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 In this Thanksgiving season most Americans are again commemorating the arrival of 

their forebearers, the “Pilgrim Fathers”, on this continent. Some fall down blindly and worship, 

eulogizing unconditionally and unreservedly while others, although superficially admiring their 

courage and pioneering, are far above their so-called bigotry and intolerance. 

 But we as Protestant Reformed people, who are truly proponents of the Calvinistic 

system and world and life view, can I think, find much in the history and doctrine of the Puritans 

that is principally sound and God-fearing.  Not as though we were guilty of “Puritanism”, so-

called as those that accuse us of being anabaptistic would affirm, but I am sure that all truly 

Reformed people could see much that would warm their hearts if they would but candidly and 

diligently search for it.   

 The origin of many of the theological and political aspects of Puritanism can be traced 

back to Calvin himself.  For some of the early Protestants in England fled to Geneva in 

Switzerland during the reign of Bloody Mary.  Here they imbibed the teachings of Calvin and 

brought Calvinism back to England when they returned, after the reign of persecution had 

ceased.  These seeds developed into the Puritan and Separatist movements which were destined 

to become great and powerful under such men as Oliver Cromwell, sometime after our Pilgrim 

fathers landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620. 

 For the origin of the Pilgrims we must look to the counties of Nottinghamshire and 

Lincolnshire in southeastern England, in particular to the small village of Scrooby Community 

from which the Pilgrims came.  These people seceded from the English church.  Richard Clyfton 

was the first pastor of the seceders and with him as teacher, John Robinson. Robinson afterward 

became sole Pastor, and is one of the important personages we associate with the group.  William 

Brewster and William Bradford were two lay preachers of the group, serving at different times 

and are very prominent with the more important characters of the Pilgrim Fathers. Brewster is 

known as Elder Brewster and Bradford as Governor Bradford because he afterward became 

governor of the Plymouth colony in America, the latter was also their Historian.  

 According to Bradford’s history of the Plymouth Plantation, “Seeing themselves thus 

molested, and that there was no hope of their continuance there, they resolved to go to ye Low 

Countries, where they heard was freedom of religion for all men, as also how Sundrie from 

London, and other parts of ye land had been exiled and persecuted for ye same cause, and were 

gone thither and lived at Amsterdam and other places of ye land, so after they had continued 

together about a year and kept their meetings every Sabbath, in one place or other, exercising the 

worship of God amongst themselves, not withstanding all ye diligence and malice of their 

adversaries, they seeing they could no longer continue in ye condition, resolved to get over into 

Holland as they could which was in ye year 1607-1608.” 

 Thus we see the state of affairs which prompted the Scrooby Congregation in the year 

1607 to charge Elder Brewster with the mission, “To find them a way out of England to ye Low 

Countries.” Brewster accordingly went to Boston and there cautiously looked about him, and 

made a bargain with the captain of a Dutch vessel to receive his party on board. Everything was 

in readiness, the Pilgrims had met at the appointed spot, but they were betrayed, arrested, and 

stripped of their belongings, and driven into town, a spectacle for the gaping crowd. In the town 

of Boston they were put into cells of the now famous Guildhall.  



 How the imprisoned Separatists fared is hard to say.  Eventually, however, after many 

weeks of waiting they were all liberated, and met again to make more plans. They agreed with 

another Dutchman to take them on board at a lonely point, a good distance from any town.  Here 

also everything was in readiness for the Dutchman had already embarked a boatload of men in 

the ship’s skiff, when he saw to his dismay a company of officers in hot pursuit to take them.  

Seeing this, he immediately heaved anchor, sailed straight away with the men whom he already 

had on board.  This skiff encountered a heavy sea; it did reach Amsterdam, however, after much 

buffeting of the waves. Imagine, the scene on shore; women weeping for their husbands, others 

distracted with apprehension.  

 The group’s historian tells us, however, with a sigh of satisfaction, “That notwithstanding 

all these storms of opposition, they got over at length, some at one time and some at another, and 

some in one place and some in another and met together again according to their desires with no 

small rejoicing.” 

 The first stage of the pilgrimage to the new world was now accomplished.  Before the 

end of 1608 the whole body had assembled in Amsterdam.  They soon moved to the city of 

Leyden and here they embarked on a prosperous period of church life.  Eleven quiet years were 

spent in Holland.  The conditions of life were stern and hard to be sure.  But with patient 

industry, fighting poverty, and gaining friends, they bore all cheerfully.   

