities, Owen remained 

politically suspect, and was monitored by spies. Their number may have included Robert 

Ferguson, a Scottish Presbyterian minister who, in the early 1660s, was arrested for 

treasonable activities, was “turned” against his English dissenting colleagues, and fed 

information on their activities to the secretary of state, Sir Joseph Williamson, all before 

working as Owen’s assistant in the 1670s.14 This surveillance continued until the end of 

Owen’s life—and even as Owen was entertained in separate meetings with the duke of York 

and Charles II.15 In February 1682, government informers attended Owen’s services and 

noted that he did not pray for the king.16 They understood that plots were being hatched. And 

so, in spring 1683, Owen was arrested on suspicion of being involved in a conspiracy against 

the king’s life, in which his brother Henry and Robert Ferguson were almost certainly 

involved.17 But Owen was also politically influential: the theory of toleration that he 

elaborated over several decades eventually settled on arguments about religious liberty that 

would be taken up with greatest consequence by his former student, John Locke, in the 

 
12 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 200–7. 
13 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 212. 
14 On Ferguson as a spy, see ODNB, s.v.; Turner, “Williamson’s spy book,” 306; Zook, Radical Whigs and 
conspiratorial politics in late Stuart England, 96; Stevenson, “Introduction,” 300. 
15 Asty, “Memoirs of the life of John Owen,” xxix. 
16 CSPD, 1682, 104. 
17 Cook, “A political biography of a religious Independent,” 363–4, 374–88; Gribben, John Owen and English 
Puritanism, 260–2. 
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context of the Williamite revolution (1688–90).18 For someone who wrote so little about the 

subject, Owen exercised significant impact on political theory and, through Locke, on the 

formation of classical liberalism. 

This chapter will describe and analyse Owen’s views of politics from the beginning of 

his publishing career in 1643 until his death in 1683. The growing body of scholarship on 

Owen’s life and work, which focuses on reconstructing his theological arguments to the 

detriment of exploring his other achievements, has not paid a great deal of attention to his 

political opinions, although some debates have begun around such questions as Owen’s 

commitment to republicanism.19 Contrary to the work by Eric Nelson, who argues that in the 

mid-seventeenth century, republican authors begin to make the “new and revolutionary 

argument” that monarchy is “an illicit constitutional form,” I argue for the contingency of 

political claims in Owen’s imagination, and for his flexibility about particular constitutional 

orders.20 Building on this work, this chapter will demonstrate that Owen was not an 

ideologue, and that in almost every respect his interventions in politics were pragmatic and 

defensive of his own position in sometimes violently changing circumstances—in other 

words, that his defence of republicanism in the 1650s and his defence of monarchy in the 

1660s and beyond were tactics consistent with his long-term goal of ensuring the toleration of 

Protestant dissenters. 

 

The revolution 

 

 
18 Woolhouse, Locke, 31; Svensson, “John Owen and John Locke,” 302–16. 
19 Contrast the positions of Gribben, in John Owen and English Puritanism, 106, and Cowan, in John Owen and 
the civil war apocalypse, 104–9. 
20 Nelson, The Hebrew republic, 3. For a wider discussion of Scripture, theology, and political forms, see 
McDowell, The English radical imagination; Tadmor, The social university of the English Bible, 119–64; 
Killeen, The political Bible in early modern England. 
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Born as the Reformation entered its second century, Owen inherited several generations of 

Protestant thinking about Christianity and politics.21 By the early seventeenth century, 

Reformed theologians had come to offer competing accounts of the relationship that ought to 

exist between church and state, the obligations of the civil magistrate to divine law, and the 

situations in which Christians could be permitted to take up arms in order to resist tyrannical 

rule. As he began his writing career in the context of acute constitutional crisis, Owen’s 

earliest publications reflected upon these debates as they juxtaposed political and theological 

arguments in the context of the first civil war (1642–6). 

Owen began to publish his writing in the immediate aftermath of the abolition of the 

Star Chamber (1641), the consequent collapse of censorship, and the move towards new 

forms of censorship under the Licensing Order (1643). His writing immediately engaged with 

the issues that made its publication possible. His first work, Θεομαχία αυτεξουσιαστικη: or, A 

display of Arminianisme (1643), defended the Thirty-nine Articles by attacking the Arminian 

party that dominated the hierarchy of the Church of England, and was dedicated to the 

Committee for Religion, a group of MPs that oversaw the distribution of parish livings.22 

Owen’s preface to this work offered a straightforward justification for the civil war that was 

then in its early stages. Owen identified the power of Parliament with the Calvinist doctrine 

of divine sovereignty and argued that the attempts made by Arminian theologians to 

undermine the sovereignty of God found their counterpart in attempts made by royalists to 

undermine the constitutional power of MPs. The civil war was in essence a war of religion, 

he claimed, a “holy warre.”23 Those who were “robbing men of their privileges” had also 

“nefariously attempted to spoil God of his providence.”24 Owen’s theological polemic drew 

upon English constitutional history to make its points. He complained that efforts made to 

 
21 A survey of these positions is provided in Beeke, Duplex regnum Christi. 
22 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 44–54. 
23 Owen, A display of Arminianisme (1643), sig. Av; Works (1965), 10:7. 
24 Owen, A display of Arminianisme (1643), sig. 2v; Works (1965), 10:5. 
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introduce Arminian theology and practice into the English church were “contrary to the 

express terms of the great charter [Magna Carta] of Heaven.”25 Owen developed these 

themes in his second book, The duty of pastors and people distinguished (1644), in which he 

turned his attention to ecclesiology, debates about which he continued to frame in political 

terms. If Satan had “set up a shop on earth, to practice his trade in,” he argued, “it was our 

High Commission Court,” the supreme ecclesiastical body that Parliament had abolished in 

1641.26 But Owen’s view of the civil war was changing. If his earlier writing identified two 

positions in the civil war, The duty of pastors and people distinguished proposed the 

existence of a third party, which Owen located as being positioned between the 

“Hierarchicall tyranny” of the bishops and the “Democraticall confusion” of the new 

religious movements, whose almost anarchic form of church government he struggled to 

describe.27 Owen identified this third party, which he represented as the via media between 

these two dangerous extremes, as Presbyterianism.28 Having adopted this new identity, Owen 

continued to work as a parish minister in Fordham, Essex, far from the depredations of the 

conflict. In 1646, the forces of Parliament defeated those of the king, and civil war ceased. 

Presbyterians were buoyant, enthusiastic about the possibility of realising their ambitions. 

But Owen was already an Independent.29 

Owen’s new ecclesiastical identity put him at a critical distance from the most 

obvious winners of the civil war. In April 1646, as discussions about the peace settlement 

continued, and in circumstances that are now difficult to reconstruct, Owen was invited to 

address MPs as part of series of sermons to Parliament.30 Despite his youth, his lack of 

political connection, and his inexperience of the recent conflict, Owen offered the politicians 

 
25 Owen, A display of Arminianisme (1643), sig. 3r; Works (1965), 10:5. 
26 Owen, The duty of pastors and people distinguished (1644), 28; Works (1965), 13:28. 
27 Owen, The duty of pastors and people distinguished (1644), 10; Works (1965), 13:5. 
28 Owen, The duty of pastors and people distinguished (1644), 42; Works (1965), 13:39. 
29 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 65–6. 
30 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 73–9. 
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some clearly stated advice. He encouraged MPs to remember that the wars had been religious 

at root. He worried that the rise of Arminianism within the English church had been made 

possible by the centralisation of political power. Over the previous twenty years, he reminded 

his listeners, members of the Arminian party had advanced a political agenda that subverted 

the “Civill” as well as the “sacred state.”31 Having “centered in their bosoms an 

unfathomable depth of power, civil and ecclesiastical, to stamp their apostatical errors with 

authority,” Arminians had pursued political power in order to impose their controversial 

religious reforms on the church. And they had succeeded in doing so. Puritans and members 

of Parliament had discovered that they could not resist the introduction of these errors 

“without the utmost danger of the Civil state.”32 “England’s troubles” had been serious 

indeed, but, Owen insisted, Parliament had fought the war in order to secure religious 

freedom.33 In Parliament’s victory, the “crown of all others mercies” had been the “setting at 

liberty the truths of the Gospel.”34 But Owen was worried that MPs might be pursuing a new 

agenda. He warned MPs against instrumentalising the divine assistance that they had enjoyed 

in their struggle against the king: “God will not have this Gospel made a stalking horse for 

carnall designes.”35 The “carnal designs” that Owen had in mind likely included the 

construction of a Presbyterian state, a constitutional form that the king was offering in order 

to buy the loyalty of the Scots and the more conservative English MPs, and which the latter 

group would attempt to realise in passing the Blasphemy Act (1648). Anticipating some of 

these moves, Owen appended to the published version of his sermon, A vision of 

unchangeable free mercy (1646), a “country essay,” in which he made further arguments in 

favour of religious toleration. No one should be put to death for their religious beliefs, he 

 
31 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 29; Works (1965), 8:28. 
32 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 31; Works (1965), 8:29. 
33 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 15; Works (1965), 8:17. 
34 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 32; Works (1965), 8:30. 
35 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 34; Works (1965), 8:32. 
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insisted. “Hæresy is a canker, but a spirituall one,” he explained, and it should be “prevented 

by spirituall means.”36 The state should support the work of the church by suppressing any 

doctrine that would disturb the civil peace, and those whose religious beliefs led them into 

immoral activities should be punished.37 

Owen’s defence of religious freedom intensified as he settled into his Independent 

convictions. His new ecclesiological preferences had been shaped by his reading of John 

Cotton’s The keyes of the kingdom of heaven (1644), although the New England theologian 

had promoted a much narrower view of religious toleration than Owen was prepared to 

accept. In Eschol (1647), Owen repeated his argument that magistrates had a duty to provide 

for the material needs of ministers of the Gospel, in voluntary as well as parish 

congregations, though they had no responsibility to violently suppress heretical opinion.38 

But others disagreed. In May 1648, while the army was fighting a second civil war, the 

Presbyterian Blasphemy Act criminalised the public proclamation of any religious opinion 

that varied from that encoded in the Westminster Assembly’s recently published confession 

of faith (1646). The terms of this act radically restricted public debate. Anyone convicted of 

atheism, or any denial of God’s omnipresence, omniscience, omnipotence, holiness, eternity, 

or any publicly expressed doubts about the Trinity, orthodox Christology, the Protestant 

canon as the word of God, resurrection or final judgement, would be punished by death. 

