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john carroll and origins of catholic church

were so fractious that the need to control them became one of the few points 
of wholehearted agreement between Rome and Carroll.5

The developing church was not simply the American wing of a harmo-
nious, conservative monolith. But its distinctiveness did not result solely 
from the influences of the new nation. Though Carroll’s embrace of religious 
pluralism responded to American circumstances and ideals, it owed much 
to the difficult histories of the Jesuit order and English Catholics. Carroll, 
moreover, sought to preserve and even strengthen the American Catholic 
Church’s hierarchies, defending prelates’ authority over priests and priests’ 
authority over congregations. His adroit management of Rome and of 
American perceptions crafted a church that thrived in a democracy without 
being democratic.

Between the end of the Revolution and his death in 
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without unity—an assumption forged in English and Jesuit history—also 
proved a prescient vision of America’s religious future.

Both Carroll’s and Rome’s efforts to create a viable U.S. Catholic 
Church began in 1783 during negotiations over the Treaty of Paris. Rome 
sought to use French leverage to ensure that the emerging New World 
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Maryland, if he “carefully avoided to assume any temporal jurisdiction or 
authority.”9 It was thus with equanimity and even optimism that Rome 
added the new United States to its roster of missions capable of some form 
of local Catholic governance.
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churches worldwide—posed at least as much of a threat to a sustainable 
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some Catholic clergy, further posited that a tolerant polity in which reason 
could pursue religious truth was the most desirable earthly arrangement.16

The argument that one could be a good Catholic and a good 
Englishman never prevailed within the British Isles in part because of 
Jesuits’ own reputation for overreaching. Though asserting the difference 
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30 Carroll to Giuseppe Doria-Pamphili, Nov. 26, 1784, ibid., 1: 152–55 (quotation, 1: 
152–53).

31 Carroll to Vitaliano Borromeo, Nov. 10, 1783, ibid., 1: 80–81.
32 Carroll to Cardinal Antonelli, Feb. 27, 1785, ibid., 1: 169–79, esp. 1: 169–71. 
33 John Thorpe to Carroll, Feb. 7, 1790, Carroll Letters and Documents, in Archives 

of the Archdiocese of Baltimore, reel no. 5 (quotation). Irish priest Patrick Smyth arrived 
in the United States in 1787 and had left by spring 1788, provoking Carroll’s immediate 
suspicion. See Carroll to [Thorpe?], May 8, 1788, vol. 892, fols. 532r–33r, Riferite nelle 
congregazioni generali, in Congregatio de Propaganda Fide Records, reel no. 12. For an 
abstract, see Spalding, John Carroll Recovered, 5. See also Carroll to [Thomas Betagh], 
July 9, 1788,
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when he wrote at great length to the Propaganda, accusing Carroll of favoring Jesuits. 
See La Poterie to the Propaganda, Jan. 6, 1790, Scritture riferite nei congressi, ser. 1, 
sec. 2, fols. 541–42, in Congregatio de Propaganda Fide Records, reel no. 42. Carroll was 
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to obtain permission for the Mass to be said in English rather than in Latin 
so that Catholics could understand it and Protestants would not mistrust 
it. He also advocated that distinctive religious observances such as Catholic 
funerals be conducted in accordance with quiet, conciliatory English 
Catholic practices.35
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39 John Carroll, An Address to the Roman Catholics of the United States of America, 
By a Catholic Clergyman (1784; repr., Worcester, Mass., 1785), 13 (“members”), 14 (“noth-
ing”), 15 (“Let any one”). See also [John Locke], A Letter Concerning Toleration: Humbly 
Submitted, &c. (London, 1689); Joseph Priestley, An Essay on the First Principles of 
Government, and on the Nature of, Political, Civil, and Religious Liberty (Dublin, Ireland, 
1768); Chinnici, English Catholic Enlightenment, chap. 1; Chinnici, Living Stones, 7–10. 