 They continued all these years under the prudent guidance of John Robinson.  Bradford 

calls him a “famous and worthy man”.  It was he who was one of the last to leave Holland in 

those troublous times.  It was he also who prompted them to go to the new world.  All 

indications are that he certainly was a much revered pastor of his flock, and that he does measure 

up to the devoted picture of Governor Bradford. 

 The English Exiles in Holland began to realize after a while that their posterity was in 

danger of becoming degenerate and corrupted. Some children were sharing tasks with their 

parents.  Others, however, were becoming soldiers and sailors, at least taking paths divergent 

from the little flock, and beginning to lose their English characteristics.  This and also a desire to 

publish the gospel to the remotest parts of the world led the Pilgrims to consider further 

emigration.  Holland, though a welcome temporary asylum, was no permanent home for these 

English exiles and their thoughts were long turned to North America as a place of settlement.  By 

good fortune, this country was then being opened up, and it appeared as a veritable Land of 

Promise to these refugees in search of a new home.  

 At first the Pilgrims chose Virginia as a place of settlement, but eventually they secured 

powers from the Plymouth Company and decided to sail for New England instead of Virginia. 

 At length the day arrived when the Pilgrims were to make the journey across the seas.  

They bade farewell to those that remained behind at the city of Delftshaven.  Pastor Robinson 

with these others were to remain in Leyden till the first company had secured a lodgment on the 

American Continent. Many were the delays and disappointments.  Troubles followed them on 

the waters.  Repeatedly they had to turn into port for repairs.  The last port touched was 

Plymouth for which their settlement in America was named.  From here they sailed in the ship, 

the “Mayflower”.  

 In such a ship this trip was indeed a hazardous undertaking.  It was not until two whole 

months had been spent on the turbulent waters, that on December 21, 1620, out from Plymouth 

the Mayflower rounded Cape Cod, and dropped anchor in the placid waters of Provincetown 

Harbor.   

 



 “The breaking waves dashed high 

 On a stern and rock bound coast: 

 And the woods, against a stormy sky, 

 Their giant branches tossed.” 

 

 These stirring words of Mrs. Hemans very fittingly describe the scene.  We can easily 

imagine with what wondering awe the Pilgrims gazed out over the stretch of water upon the 

strange and newly found land.  Strange indeed must it have seemed to their unaccustomed gaze, 

this beautiful but unsettled wilderness of wood and rock.  What mingled fears and hopes must 

have smitten their breasts when they thought for instance upon the savages that were known to 

exist, and that might have to be encountered with an arm of flesh.  

 The Mayflower rode at anchor, while exploring parties were made to discover a suitable 

place of settlement.  While at anchor also these prudent folk drew up the first charter of self 

government, the famous Mayflower Compact.  It was subscribed to by all the male members, 

numbering forty-one.  

 The early struggles of the little group and the hardships they had to endure form a story 

of terrible privation and suffering but also of heroic endurance and self sacrifice. 

 To these unaccustomed Englishmen so long cooped up in the Mayflower, added to this 

their late arrival in mid-winter, the cold and bleak New England shore offered a terrible situation 

as far as health and climatic conditions were concerned.  And death reaped a rich harvest in their 

midst.  One is touched to read of the graves that had to be leveled and grassed over for fear of the 

prowling Indians who should discover how few and weak the strangers were.   

 Bradford writes, that they “built a fort with good timber, both strong and comely, which 

was of good defense made with a flat roof and battlements”.  Here they kept constant watch, and 

this was also their meeting house.   

 The following well known, but picturesque scene describes the pilgrims going to church. 

“They assemble by beat of drum each with his musket or flintlock, in front of the Captain’s door.  

They have their cloaks on, and place themselves in order, three abreast, and are led by a sergeant 

without beat of drum.  Behind comes the Governor in a long robe, beside him on right comes the 

preacher wearing his cloak, and on the left the Captain, with his sidearms and cloak, and a cane 

in his hand.” 

 Such is the noble and inspiring picture of the landing and first settlement of the Pilgrim 

Fathers.  These were guided “not out of any new fangledness, or other such like giddie humor by 

which men are oftentimes transported to their own hurt and danger, but for sundrie weightie and 

solid reasons”, as Governor Bradford so quaintly expresses it. 

 Which picture may well serve to inspire us; who live in a day when men also are led by 

reasons of expediency and material needs rather than by reasons of principle and the fear of God 

in spite of great hardships and material loss. 
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