Anyone found guilty of promoting universalism, Arminianism, the use of images in worship, 

purgatory, mortalism, extraordinary revelation, antinomianism, opposition to infant baptism, 

anti-Sabbatarianism, or opposition to Presbyterian church government would be imprisoned 

without maximum term and would be released only when two sureties guaranteed that the 

 
36 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 76; Works (1965), 8:64. 
37 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1646), 75–6; Works (1965), 8:63. 
38 Owen, Eschol (1648), 18–19; Works (1965), 13:60. 
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offense would not be repeated.39 While Owen would not have had any difficulties with the 

theological demands of the new act, his convictions as an Independent would have put him in 

jeopardy with its ecclesiastical demands: as he later recognised, when he embraced 

Independent church government, “I could expect nothing … but ruine in this world.”40 The 

Blasphemy Act effectively criminalised the kinds of arguments that Owen had been making 

in favour of religious toleration, and, along with all others who protested against Presbyterian 

discipline, he could now be imprisoned without maximum term. The Blasphemy Act 

illustrated the serious divisions that now existed among the victors of civil war. 

Of course, many others shared Owen’s concerns about the direction of the revolution. 

As the relationship between Parliament and its army deteriorated, he found allies among 

high-ranking officers. During the Parliamentary army’s siege of Colchester, which continued 

through the summer of 1648, Owen cultivated relationships with military leaders like Sir 

Thomas Fairfax and their allies in Parliament. In Eben-ezer (1648), a compilation of the two 

sermons that he preached before Fairfax after the relief of the city, Owen explained that the 

victories “in the late tumults” had been given not to Parliament but to its army.41 God had 

“marched before” the armies of Parliament, and “traced out their way from Kent to Essex, 

from Wales to the North.”42 But Parliament had not recognised this, he feared, and the 

second civil war was viewed as punishment for the intransigence of those MPs who had 

denied the “Liberties, Ordinances, Priviledges, Lives” of “God’s people.”43 Of course, Owen 

was aware that soldiers were spreading religious error, sometimes of a serious kind.44 But 

 
39 “An ordinance for the punishing of blasphemies and heresies, with the several penalties therein expressed,” 
in Acts and ordinances of the Interregnum, 1642–1660, 1133–36. 
40 Owen, A review of the true nature of schism (1657), 36; Works (1965), 13:223. 
41 Owen, Eben-ezer (1648), 19; Works (1965), 8:93. 
42 Owen, Eben-ezer (1648), 24; Works (1965), 8:97. 
43 Owen, Eben-ezer (1648), 21; Works (1965), 8:95. 
44 Owen, The death of death in the death of Christ (1648), n.p.; Works (1965), 10:156. 
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only in the most exceptional cases were legislators to prohibit religious discussion.45 The 

revolution was to secure religious freedom. 

Of course, the differences that existed among the opponents of the king made their 

cooperation unsustainable. Owen remained close to army leaders after some of their number 

mounted a coup against the Long Parliament, in December 1648, in which MPs who were 

suspected of sympathising with the king were excluded from the House. The Blasphemy Act 

was quietly forgotten, pending a new religious settlement. Colonel Thomas Pride’s “purge” 

of Parliament allowed a radical faction of army leaders to put the king on trial on the charge 

of treason before an improvised High Court of Justice. Charles refused to recognise this 

unconstitutional court and would not plead before it. In a sequence of events that no one 

could have anticipated, he was found guilty, condemned to death, and executed on 30 January 

1649.46 On the following day, Owen commemorated the regicide in his sermon to MPs, 

Righteous zeal encouraged by divine protection (1649)—the published title of which revealed 

his approbation of the execution. The sermon represented his first sustained discussion of 

forms of government. He recognised that Old Testament discussions of monarchy were often 

ambivalent: in a nod towards Hosea 13:10–11, he observed that “to those that cry, Give me a 

King, God can give him in his anger; and from those, that cry, take him away, hee can take 

him away in his wrath.”47 And, it seemed, this was the providential meaning of the regicide. 

God would stand against monarchy, in England and elsewhere, as long as “superstition and 

persecution, will-worship and tyranny,” continued to be its “inseparable concomitants.”48 

“When Kings command unrighteous things, and people suite them with willing complyance,” 

 
45 Owen, Eben-ezer (1648), 23; Works (1965), 8:96. 
46 Kelsey, “The death of Charles I,” 727–54; Kelsey, “The trial of Charles I,” 583–616; Holmes, “The trial and 
execution of Charles I,” 289–316; Kishlansky, “Mission impossible,” 844–74. 
47 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons, in Parliament assembled: on January 31 
(1649), 3; Works (1965), 8:134–5. 
48 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 6; Works (1965), 
8:137. 
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he continued, “none doubts, but the destruction of them both is just and righteous.”49 On this 

most momentous of days, Owen offered no political counsel to politicians: “waiting at the 

throne of Grace, that those whom God hath intrusted with, and enabled for the Transaction of 

these things, may be directed and supported in their employment, is the utmost of my 

undertaking,” he claimed.50 

Nevertheless, Owen did not want to miss this opportunity to influence policy. He 

appended to his published sermon a long discussion “Of toleration, and the duty of the 

magistrate about religion.” Reflecting his sermon’s concern about Presbyterian political 

objectives, Owen responded to a document produced by the Church of Scotland, which had 

argued against any form of religious toleration.51 The Scottish Presbyterians wanted to have 

the sins that were listed in both tables of the ten commandments to be considered as crimes 

and to be punished accordingly.52 Owen disagreed, arguing that the only sins that should 

become crimes were those that disturbed the public peace.53 Of course, civil magistrates 

should “take care that the truth of the Gospell be Preached to all the people of that Nation.”54 

Heretics should not be offered the same provision as the teachers of truth, but their lives 

should still be protected by law.55 Owen offered no defence of heresy but argued that any 

violent suppression of religious opinion was the thin end of the wedge and a tactic that would 

eventually be used against the godly: “the Devill durst not be so bold, as to imploy … his 

 
49 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 5; Works (1965), 
8:136. 
50 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), n.p.; Works 
(1965), 8:129. 
51 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 40; Works (1965), 
8:164. 
52 Gribben, “Samuel Rutherford and liberty of conscience,” 355–73. 
53 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 41, Works (1965), 
8:164. 
54 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 72; Works (1965), 
8:189. 
55 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 78; Works (1965), 
8:192. 
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grand Agent in his Apprentiship against the saints: But he first suffers him, to exercise his 

hand against Hereticks, intending to make use of him afterward to another purpose.”56 

Owen’s arguments were not unassailable. The obvious Presbyterian response was that 

in defending the execution of the king and religious toleration, Owen was breaking the terms 

of the Solemn League and Covenant (1643), which during the first civil war had been the 

grounds of the alliance between the English Parliament and the Scots, and in the second civil 

war the justification for the Scots switching sides to support the king. While there is no 

record that Owen ever subscribed to the covenant, he would have been required to do so in 

order to move between his first two parishes.57 In the late 1640s, Owen rejected the claim 

that the Solemn League and Covenant “did tie us up absolutely to one formerly known way 

of church discipline”—an argument that he dismissed as being “childish, ridiculous, 

selfish.”58 But, his critics later observed, he did break the terms of the covenant, which 

included a promise to support the monarchy, when, as a member of the first Protectorate 

Parliament, he swore the engagement that renounced it.59 

As discussions continued about how government should be reformed, and as planning 

for an English republic continued, Owen preached again to the House of Commons on 20 

April 1649. This work, published as The shaking and translation of heaven and earth (1649), 

interpreted biblical descriptions of the “shaking and translating of heaven and earth,” as the 

subtitle put it, as accounts of dramatic changes in government. Owen was sure that these 

changes were necessary. “For the present, the government of the nations … is purely framed 

for the interest of Antichrist,” he explained. “No kinde of Government in Europe, or line of 