40 Carroll to Leonardo Antonelli, July 2, 1787, in Hanley, John Carroll Papers, 1: 
255–58, esp. 1: 255–56; Carroll to Michael Alvarez y Cortes, Apr. 9, 1796, ibid., 2: 172–74, 
esp. 2: 172; Carroll to Antonelli, Apr. 23, 1792, ibid., 2: 26–39, esp. 2: 28; Carroll, Address 

Insistent that clergy avoid offending Protestant mores, Carroll knew 
that one sure way to insult a Protestant was to tell him he was going to hell 
because he was not a Catholic. Carroll labored to separate his church from 
the popular conception—grounded in some strains of Catholic thought—
that church teaching denied salvation to all but the flock. Informed by 
the long argument between Anglicanism and Catholicism as well as by 
John Locke and Joseph Priestley, Carroll asserted the Catholic Church’s 
superiority on the grounds of toleration, not of truth. Though the church 
taught that only its members could be saved, Carroll wrote in a defense 
of Catholicism he published in 1784, “the members of the catholic church,” 
he argued, were not just those who identified themselves as Catholics but 
rather “all those, who with a sincere heart seek true religion, and are in an 
unfeigned disposition to embrace the truth.” The Catholic Church taught 
“nothing, that is not professed in the public liturgy of the protestant epis-
copal church; and nothing, I presume, but what is taught in every christian 
society on earth.” The church, Carroll insisted, also refused to judge the 
state of Catholics’ souls, leaving such penetration to God alone. “Let any 
one compare this explanation of our doctrine with the doctrine of protes-
tant divines,” Carroll wrote pointedly, “and discover in the former, if he can, 
any plainer traces of the savage monster intolerance, than in the latter.”39 A 
true church, like a true republic, did not read its members’ hearts.
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Ecumenism had limits. Carroll lamented intermarriage and did not 
want Protestant ministers preaching in Catholic churches, though Catholic 
priests borrowed Protestant sanctuaries. Nor did he want Catholics to help 
neighbors erect Protestant churches, though Protestants so aided Catholics. 
Still Carroll avoided acknowledging discord and distinction. Religious 
judgments were not to disrupt the Christian community or the political 
community Carroll saw as its analog. Sometimes requirements were obvi-
ous: Carroll distanced his church from any quest to use the state to punish 
nonbelievers. “I do not think, that J. Christ ever impowered his church 
to recur to the means of force & bloodshed, for the preservation of faith 
against error,” Carroll wrote firmly to a fellow priest in 1797.41 Church 
discipline was not civil discipline, religious authority not earthly authority. 
At other times matters required circumspection and finesse. After George 
Washington’s death, Carroll delivered and published a deeply admiring “dis-
course.” He urged priests to do the same. But he also advised them to take 
care not to “form their discourses on the model of a funeral sermon . . . but 
rather . . . compose an oration, such as might be delivered in an academy.”42 
Indeed they ought to remove the Host if speaking in a Catholic church. 
Washington was an admired and virtuous leader, but he was not a Catholic, 
and by Rome’s standards, if not by Carroll’s, he was a heretic. Washington 
must not accidentally be given a Catholic funeral, even as he also must 
not be publicly judged wanting by clergy who were Catholic citizens of 
Washington’s Republic.43

to Roman Catholics of America, 18
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compelled to choose between being an elected vicar apostolic and being an 
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Catholic apologist before him, Carroll also exploited Protestantism’s myriad 
divisions. Since they disagreed violently over doctrine and regularly lev-
eled charges of priest-craft against each other, no single Protestant religion 
could merge seamlessly with the American nation. Carroll did not hesitate 
to point out that Americans had had to fight for their independence from a 
Protestant nation while relying on the help of a Catholic one. “The bitterest 
enemies of our national prosperity,” Carroll wrote in 1789, “possess the same 
religion as prevails generally in the United States . . . What inference will a 
philosophic mind derive from this view, but that religion is out of the ques-
tion? That it is ridiculous to say, The Protestant Religion Is The Important 
Bulwark Of Our Constitution?”55