Governors, [is] so ancient but that the Beast is as old as they.”60 In fact, the influence of 

 
56 Owen, A sermon preached to the Honourable House of Commons … on January 31 (1649), 67; Works (1965), 
8:185. 
57 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 71. 
58 Owen, A vision of unchangeable free mercy (1649), 52; Works (1965), 8:46. 
59 A letter to a friend concerning some of Dr. Owens principles and practices (1670), 11–12. 
60 Owen, The shaking and translating of heaven and earth (1649), 23; Works (1965), 8:264. 
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Antichrist was so embedded in the monarchical systems of Europe that “no digging or 

mining, but an Earthquake, will cast up the foundation stones thereof.”61 Owen understood 

the events of the English revolution in prophetic terms. “The Lord Jesus Christ by his mighty 

Power, in these latter dais, as Antichristian Tyranny draws to it’s period, will so farre shake 

and translate the politicall Heights, Governments, and strength of the Nations, as shall serve 

for the full bringing in of his own peaceable kingdom; the Nations so shaken, becoming 

thereby a quiet Habitation for the people of the most high.”62 The kingdom of Jesus Christ 

would be established as the kingdoms of the earth were destroyed. He made the point more 

explicitly in early June 1649, preaching to commemorate the defeat of the Leveller mutiny: 

the “breaking of the old monarchies and of papal power is a work meet for the Lord. And in 

this shall mainly consist the promised glory of the Church of Christ in after days.”63 A 

revolution was required in which constitutions would be so transformed as to secure the 

freedoms of believers. Owen may not have had a political agenda, but he certainly had an 

agenda for politics. 

 

The republic 

 

As Owen might have anticipated, in May 1649, England became a republic. While Owen 

would have welcomed England’s new constitutional arrangements, he grew concerned by 

their sustainability, for he was quickly disappointed with the government that he believed 

was predicted in the Bible. The new administration that was led by Oliver Cromwell soon fell 

short of Owen’s ideals. He saw the workings of government at close hand during the 

invasions of Ireland (1649) and Scotland (1650) and in his efforts towards a national church 
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settlement in the early 1650s. While Owen was never a combatant, he appears to have taken 

an active role in both invasion campaigns by contributing to their printed propaganda. Austin 

Woolrych suggested that Owen had a hand in the writing of A declaration of the Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland, for the undeceiving of deluded and seduced people (1650), which 

proposed limited toleration for the practice of Catholicism in Ireland.64 The Declaration 

turned Owen’s arguments into policy for the Cromwellian conquest. It began by emphasising 

the value of political and religious freedom: men had “begun to be weary” of “arbitrary 

power … in Kings & Churchmen; their juggle between them, mutually to uphold Civill and 

Ecclesiasticall tyranny begins to be transparent.”65 It continued by emphasising that the 

Cromwellian administration would make Catholic public worship illegal, but that those who 

maintained their Catholic piety without attending mass, “if they walke honestly and 

peaceably,” would not “in the least … suffer for the same.”66 Owen may have made a similar 

contribution during the invasion of Scotland, as Scott Spurlock has suggested, crafting works 

of propaganda that attempted to persuade an even more homogenous society of the value of 

religious toleration.67 Owen certainly included political ideas in his Scottish sermons. The 

branch of the Lord, the beauty of Sion, a compilation of material that he preached in Berwick 

and Edinburgh, was published in November 1650 and dedicated with proper deference to 

Cromwell. But Owen might already have been changing his view of Cromwell. Archibald 

Johnston of Wariston, the Scottish Covenanter leader, heard Owen preach in Berwick, but 

understood his oration as attacking Cromwell’s pride.68 The published version of Owen’s 

sermon does not obviously comment upon Cromwell’s pride, and so it is possible that 
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Wariston had misunderstood Owen’s intentions, or that he was commenting on a sermon that 

has not been preserved.69 But Wariston may have been right to observe Owen’s hesitation 

fully to endorse the new regime. In April 1652, in the published version of his sermon at the 

funeral of Henry Ireton, Owen noted that “all forms of Government amongst men … so 

degenerate of themselves that they become directly opposite, or are so shattered by 

providential Revolutions as to become uselesse to their proper end, [and] may and ought to 

be changed.”70 The English republic, Owen feared, would be no exception to this rule. 

Six months later, in October 1652, Owen addressed the Rump Parliament on the 

theme of “Christ’s kingdom and the magistrate’s power.” He was in a reflective mood. In all 

the affairs of Parliament since the “beginning of the contests in this Nation,” God had bound 

the cause of the Gospel with the liberties of Parliament, he argued: “God secretly entwining 

the Interest of Christ with yours, wrapt up with you the whole Generation of thē that seek his 

face, & prospered your affairs on that accoūt.”71 This homiletical flattery offered a rather 

more positive view of the Rump Parliament than that maintained among the army elite, who 

were increasingly frustrated by its hesitation and delay. Owen’s rhetoric may also have 

concealed his frustration that MPs were not prepared to support the religious settlement for 

which he had been working.72 Owen reminded MPs that the relationship of the church to 

state had still to be settled: “Say some, the Magistrate must not support the Gospell; say 

others, the Gospell must subvert the Magistrate: say some, your rule is only for men, as men, 

you have nothing to doe with the interest of Christ and the Church: say others you have 

nothing to do to rule men, but on account of being Saints.”73 But Owen insisted that 

magistrates did have a “duty” to support the “interest of the Church.”74 “If … you shall say, 
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you have nothing to doe with Religion as Rulers of the Nation,” he warned his listeners, 

“God will quickly manifest that he hath nothing to doe with you as Rulers of the Nation.”75 

In other words, there should be no more Parliamentary delay in approving the national church 

settlement that he had been preparing. But magistrates should not claim too much political 

power, he argued. While he recognised that there was “something moral” in Old Testament 

discussions of government, “which being uncloathed of their judaicall forme, [are] still 

binding … as to some Analogie and proportion,” the history of the kings of Israel did not 

provide “rules that should be obligatory unto all Magistrates now under the administration of 

the Gospell.”76  It was true that God had intervened in the civil wars on behalf of the saints. 

God had rewarded the prayers of his people beyond their expectations: “they little looked for 

the blood and banishment of Kings, change of Government, Alteration of Nations, such 

shakings of Heaven and Earth, as have insued.”77 These blessings should cause the godly to 

continue to pray for political change, for “all Nations … which in their present state and 

Government, have given their power to the Dragon and the Beast to oppose the Lord Christ 

… shall be shaken, broken, translated, and turned off their old foundations, and constitutions, 

into which the Antichristian interest hath been woven for a long season.”78 But spiritual 

warfare was more important than physical arms, he continued: Christ’s kingdom will advance 

“with his Spirit and word,” and so “there is nothing more opposite to the spirit of the Gospell, 

then to suppose that Jesus Christ will take to himselfe a kingdome by the carnall sword and 

bow of the sonnes of men.”79 This world revolution would begin with the conversion of the 

Jews and would end with the descent from heaven of the new Jerusalem.80 The most lasting 

political changes would come through preaching, prayer, and the work of the church. 
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Owen’s political ascent continued as he continued this movement away from his 

earlier militarism. In June 1654, as vice-chancellor, Owen was instructed to oversee the 

election of a member of Parliament to represent the University of Oxford.81 In circumstances 

that cannot now be reconstructed, Owen was “chosen as a Parliament man,” as he later put 

it.82 His election may have allowed him to present in person two new publications that 

offered Cromwell effusive praise, Musarum Oxoniensium (1654), an anthology of adulatory 

verse, and The doctrine of the saints perseverance (1654).83 The latter text hinted at its 

author’s concerns about the regime’s direction of travel: arguing about elections in church 

government, Owen recognized that God had wanted the Israelites to “come together to 

chuse” the man whom he had elected to be king, an appeal to popular sovereignty that was 

not adopted in the controversial transition from Commonwealth to Protectorate and in 

Cromwell’s elevation as Lord Protector.84 Owen’s standing as an MP quickly became 

controversial. In November 1654, two months after taking his seat, his eligibility to sit as an 

MP was challenged under the terms of the Clerical Disabilities Act (1642), which precluded 

clergymen from accepting political office. It is not clear how long he continued to attend the 

House.85 He was likely among the three hundred MPs who gathered on Sunday 3 and 

Monday 4 September 1654 to listen to sermons from Stephen Charnock and Thomas 

Goodwin to commemorate the opening of the Parliament.86 And he would likely have 

participated in the vote on Thursday 7 September as to whether the government of the nation 

should be resolved into a single person and Parliament, a motion that was very narrowly 
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passed, as well as the vote about the engagement that was devised one week later to enforce 

support for this new constitutional arrangement.87 

The efforts to disbar Owen prompted some scurrilous table-talk in Oxford, in which 

Owen was supposed to have renounced his ordination and claimed the status of a layman.88 

Owen’s Presbyterian antagonist Daniel Cawdrey reported a conversation in which he had not 

participated to Owen’s discredit, suggesting that Owen’s churchmanship was more radically 

informal than perhaps was the case. Owen replied in An answer to a late treatise of Mr 

Cawdrey about the nature of schism (1658), refuting the claim that he had belittled his 

ordination and that he had refused to present himself as a minister of the Gospel when he was 

“chosen as a Parliament-man,” but his defence was equivocal.89 As Owen’s status as MP 

became a matter of dispute, in mid-November, the convocation of the University of Oxford 

defended his election.90 It is not clear what happened next. While Owen may have been 

disbarred from the House, he was not replaced as a member of Parliament. He seems to have 

been associated in Parliament with critics of the new regime, including John Hildesley, MP 

for Winchester, and a group of republican activists that included Sir Arthur Hesilrige, Sir 

Henry Vane the senior, and John Bradshaw, among whose company he was regarded by 

Archibald Johnston of Wariston as being “of a contrary judment to Cromwell.”91 These 

critics likely preferred the earlier form of republican government to the newer form of 

Protectorate. But Owen certainly remained on good working terms with the administration. 

When the Council of State requested Owen to refute Socinian arguments, he wrote Vindiciae 

evangelicae (1655), which he dedicated to Cromwell and the council members. Even if Owen 
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was not disbarred from the first Protectorate Parliament, he would have lost his seat when 

that body was dissolved, in January 1655, having failed to pass a single bill.92 

Eighteen months later, on 17 September 1656, Owen attended the opening session of 

the second Protectorate Parliament, to which his brother Henry had been elected, to preach its 

opening sermon. By 1656, Owen’s attitude to Cromwell was more obviously changing. He 

offered the Lord Protector some rather faint praise in the preface to God’s work in founding 

Zion (1656), and there is also perhaps some evidence that he was no longer a committed 

republican. God had not worked to prosper the revolution in order to show his support for 

“this, or that form of government, or civile administration of humane affairs … these, or 

those Governors, much less for the advantage of one or other sort of men: for the Enthroning 

of any one, or other perswasion,” Owen insisted. Instead, God had been working for the 

“generall interest of all the Sons and Daughters of Sion.”93 He sounded annoyed, frustrated 

that the new administration was pushing for constitutional reforms without securing a 

national religious settlement. While the most important priorities remained unrealised, Owen 

still had to argue for first principles and against the dangers of sectional politics:  

 

I speak no more then I have sundry times since, sundry times complained of, to a 

Parliament of this Common-wealth. Every one, if not personally, yet in Association 

with them, of some peculiar perswasion with himselfe, would be the head; and 

because they are not, they conclude they are not of the body, nor will care for the 

body, but rather endeavour its ruine. Because their particular interest doth not raigne, 

the common interest shall be despised; and this hath been the temper or rather 
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distemper, of the people of God in this Nation now for sundry years; and what it may 

yet produce I know not.94 

 

He believed that he still had to combat Presbyterians, who argued that “such a form of church 

government and discipline be established, such a rule of doctrine confirmed, and all men 

whatever compelled to submit unto them.” He believed that he still had to combat anti-formal 

radicals, who argued that “discipline be eradicated, the ministers’ provision destroyed, and 

the men of such a persuasion be enthroned, to rule all the rest at their pleasure; seeing that, 

notwithstanding all their pretended Reformation, they are yet antichristian.” He believed that 

he still had to combat Fifth Monarchists, who argued that “a Kingdome and Rule be set up in 

our hands, to be exercised in the name and Authority of Jesus Christ, taking away all Law 

and Magistracy already established, to bring forth the Law of Righteousness conceived in our 

minds and therein to be preserved.”95 Owen repeated his familiar claim that the great 

achievement of the revolution was religious freedom, and that the particular form of the 

government that enabled this freedom was of secondary importance: “Because the founding 

of Sion, doth not consist in this or that form of the civile Administration of human affaires, 

there being nothing promised, nor designed concerning them, but that they be laid in an 

orderly subserviency, to the common interest of the Saints; which let men do what they will, 

yea what they can, all Governments shall at last be brought unto.”96 Time was running out for 

the English revolution, Owen feared. He was glad that some MPs “still speak with living 

affections to the old and common cause,” and prayed that they would each become the 

“preservers of the good old Cause of England.”97 But, “unless God end this frame, my 
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expectations … of an happy issue of the great work of God amongst us, will wither day by 

day.”98 

Owen’s worry about the achievements of the English revolution can be tracked in his 

turn towards spiritual theology. But even in this genre he could not refrain from making 

political comment. In Of communion with God (1657), he reminded his readers that God had 

established government to ensure “prudence in the management of Civill affaires … nothing 

more useful for the common good of humane kind.”99 The purpose of government was to 

“keep the rationall world in bounds and order, to draw circles about the Sonnes of men, and 

to keep them from passing their allotted bounds and limits, to the mutual disturbance and 

destruction of each other.”100 God had established this “drawing of circles” for the benefit of 

the godly. For God  

 

disposeth of all Nations and their interest according as is for the good of Believers … 

in all the sifting of the nations, the eye of God is upon the house of Israell … Look 

into the world: the Nations in Generall are either blessed for their sakes, or destroyed 

on their account; preserved to try them, or rejected for their cruelty towards them: and 

will receive from Christ their finall doome according to their deportment towards 

these despised ones.101  

 

Government could be made unstable by the religious indifference of governors. This was 

why, in Of temptation (1658), he worried about “a visible declension from Reformation 

seizing upon the professing party of these nations, both as to personall holinesse, and zele for 
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the interest of Christ … the Plague is begun.”102 In the aftermath of the wedding celebrations 

in November 1657 of the Protector’s daughters, which provided such lavish entertainments as 

dancing, masques, and orchestral music, Owen’s criticism of the Cromwellian court was 

barely concealed:  

 

would any one have thought it possible, that such and such professors in our daies, 

should have fallen into waies of selfe, of flesh, of the world? to play at cards, dice, 

revell, dance? to neglect family, closet duties, to be proud, haughty, ambitious, 

worldly, covetous, oppressive? or that they should be turned away after foolish, vaine, 

ridiculous opinions, diserting the Gospell of Christ?103  

 

After all, he continued, this declension had reached “even the top boughs and branches of our 

profession.”104 His fear was that the godly were now no more than a political party.105 

Nevertheless, Owen did not give up on his ideals for government, which were coming 

to define the community of Independent churches. Late in 1658, the preface to the Savoy 

Declaration, which was composed by Thomas Goodwin and Philip Nye, reiterated familiar 

themes in Owen’s writing.106 Modifying the claims of the Westminster Confession, the 

Savoy Declaration argued for broad religious toleration: “amongst all Christian States and 

Churches, there ought to be vouchsafed a forbearance and mutual indulgence of Saints of all 

perswasions, that keep unto, and hold fast the necessary foundations of faith and holiness, in 

all other matters extra fundamental, whether Faith or Order.”107 The preface recognised that 
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“Christian clemency and indulgence in our Governors, hath been the foundation of that 

Freedom and Liberty, in the managing of Church-affairs, which our Brethren, as well as WE, 

that differ from them, do now, and have many years enjoyed.”108 But the civil magistrate was 

also obliged to 

 

incourage, promote, and protect the Professors and Profession of the Gospel, and to 

manage and order civil administrations in a due subserviency to the interest of Christ 

in the World, and to that end to take care that men of coroupt minds and conversations 

do not licentiously publish and divulge Blasphemy and Errors, in their own nature 

subverting the faith, and inevitably destroying the souls of them that receive them: 

Yet in such differences about the Doctrines of the Gospel, or ways of the worship of 

God, as may befal men exercising a good conscience, manifesting it in their 

conversation, and holding the foundation, not disturbing others in their ways or 

worship that differ from them; there is no warrant for the Magistrate under the Gospel 

to abridge them of their liberty.109 

 

In the autumn of 1658, this was no longer a truism. With the death of Oliver Cromwell, and 

the installation of Richard as Lord Protector, the administration was moving back towards the 

Presbyterians as part of its long conservative turn. The leaders of the Independents were 

making a calculated risk in repeating demands for religious toleration while those in power 

were moving away from this ideal. As winter turned to spring, Owen and his circle of 

republican friends understood the revolution to be in danger. On 4 February 1659, Owen 

preached to MPs sitting in the third Protectorate Parliament at a private fast. In this sermon, 
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which was published as The glory and interest of nations professing the Gospel (1659), he 

disclaimed any overtly political motives. Remembering “our good old principles on which we 

first ingaged,” he claimed that “there is not any thing from the beginning to the ending of this 

short discourse that doth really interfer with any form of civil Government in the world, 

administred according to righteousness and equity.”110 Nevertheless he understood what 

government was for: “the end of all humane wisdom, in nations or the Rulers of them is, to 

preserve humane society in peace and quietness, within the several bonds and allotments that 

are given unto them by the providence of God.”111 This did not mean that magistrates had to 

be believers: “I shall not suspend my obedience whilst I inquire after my Lawful Governors 

conversion.”112 But it did mean that believers should have lower expectations of those who 

were not among the godly: Owen admitted that he had “no great expectation from them 

whom God loves not, delights not in.”113 Lamenting sin among the ruling class, Owen 

warned MPs of the “evidences of the Lords departing from us.”114 The gains of the revolution 

were slipping away. Owen lamented  

 

what woful divisions are there amongst this generation of professors? some are for 

one way, and some for another; some say one sort are the people of God, some 

another; some say the Prelatists are so, some the Presbiterians, some the 

Independents, some the Anabaptists; some the fifth Monarchy men, some others … 

But it is no party, but the party of Christ in the world … that I am pleading for.115 
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Divisions and backsliding represented a serious political danger: “I pray God we loose not 

our ground faster then we won it.”116 

Perhaps it was time for direct action. In early March 1659, Owen was installed as 

minister of a new church that gathered in Wallingford House, in Whitehall, the home of 