Thus Christianity mattered to the Republic, but differences among 
Christians did not. Carroll rebutted deism by noting that it would destroy 
not only Catholicism but also Christianity; he did not find it necessary to 
explain why Christianity’s destruction was unthinkable. He did not actively 
seek civic disabilities for non-Christians but made the circle of American 
citizens congruent with the community of American Christians. Usually 
implicit, the equation at times was voiced. “Let your earnest supplications 



American Christianity had broken government’s control over religion 
and had created a Christian nation. Throughout his bishopric Carroll cele-
brated America’s separation of political and religious authority but yoked 
Christianity and the nation in conceptual and practical ways. Carroll 
presciently envisioned a Christianity with an amphibious quality, living 
in private and public realms. That dual nature would allow it to reject or 
court state involvement as seemed strategically desirable. Like marriage and 
economic pursuits, which were cast as private activities but nurtured by law 
and public policy, Christianity was to be defended from state intrusion even 
as it relied on state protection and support. Religiosity was to be promoted 
as a pillar of the polity even as its usefulness was a function of distance 
from it. Carroll relied on the American government to defend his American 
Catholic Church from the Holy See, even arguing that “the Constitution” 
under which “our Religion has acquired equal rights & privileges with 
that of other Christians” required Rome to help create an American see.58 
He sought not to dismantle governmental support for Christianity but to 
ensure Catholicism received it. Carroll asked that Catholic priests be paid 
by Congress to evangelize American Indians, writing to Washington that 
when “Indian tribes [had] received formerly some instruction in the princi-
ples and duties of Christianity . . . a strong attachment was formed in their 
minds towards the nation.”59 As the War of 1812 ended, Carroll happily 
complied “with the recommendation of the worshipful Mayor” of Baltimore 
to declare a day of Thankgsiving.60 Carroll also unabashedly used civil law 
to uphold Catholic hierarchy. In his view the state should support denomi-
nations’ control over who could call himself a minister.61

The American Catholic Church and the state were entwined in yet another 
way: the nation protected slaveholders, and slaveholding helped sustain the 
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have “a Christian culture,” see Christopher Grasso, “The Boundaries of Toleration and 
Tolerance: Religious Infidelity in the Early American Republic,” in The First Prejudice: 
Religious Tolerance and Intolerance in Early America, ed. Chris Beneke and Christopher 
S. Grenda (Philadelphia, 2010), 514–45.

58 Carroll to Farmer, December 1784, in Hanley, John Carroll Papers, 1: 156. 
59 Carroll to George Washington, Mar. 20, 1792, ibid., 2: 24–25 (quotation, 2: 24).
60 
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entanglement with slavery, an institution that had once formed part of its 
hopes of becoming an accepted part of American civic life, compounded the 
damage. But Carroll’s expectation that the church could thrive in America 
and maintain its distinctive institutional structure and hierarchies proved 
correct. In his expectation that the United States would become a landscape 
of deeply held, competing faiths, Carroll was prescient, more so than those 
who imagined a future polity unified by shared evangelism, Unitarianism, 
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The Quakers now boast approximately the same number of members as 
Old Order Amish.67

“Democratization” is a loose-fitting cloak not only over denominational 
structures but also over the beliefs and experiences of postrevolutionary reli-
gion. Was a Protestant church that restricted communion to visible saints 
but allowed lay preaching more or less democratic than one that welcomed 
all but the flagrantly scandalous while permitting only ordained ministers 
to preach? Was a denomination that supported class and racial hierarchies, 
even as it let planters and yeomen, black and white, worship together, more 
or less democratic than one that appealed only to wealthy New England 
Brahmins but demanded the end of slavery? The turn away from belief in 
predestination is considered evidence of the democratization of American 
religion, but the Catholic Church had never accepted the doctrine of pre-
destination, and the doctrine is neither innately opposed nor linked to any 
political ideal or setting.68