Charles Fleetwood. The congregation was established in conventional ways. At Owen’s 

installation, Philip Nye preached from 1 Timothy 3:1, and described the qualities of a 

teaching elder in fundamentally pastoral terms, and, according to notes taken by Smith 

Fleetwood, without any obvious political comment.117 But many observers, including 

Richard Baxter, believed that the congregation had been established as a political project, as a 

vehicle through which Owen could influence Fleetwood, John Desborough and other officers 

to prevent the drift back towards a Presbyterian national church settlement by having Richard 

dissolve his government.118 There was certainly evidence for this charge. On one visit to 

Fleetwood’s house, Archibald Johnston of Wariston encountered Owen and William 

Sydenham, who, he believed, were plotting to “maintain civil and spiritual liberties already 

obtained.”119 Edmund Ludlow remembered that Owen asked him for a list of those members 

of the Rump Parliament that were still alive, a list that he shared with his military friends as 

they wondered whether their Parliament could be reinstated.120 A conspiracy was developing. 

By the end of April, the officers associated with the new fellowship had participated in 

another coup, bringing down Richard’s government in an effort, among other things, to 

preserve religious liberty. The Rump Parliament was reinstated on 6 May, and Owen appears 
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to have been its first preacher. On 25 May the Protector resigned.121 It was time for a new 

constitutional order. 

But, in the ensuing political vacuum, the conspirators lost control of London and the 

revolution began to unwind. In early August, royalist plotters led by Sir George Booth seized 

Chester, and gained significant support among the capital’s Presbyterian ministers.122 In 

September 1659, and in a significant break with his previous positions, Owen signed An 

essay towards settlement, along with several Fifth Monarchists, which proposed a radical 

system of religious toleration, hoping that “Rulers over men” might “forebeare for ever to 

impose any nationall, parochiall Ministry, so as to inforce any forme of Worship suited to 

their interest, or compell men of one perswasion, to maintaine any man of another, in the 

Ministry.”123 (It is possible that this was the publication that he later disclaimed.124) 

Owen was happier with broader religious liberty than with decisive moves towards 

Presbyterian uniformity. The instability continued as MPs and leaders of the radical army 

faction grew increasingly suspicious of each other. On 13 October, the officers ran out of 

patience with MPs, and locked them out of the chamber in another military coup. 

With London in constitutional deadlock, General George Monck, commander of the 

army in Scotland, seized the initiative and began a public correspondence with leaders of the 

Independent churches. On 31 October, Owen and eighteen other ministers wrote to Monck, 

asking that he receive army officers Edmund Whalley and William Goffe and ministers 

Joseph Caryl and Matthew Barker as their representatives in a discussion about civil and 

ecclesiastical order. On 19 November, Owen wrote personally to Monck, pleading that he do 
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what he could to prevent a third civil war. Monck’s reply was equivocal and refused to 

engage with the issues. He was playing for time and seeing how events might unfold to his 

advantage.125 Less than one week later, Monck wrote a second letter, emphasising that only a 

freely elected Parliament could properly represent the will of the people. Owen and other 

ministers and officers replied on 13 December, rallying behind the army in London, and 

supporting its political ambitions. Monck assembled his own troops and began to march 

south, with undeclared objectives. 

With government in flux, Owen and his colleagues continued to fight for religious 

freedom. In early December 1659, he continued to re-state his arguments, quoting the Savoy 

Declaration in his published letter, Unto the questions sent me last night (1659): “there are 

many promises that in Gospel times Magistrates shall lay out their power, and exert their 

Authority, for the furtherance and preservation of the true Worship of God, the profession of 

the Faith, the Worshippers and Professors thereof, and therein the whole interest of Sion.”126 

Owen continued to argue that no one should be forced to subscribe to a confession of faith, 

and (quoting from the Savoy Declaration) that the publication of heretical ideas, either in 

print or in meetings of those other than family members, should be forbidden.127 

Events were now moving too fast for the production of political theory. In late 

December 1659, as he prepared to cross the border into England, Monck wrote to Owen, 

Whalley and Goffe, warning them against the ambitions of army leaders in London. But they 

were undeterred. Lambert marched his regiments north to meet the threat from Scotland. As 

desertions increased, and the Corporation of London began its own rebellion, Fleetwood 

recalled the Rump. Monck called his bluff and continued to march south. Conflict seemed 

inevitable, until the southern army seemed to melt away. Nothing stood in the way of 
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Monck’s ambitions. Privately, Owen admitted that the revolution was over.128 Monck and his 

army entered London in February 1660, and immediately restored the Long Parliament.129 

The Presbyterians were triumphant. Their newly conservative Parliament adopted the 

Westminster Confession and passed laws to ensure that the Solemn League and Covenant 

should be read in every parish church. On 29 May, on his thirtieth birthday, the king returned. 

Owen may not have enabled the construction of republican government, but he was one of a 

tiny handful of men who had brought it to an end. The conspiracy of Independents and 

republicans at Wallingford House had facilitated the return of the king and the construction 

of a Presbyterian state. 

 

The Restoration  

 

But Charles II had other plans. Within weeks of his return, some of those who had been 

closely identified with the death of his father were themselves being executed in front of 

baying crowds. Owen went into hiding, his former political achievements having become a 

serious liability, as he negotiated the reality of defeat. His movements during this period are 

hard to trace. He certainly found shelter with well-placed patrons, some of whom had strong 

royalist commitments.130 But their support may have been unreliable. In 1663, spies reported 

that Owen was living in the fields near Moorgate, London, along with several other 

dissenting ministers.131 In reduced circumstances, and at the mercy of the new government, 

he learned the rules of the new political game. 
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After the restoration, and as the Long Parliament’s Presbyterian settlement gave way 

to an Episcopalian settlement under the Cavalier Parliament, Owen made some very cautious 

political interventions. In Θεολογουμενα παντoδαπα: Sive de natura, ortu, progressu, et 

studio veræ theologiæ (1661), a cultural history of theology that might have represented the 

content of his lectures to Oxford students, Owen recognised that governments used religion 

to promote social cohesion.132 After the failure of the revolution—caused in so small part by 

religious politicking in a sequence of unsuccessful Parliaments—he recognised that “our 

Churches have never been able to sufficiently disengage themselves from their involvement 

with peoples, states, nations, and the demands of politics with the resulting influence, morals, 

corruptions, and defilements of the world.”133 The revolution had failed because the godly 

had been damaged by their ascent to political power. 

But, even in defeat, Owen remained within the reach of major political actors. A 

“person of honour,” unnamed in the early biographies, asked Owen to prepare a response to 

Fiat lux (1661), an anti-Protestant invective by Vincent Cane that among other things cast 

doubt on Hyde’s religious credentials.134 Owen was at pains to pay his respects to this 

influential member of the court. His Animadversions on a treatise called Fiat lux (1662), 

which was published anonymously, lamented the “late Miscarriages, and present Distempers 

of men about Religion.”135 Owen, incognito, wrote in general terms to defend the cause of 

English Protestantism, and admitted that he had “sundry reasons for not owning or avowing 

particularly any Party in this Discourse”—likely because his own ecclesiastical position was, 

in the run-up to the “great ejection,” so much in jeopardy.136 Turning the tables on Cane, 

Owen projected onto Catholics the blame for “our late unhappy Troubles,” explaining that 
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“our late Evils … began in Ireland, amongst … good Roman-Catholicks, who were blessed 

from Rome into Rebellion and Murder, somewhat before any drop of bloud was shed in 

England, or Scotland”—a statement that reflected a rather remarkable amnesia concerning 

the Bishops Wars and the Scottish invasion of England that seems to have inspired the Irish 

rebellion.137 Owen fashioned himself as a defender of the king. “Kingly authority in General 

is from God, and by his Providence was it established in this Land,” he argued, describing 

Charles I as “our late king, of glorious Memory.”138 Owen argued that the government of the 

church should be monarchical, that the monarch should indeed be “head of the church of 

England,” and defended the orthodoxy of the English bishops, whose activities he had 

formerly spent so much time lamenting.139 Owen still believed in toleration, but now offered 

more latitude than ever before: he could “neither approve nor justifie” the persecution of 

Catholics, most likely because the best prospects for achieving the toleration of dissenters lay 

in broader arguments about the security of other religious minorities.140 

Owen expanded upon his political ideas in A discourse concerning liturgies (1662), a 

short book that engaged immediately with the controversy surrounding the imposition of the 

prayer book and the ejection from the national church of those ministers who would not use 

it. “All authority is originally in God,” who delegates authority to “Kings and Rulers of the 

Earth,” he argued. But that did not mean that magistrates had to be obeyed in every 

circumstance, he reminded his fellow believers. The subject’s duty to obey civil authorities 

“doth not arise from the Authority vested in themselves, but from the immediate command of 

God, that in such things they ought to be obeyed.”141 And so, Owen continued,  
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we acknowledge the Power ordaining and imposing this Liturgy to be of God, to be 

good and lawful, to be obeyed to the utmost extent of that Obedience, which to man 

can be due, and that upon the account of the Institution and Command of God 

himself. But … in things which concern the Worship of God, the commanding Power 

is Christ; and his Command the adæquate Rule and Measure of our Obedience.142  

 

Kings and magistrates were legitimate rulers, but they were wrong to compel conscientious 

ministers to choose between “sinning, or fore-going the publick exercise of their 

Ministry.”143 This was a very different theory of resistance from that promoted by Owen in 

the later 1640s, when he had defended resistance against unlawful authority by force of arms. 

From this point on—until, perhaps, the early 1680s—he argued for passive resistance only. 

This was a very significant change of heart, of course, and one that his critics could 

not fail to notice. By 1663, when Owen’s responsibility for the Animadversions had become 

public knowledge, Vincent Cane responded by attacking Owen’s character. It was a badly 

timed blow, for Owen was in straightened circumstances, living in the fields at Moorgate, 

London, along with a number of other dissenting ministers.144 Somehow, in these 

unpromising circumstances, Owen completed A vindication of his earlier attack (1664). He 

wrote to defend himself from Cane’s allegations that dissenters were inevitably rebels. Owen 

claimed never to have “had a hand in, nor gave consent unto the raising of any War in these 

Nations, nor unto any politicall alternation in them, no nor to any one that was amongst us 

during our Revolutions.” Instead, he had lived as “he thought his duty consisted, and 

challengeth all men to charge him with doing the least personall injury unto any, professing 

himself ready to give satisfaction to any one, that can justly claim it.” Owen claimed not only 
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to accept the restoration, but to “bless God and the King for the Act of Oblivion.”145 Owen 

claimed that he “ever did abhorre Swords and Guns and Crusadoes, in matters of Religion 

and Conscience, with all violence.”146 He was a happy subject of Charles II, who was “not 

only the greatest Protestant, but the greatest Potentate in Europe”—probably a nod to the 

king’s efforts to secure religious toleration for Protestant dissenters against the wishes of his 

Parliament (although the king wanted to extend this toleration to Catholics).147 Recognising 

that his hopes for religious freedom now lay with the king, rather than with MPs, Owen’s 

commitment to monarchical rule became so complete that he worked from presuppositions 

about the authority of the crown to argue for ecclesiastical theory.148 In A vindication, he 

attacked Fiat lux for undermining the king’s power.149 The king’s “supreme jurisdiction” in 

the Church of England was an “inseparable Priviledge of his imperial Crown, exercised by 

his Royal Predecesssours, and asserted by them against the intrusions and usurpations of the 

Pope of Rome,” in which, Owen insisted, Charles II laid claim to temporal rather than 

spiritual authority.150 All Protestants  

 

do assert the King to be so Head of the Church within his own Realms and 

Dominions, as that he is by Gods appointment the sole fountain and spring amongst 

men of all Authority and Power to be exercised over the Persons of his subjects in 

matters of external cognizance and order … the only Protector under God of all his 

subjects, and the only Distributor of Justice in rewards and punishments unto them.151  
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While kings did not have “any place in spiritual order” or any “spiritual power,” they were 

nevertheless entrusted with the “Supreme place under Christ in external Government and 

Jurisdiction.”152 “Neither is this power granted unto our kings by the acts of Parliament,” he 

claimed, for “it was always inherent in them.”153 This was quite an extraordinary ignoring of 

the role of Parliament—made all the more significant by the fact that less than one decade 

earlier Owen had been elected as a member of that institution. But, true to form, Owen was 

defending the form of government that promised to do most to secure the freedom of 

dissenters. Owen made a related point in A brief instruction in the worship of God (1667), 

which he addressed to his fellow Independents, reminding them of Old Testament kings who 

usurped their authority to develop innovations in divine worship, and warning them that 

“now a more severe punishment is substituted against such transgressions.”154 Whether 

responding to Catholic apologists or addressing his fellow Independents, Owen emphasised 

the king’s temporal authority and its spiritual limitations. Throughout the 1640s, he had pled 

the rights of Parliament against king in an effort to maximise religious liberty; but in the early 

and middle 1660s, and with the same end in mind, he was pleading the rights of the king 

against Parliament. 

Towards the end of the decade, as members of the Cavalier Parliament slowly 

warmed up to the king’s aspiration for religious toleration and dissenters responded to the 

possibility of an indulgence, Owen began to publish interventions that were more explicitly 

political in character, developing arguments that would be taken up in the literary culture of 

the Whigs. In A peace-offering (1667), subtitled as “an apology and humble plea for 

indulgence and liberty of conscience,” Owen grounded his appeal for religious toleration in 

the self-interest of the state. Dissenters were “mostly of that sort and condition of men … 
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upon whose industry and endeavours in their several ways and callings, the trade and wealth 

of the Nation do much depend,” he noted.155 But the penal laws and the system of espionage 

by which these laws were enforced were designed to push these tradesmen and merchants 

into financial ruin, with an obvious effect on the economy: those who informed on dissenters 

and testified to their breaking laws on public worship were being rewarded with their 

property. 

Owen added to his arguments about economics some new arguments about 

citizenship. In an anonymous pamphlet, also published in 1667, he insisted that “every 

English-man” was born with an interest “in the Policy, Government, and Laws” of the nation, 

“with the Benefits and Advantages of them, and the Obedience that is due unto them.”156 He 

worried that the “great multitudes” who had been penalised for not attending parish worship 

had been “cast … into the condition of men out-Lawed and deprived of all priviledges of 

their birth-right as English-men,” while others were “cast into prisons, where they lye 

perishing (sundry being dead in that state already) whilst their families are starved or reduced 

to the utmost extremity of poverty, for want of those supplies which their industry formerly 

furnished them with all.” Ultimately, Owen argued, the state was the loser: “hands … by this 

means are taken off from labour … stocks from imployment … minds from contrivances of 

industry,” while “poverty … is brought on Families.” The persecution of dissenters 

undermined the “common good.”157 After all, he reminded his critics, dissenters were not 

rebels. Whatever might have happened in the past, dissenters had “no form of government, 

civil or ecclesiastical, to impose on the nation.” They laid “no pretence unto power to be 

exercised on the persons of any of his majesty’s subjects,” and had “no expectations from 

persons or nations, that might induce us to further or promote any sinister aims of other 
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men.” They “covet no men’s silver or gold, their places or preferments.” They merely wanted 

to live quietly, worship freely, and see the nation prosper. “The utmost of our aim is to pass 

the residue of our pilgrimage in peace, serving God in the way of our devotion,” Owen 

explained. “They are no great things which we desire for ourselves, the utmost of our aim 

being to pass the remainder of the few days of our Pilgrimage in the Land of our Nativity, 

serving the Lord according to what he hath been pleased to reveal of his mind and will unto 

us.”158 But if persecution continued, and the godly found themselves “scattered over the face 

of the earth, we shall pray for the prosperity of his Majesty and the Land of our Nativity, 

patiently bearing the indignation of the Lord, against whom we have sinned, and waiting for 

his salvation.”159 Until then, dissenters would remain steadfast. The state should tolerate 

religious variety because the “harmony” that “riseth from such differences” represents the 

“chiefest glory and beauty of Civil Society.”160 The state could control the external life of an 

individual, but the “Empire of Conscience belonged unto GOD alone.”161 

In the later 1660s, Owen’s defence of religious toleration appealed to the “law of 

nature” as much as to Scripture.162 Owen’s new emphasis on the “law of nature” illustrated 

his realisation that different kinds of audience required different kinds of argument. It might 

also suggest that he was moving towards a post-Constantinian, or perhaps even a Lutheran, 

view of the relationship between church and state, in which the church would be governed by 

Scripture while the light of nature should direct the “common good.”163 Yet even as he 

pushed the state to recognise the “law of nature,” he also asked it to be Christ-like: anyone 

who had “read the Gospel … is a competent Judge whether External Force in these Things, 
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do more answer the Spirit of Christ, or that from which he suffered,” he believed, and “it 

must needs seem strange that Men can perswade themselves that they do that for Christ 

which they cannot once think or imagine that He would do himself.”164 Nevertheless, he 

exhorted the godly, even if dissenters continued to be persecuted, they were still responsible 

to “live peacefully in subjection to the Government of the Nation, and usefully amongst their 

Neighbours,” encouraging “the mutual trust, confidence and assurance between all sorts of 

persons, which is the abiding foundation of publick peace and prosperity.”165 Nevertheless, 

he remembered in Indwelling sin (1668), the “greatest mercies and blessings that in this 

world we are made partakers of, next to them of the Gospel and Covenant of Grace,” come 

by means of good government.166 If bad government continued, God would “cut off and 

destroy” the “kings of the earth.” “He can knock them on the head, or break out their teeth, or 

chain up their wrath, and who can oppose him?”167 Perhaps, after all, Owen was still haunted 

by the regicide. 

In 1670, when the prospect of an indulgence was renewed, London dissenters 

attempted to divide the interests of king and Parliament for their own strategic advantage. 

Their first tactic was financial. Charles had invited the city magistrates to loan him £60,000, 

but their efforts had managed to raise only one third of this value. Identifying an opportunity, 

over one hundred and fifty dissenters worked together to provide the crown with the 

balance.168 This investment of £40,000 in the crown represented an extraordinary 

commitment on the part of those whose livelihoods had been affected by the so-called 

Clarendon Code, and suggested that Owen’s arguments about the goodwill of dissenters were 

much more than merely rhetoric. A number of individuals made very significant investments 
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in the loan, including Owen, who contributed the sum of £1,000, while other members of his 

congregation made smaller investments in their own names, including Robert Mascall, a 

merchant, and William Staines, a physician, who each subscribed £200.169 While working to 

gain this financial leverage, Owen continued to publish arguments in favour of the toleration 

that his investment underscored. He published The case of present distresses of 

Nonconformists examined, a short pamphlet complaining about the act against seditious 

conventicles (1670), which allowed convictions on the basis of the oaths of informers, who 

stood to gain from the estates of those against whom they informed—estates that the 

dissenting contributions to the loan to the crown suggested could be quite substantial. Owen 

complained at this injustice, and pled for the application of English common law: “every man 

is obliged unto, and is to be allowed the unblameable defence of himself and his own 

innocency, against evil and hurt from others.”170 After all, government could only be 

respected when it was evident that “not only the laws, but also the administration of them are 

for publick good.”171 In the same circumstances, Owen appears to have written “A word of 

advice to the citizens of London” (c. 1670), which John Asty found in his papers and 

published in 1721, and which complained of the injustice of securing convictions only on the 

basis of an oath-bound informer.172 This appears to have been written around the same time 

as “The state of the kingdom with respect to the present bill against conventicles” (c. 1670), a 

copy of which Asty also published. The work addressed the Conventicles Act, which was 

being renewed in 1670, and complained that dissenters, who shared the “highest satisfaction 

in his majesty’s government,” were being faced with a choice between “conformity, or … 

ruin.”173 Dissenters had lived quietly during the plague (1665), fire (1666), and the second 
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Dutch war (1665-67), when they could have fomented sedition, had that been their goal. They 

had lived peaceably because they recognised that they were “enjoying, under his majesty’s 

government, the best condition they are capable of in this world, whilst they have liberty for 

their conscience in the things of God.”174 Asty claimed that this paper had been placed for 

consideration before members of the House of Lords.175 This may have been the incident that 

was noted by the anonymous author of A letter to a friend concerning some of Dr Owens 

principles and practices (1670), who noted Owen’s subtlety in “Politicks; For he so ordered 

his matters, that some Members of Parliament had his Books by unknown Hands laid in their 

lodgings, whilst they were busied in attending the concerns of their King and Country; 

thinking that if they would not be at the expense of so much money, as to purchase them of 

his Bookseller, yet they might venture the loss of so much time, as to give the Doctors Books 

a reading, when the Doctor was so kind to give them his Books.”176 But Owen’s direct appeal 

to politicians may not have been successful. 

Owen’s later writing more strictly divided his political and theological interests, but 

moments of cross-over continued. In Πνευµατολογια, or, A discourse concerning the Holy 

Spirit (1674), he noted that “Government, or Supream Rule, is of great concernment unto the 

Glory of God in the World and of the highest usefulness unto Mankind. Without it the whole 

World would be filled with violence, and become a Stage for all Wickedness visibly and 

openly to act itself upon disorder and confusion.”177 Owen argued that the help of the Holy 

Spirit was necessary for good government, for without such help “men cannot chuse but 

either sink under the weight of it, or wretchedly miscarry in its Exercise and 

Management.”178 But these spiritual gifts were not necessarily salvific: “many on whom they 
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are bestowed never consider the Author of them, but sacrifice to their own Nets and Drags, 

and look on themselves as the Springs of their own Wisdom and Ability.”179 Those whom 

God “raised up to do great and wonderful things, whereby God executeth his judgements,” 

included Cyrus, who, “by God’s Designation … was utterly to ruine and destroy the Great, 

Ancient Babylonian Monarchy.”180 Perhaps Owen was still thinking of the regicide. But he 

was not anticipating any taking up of arms, even though, as he argued in a sermon in 1679, 

“London is ruined and England fallen.”181 In Ξριστολογια, or, A declaration of the glorious 

mystery of the person of Christ, God and Man (1678), he made the familiar point that the 

“pretended Defence of Truth with Arts and Arms of another kind, hath been the bane of 

Religion, and lost the Peace of Christians beyond recovery.”182 Nevertheless, through Robert 

Ferguson, Owen and his congregation did have connections with the Scottish Covenanters, 

who had attempted their own armed rising, with disastrous consequences, in 1679. 

Owen did not always put his name to his more controversial publications. Some 

considerations about union among Protestants (1680), which he published anonymously, 

complained that the rights secured for Englishmen in common law were being subverted in 

church courts, an “Encroachment on the Civil Rights and Government of the Nation.”183 

Owen recognised that since the Reformation, “sundry persons … interested in Honours, 

Dignities, Power, and wealth … have constantly made it their business to promote absolute 

Monarchical Power, without respect unto the true Constitution of the Government of this 

Nation, which in sundry Instances hath been disadvantageous to Kings themselves”—which 

might have been a rather nervous reference to the regicide.184 These were the king’s 

notorious “evil counsellors,” who “contended for that absolute Power in the King, which he 
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never owned, nor assumed to himself”—which was a fairly optimistic reading of the rather 

obvious ambition of Charles II to rule in the style of Louis XIV of France.185 Owen framed 

his argument for religious liberty around the question of which kind of church settlement 

would do most to protect the king’s liberties. He argued that Independent church government 

was most consistent with the supremacy of the crown, that a Presbyterian national church 

would not be “consistent with that Preheminence of the Crown, that Liberty of the Subjects, 

and freedom of the Consciences of Christians, which are their due,” and that a strongly 

centralised Episcopalian system could accumulate so much power as eventually to undo the 

Protestant Reformation.186 Owen proposed a remedy that resonated with that proposed in so 

many of his earlier publications: English Protestants should unite around opposition to 

Roman Catholicism; adopt a single confession of faith that drew upon the doctrinal articles of 

the Thirty-nine Articles; and ensure that magistrates protect and encourage the church 

without intervening in its internal affairs.187  

Then Owen’s perspective began to change. In the summer of 1680, during the 

exclusion crisis, religious tempers were already running high, and, as he noted in a sermon in 

May 1680, “half the talk of the world is upon the subject.”188 In A brief vindication of the 

non-conformists from the charge of schisme (1680), he responded to a sermon by Edward 

Stillingfleet, the dean of St Paul’s, which argued that those who recognised the established 

church as a true church but dissented from it were guilty of schism. Owen replied, worried 

about the “present danger of this Nation … from Popery,” and the “common danger” facing 

all Protestants.189 It was an embarrassing moment for Owen, for Stillingfleet had drawn 

attention to two of his earlier publications, Unto the questions sent me last night (1659) and A 
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discourse concerning evangelical love (1672), arguing that Owen had changed his mind on 

the question of toleration.190 Owen responded by drawing attention to the statement on the 

civil magistrate contained in the Savoy Declaration, which he claimed continued to represent 

the convictions of the Independent churches.191 Again, Stillingfleet invoked the Westminster 

confession, arguing for the inconsistency of those who proscribed religious toleration in one 

decade only to appeal for it in another.192 Owen emphasised to his dissenting readers that 

only the king was willing to defend them.193 He repeated these themes in An account of the 

grounds and reasons on which Protestant dissenters desire their liberty (dated 1680 on 

EEBO), a short statement of opposition to Catholic claims: “We own and acknowledge the 

power of the king or supreme magistrate in this nation, as it is declared in the thirty-seventh 

article of religion; and are ready to defend and assist in the administration of the government 

in all causes, according to the law of the land, with all other good Protestant subjects of the 

kingdom.”194 This was to be a very contingent loyalty. It might have been during this period 

that Owen met the duke of York while they were drinking the waters at Tunbridge Wells, and 

that Owen met Charles II upon his return to London. Their two-hour conversation about 

religious toleration led to the king providing Owen with one thousand guineas to ease 

suffering dissenters. Asty, who provides the earliest account of these meetings, did not date 

them, but indicated that they occurred before the publication of An enquiry into the original, 

nature, institution, power, order and communion of evangelical churches (1681), in which 

Owen defended himself from allegations that he had taken part in discussions about the 

toleration of Catholicism.195 
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For, in the context of the exclusion crisis, as Whig politicians did what they could to 

stave off the accession of a Catholic king, Owen’s views were growing more radical. For 

several years, he had been warning his congregation of “an approaching calamitous time,” 

but now these fears took on new forms.196 Owen began to re-think his commitment to passive 

resistance. In 1680, he was being associated with a group of republicans who were plotting to 

overturn the monarchy, the number of whom included members of his congregation. Owen 

himself, as the “patriarch of the sectaries,” was reported as being “at the bottom” of the 

plot.197 In May 1680, he encouraged his congregants to remember that “the destruction of this 

cursed antichristian state (of the head of it) will be brought about by none of these means we 

see or know of; but … the strong Lord God shall break in upon her and destroy her by ways 

unknown … it may be tomorrow; it may be not these hundred years.”198 An humble testimony 

unto the goodness and severity of God in his dealing with sinful churches and nations (1681) 

had its origins in a series of sermons that he delivered to a private meeting of believers.199 It 

marked a sharpening of tone, and a much more critical view of government. Owen 

announced his intention as being to “confront the wisdom of politicians” by promoting the 

national, ecclesiastical and individual Reformation that only would prevent divine 

judgement.200 Those involved in the nation’s government were now part of the problem—

“profane Swearers, or Scoffers at the Power of Religion, or Drunkards, or unclean Persons, or 

covetous Oppressors.”201 Owen’s criticism of the government reached its peak after the 

failure of these attempts to exclude the openly Catholic brother of the king, James, duke of 

York, from the line of succession. In the aftermath of the exclusion crisis, Owen recognised 

that the English Reformation was effectively over. In a sermon in December 1681, he directly 
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attacked the “provoking sins” of “the throne” and “the court,”202 describing the evidence 

provided by Titus Oates of a “popish plot” as evidence that God had not yet forsaken 

England.203 In A brief and impartial account of the nature of the Protestant religion (1682), 

he recognised that “Designs” for the “utter Extirpation” of the Protestant religion were being 

“managed with policy and power.” Some who were involved in “public affairs” had done 

what they could to forestall the return of Catholicism—including his old friend, 

Shaftesbury.204 But Owen recognised that the “Protestant interest” in politics was now 

“beyond hopes of a revival.”205 The political forces that were ranged against true religion 

were simply too great to be resisted by constitutional means. But, he continued, “where the 

Protestant Religion is received, publickly professed, and established by Law, it cannot be 

changed without the extream Havock and Ruine of the greatest and best part of their 

Subjects, in all their Temporal concerns.”206 Facing the prospect of a return to Catholic rule, 

Owen expected constitutional upheavals that would lead to “rage and fury.”207 He began to 

consider possibilities that he had long dismissed. Cautiously, he raised the possibility of 

armed resistance to any return to Catholic rule. His suggestions were oblique, but obvious. 

He could think of “no instance” of any “defending themselves in the Profession of the 

Protestant Religion by arms, but where together with their Religion their Enemies did design 

and endeavour to destroy those Rights, Liberties, and Priviledges, which not only the Light of 

Nature, but the Laws and Customs of their several Countreys did secure unto them as part of 

 
202 Owen, Seasonable words for English Protestants (1690), 15–16; Works (1965), 9:10.  
203 Owen, Seasonable words for English Protestants (1690), 21; Works (1965), 9:13. 
204 Owen, A brief and impartial account of the nature of the Protestant religion (1682), 3; Works (1965), 
14:531. 
205 Owen, A brief and impartial account of the nature of the Protestant religion (1682), 16; Works (1965), 
14:540. 
206 Owen, A brief and impartial account of the nature of the Protestant religion (1682), 39; Works (1965), 
14:554. 
207 Owen, A brief and impartial account of the nature of the Protestant religion (1682), 39; Works (1965), 
14:554. 



 45 

their Birthright Inheritance.”208 In this resort to arms, the godly would need to be prepared to 

“suffer … even unto death” in defence of their faith.209 In other words, Owen was hinting, 

now that politics had failed to secure the English Reformation, the time might have come for 

another war. 

Owen’s comments lend some credence to claims that in the early 1680s he did, in 

fact, become involved in an attempt to defend the cause of English Protestantism by force of 

arms. During the winter of 1682–83, a large number of dissenters and their supporters among 

the Whigs banded together in a plot to assassinate Charles and his brother, the duke of York, 

in order to install on the throne the king’s reliably Protestant but illegitimate son, the duke of 

Monmouth. While most of Owen’s biographers have dismissed the possibility that he was 

involved in the Rye House plot, Sarah Gibbard Cook has brought together some very 

suggestive lines of enquiry, noting the testimony of informers, the close connections between 

Owen and several conspirators, his behaviour in the period around the assassination attempt, 

and the plausibility of his involvement given what we know about his thinking about religion 

and politics. Taken together with his comments in A brief and impartial account of the nature 

of the Protestant religion, which to the best of my knowledge have never been read in this 

context, the evidence suggests that Owen might at the very least have approved of the 

conspiracy. The plot was discovered in June 1683, several months after it had failed. 

Appearing before the king, Owen swore under oath not to have known about the plot.210 This 

did not alleviate all suspicions. The duke of Monmouth himself testified that Owen had 

approved of the conspiracy.211 This confirmed the claim of Owen’s former pastoral assistant, 

Robert Ferguson—who was now being spied upon—who told an informer that Owen 
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believed that the assassination of the king was “both lawful and necessary.”212 Bridget Ireton 

Bendish, a former member of Owen’s church, may also have supported the plot, and certainly 

helped her brother when his involvement was discovered.213 The son of another member, 

John Desborough, was also incriminated.214 Owen’s brother, Henry, appears to have 

conspired with Robert Ferguson at their meetings in Owen’s house on Leadenhall Street, 

London.215 The plot had involved Owen’s brother, his pastoral assistant, and several of the 

younger members of his church. Owen had at least validated their objectives and their 

methods. But his actual involvement in the plot remains unknown.216 Owen died, on 24 

August 1683, as investigations continued, and before another round of executions began. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Owen’s political opinions certainly changed over the course of his life. His critics repeatedly 

accused him of being a “trimmer,” of being prepared to “sordidly comply with every 

Government, pray and teach to each Faction, side with all Innovators,” or of being a “great a 

Weather-Cock in his principles about Government, Toleration and Liberty of Conscience.”217 

They were right. Owen did change his mind on key issues. In the “country essay” he argued 

against the toleration of heresy, and argued that the state should put down any teaching that 

disturbed the peace.218 Two years later, in the appendix on toleration that was published 

along with his sermon on the regicide, he made the opposite cause, arguing that “error has as 

much right to a forcible defence as Truth.”219 By October 1652, he had changed his mind 
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again, and in a sermon to Parliament urged MPs to take seriously their responsibility to 

“thresh, break, destroy, burthen, fire, consume and slay” the enemies of the Gospel.220 In the 

chaos that followed upon the downfall of Richard Cromwell’s administration, he hoped that 

“Rulers over men” might “forebeare for ever to impose any nationall, parochiall Ministry, so 

as to inforce any forme of Worship suited to their interest, or compell men of one perswasion, 

to maintaine any man of another, in the Ministry.”221 And after the restoration, he defended 

the rights of English monarchs to be recognised as “head” of the established church, but 

began to suggest the need for armed resistance to government when he faced the prospect of 

a return to Catholic rule. Owen certainly changed his mind. But he did not change his mind 

on the underlying commitment that made sense of these opinions in rapidly changing 

circumstances. Fundamentally, Owen had one political goal, for which he worked during the 

civil war, the republic, and after the restoration. He defended broader or narrower varieties of 

religious freedom, government by republic or monarchy, as well as passive and active 

resistance, in order to make the best case he could in changing circumstances for the 

toleration of orthodox Protestants. Those critics who pointed to Owen’s political instability 

did not recognise his underlying consistency, and could not understand his argument that 

forms of government were much less important than what those forms of government 

provided for the godly. Owen had to negotiate the changing fortunes of the period’s political 

revolutions. In the 1640s, as a newly minted Independent, he depended upon being tolerated 

by the mainly Presbyterian government. In the 1660s, he depended upon being tolerated by 

the mainly Anglican government. In between, he tried to fashion a national church settlement 

that would offer some of the period’s most generous religious liberties. 
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Owen was remembered for his accomplishments. Over one century after his death, 

and in the very different circumstances of the new American republic, Benjamin Rush and 

Thomas Jefferson were debating the best ways to “keep religion and government independant 

[sic] of each Other.” Rush was particularly concerned to emphasise the spiritual rather than 

the political nature of primitive Christianity. St Paul, he believed, would rebuke those clergy 

who were engaging themselves in the affairs of the world: “Read my Epistles,” he imagined 

the apostle arguing. “In no part of them will you perceive me aiming to depose a pagan 

Emperor, or to place a Christian upon a throne. Christianity disdains to receive Support from 

human Governments.” Rush reinforced the point by referring to an eminent “disciple of St 

Paul,” a “minister of the Gospel among the dissenters in England, & a sincere friend to 

liberty,” “a certain Dr Owen.” This man, Rush reported, was 

 

once complained of by one of Cromwell’s time serving priests,—that he did not 

preach to the times. “My business and duty … is to preach—to Eternity— not to 

the times.” He has left many Volumes of Sermons behind him, that are so wholly 

religious, that no One from reading them, could tell, in what country,—or age they 

were preached.222 

 

Rush’s use of this anecdote was telling. More often used with reference to Robert Leighton, 

whose saintly reputation certainly justified this otherworldly spirituality, the anecdote 

presented Owen as a preacher with no interest in politics. Nothing, of course, could have 

been further from the truth. Owen’s attempt to work out the relationship between church and 

state laid the foundation for American political culture and classical liberal theory. For, 
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however else he changed, throughout his long and active life, Owen remained relentlessly 

political. 


