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WHEN the works of men, eminent

both for their intellectual and mo-

ral excellence, are prefented to the Public,

it is natural to prefume that the Public will

feel a defire to be favoured with fome ac-

count of them. It is from a prefumption of

this kind, that the following brief ac-

count has been drawn up of the late emi-

nent Dr Withersfoon. Thofe who take

pleafure in acquainting themfelves with the

hiftory of perfons who have been bleffed

with fuperior talents, and enabled ftrenu-

oufly to devote themfelves to truth, to vir-

tue, and to the beft interefts of mankind,

will feel peculiar interell in perilling a faith-

ful memoir of this eminent divine.
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Dr Withekspoon was a branch of a very

refpectable family, which had long poflefTed

a confiderable landed property in the eaft of

Scotland. He was lineally defcended from

that eminent man of God, the Rev. John
Knox, well known as the prime inftrument

of fpreading and eftablifliing the reformed

religion in this part of the United King-

doms. The Do&or was born on the 5th

day of February 1722 ; and his father was,

at that time, minifter of the pariih of Yef-

ter, about 18 miles from Edinburgh. His

father was a worthy man—eminent not only

fur piety, but for literature, and for a habit

of extreme accuracy in all his writings and

difcourfes. Any propenfity, when it has

once become characteriftical of a race, is pe-

culiarly apt to be propagated by the influ-

ence of early affociations. The father's ex-

ample, therefore, may be fuppofed to have

contributed not a little to form in the fon

that tafle and love of correctnefs, united

with a dignified fimplicity, for which he.

•was fo much and fo juftly diftinguiihed

through the whole of his life.

Young WiTHEiisfooN was very early fent

to the public fchool at Haddington, where

his father fpared no expence in his educa-
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tion. He had been at that feminary but a

little while when he attracted particular no-

tice. He was ditiinguifhed for affiduity in

his fludies, for foundrieis of judgment, and

for clearnefs and quicknefs of conception,

among his fchool- fellows, many of whom
have fince filled fome of the higheft flations

in the literary and political world.

At the age of fourteen, he was removed

to the Univerfity of Edinburgh, where he

continued attending the different ProfefTors

with a great degree of credit in all the

branches of learning, until the age of twen-

ty-one, when he was licenfed to preach the

gofpel. When a ftudent at the Divinity

Hall, his character flood remarkably high

for his tafte in facred criticifm, and for a

precifion of thinking, and a perfpicuity of

expreffion, rarely attained at fo early a pe-

riod.

He had fcarcely left the Univerfity when
he was invited to be Afliftant and SuccefTor

to his father in the parifh of Yefler. How-
ever, he chofe rather to accept an invitation

from the parifh of Beith, in the weft of

Scotland, where he was ordained with the

univerfal confent of the people, and where

£3
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he afterwards received many pleafing to-

kens of their high eiteem and cordial affec-

tion. It is devoutly to be wi(hed that fuch

happy fettlements were more frequent in

the Church of Scotland, and that they were

not fo often prevented by the impolitic ex-

ercife of the law of patronage.

From Beith, he foon received a call to

the large and flourifhing town of Paiiley, fo

celebrated for its various and excellent ma-

nufactures. There he refided with high re-

putation, and laboured in the work of the

Lord with uncommon fuccefs. There his

name will long be held in facred remem-

brance.

During his refidence at Paiiley, he was

invited to Dublin, in Ireland, to take the

charge of a numerous and refpe&able con-

gregation in that city. He was alfo invited

to Rotterdam, in the republic of the United

Provinces, and to the town of Dundee, in

his own country. But he could not then

be induced to quit fuch a fphere of comfort

and ufefulnefs as Paiiley afforded him. He
rejedled alfo, in the firfl; inftance, the invita-

tion of the Truftees of the College of New
Jerfey, in America. He thought it almoft

impoffible to diflblve connections at home,
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which had been fo long endeared to him ;

to leave a place where he was fo much re-

fpected and fo very happy ; and, in the

middle of his career, to bury himfelf, as he

apprehended, in a new and diftant country.

But, urged by all the friends whofe judg-

ment he mod refpected, and whofe friend-

fliip he mod valued ; hoping too that his

facriflces might be more than repaid by

his being made peculiarly ufeful in promo-

ting the caufe of Chriil, and the interefts of

learning in the new world, and knowing that

Jerfey College had been confecrated from

its foundation to thofe great objects to which

he had devoted his life, he contented, on a

fecond application, to wave every other con-

fideration, to crofs the Atlantic, and to take

the important charge to which he had been

called, with the concurrent willies and the

higheft expectations of all the friends of the

College *. Their expectations were not dif-

appointed. The reputation and pTofperity

* Dr Withersfoon arrived with his family in Ame-
rica in the month of Auguft 1768. He was the fixth

Preffdent of the College fince its foundation in the year

1746. His five predeceffors were, the Rev. Meffrs Jo-

^ATaAN Dickenson—Aaron Burr—Jonathan Edwaxbs
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of the College under Dr Witherspoon's ad-

miniitration equalled the higheft hopes that

even the moft fanguine entertained.

New Jerfey College was founded, and has

fince been chiefly fupported, by private li-

berality and zeal. Its finances, from a va-

riety of caufes, w7ere in a very low and de-

clining condition, when Dr Withekspoon

arrived in America. But his reputation ex-

cited an uncommon liberality in the Public,

and his perfonal exertions, which extended

from Malfachufetts to Virginia, foon railed

its funds to a flourifhing ftate. The war of

the Revolution, indeed, afterwards obftruct.-

ed its growth, and almoft annihilated its re-

—Samuel Davies—and Dr Samuel Findley ; men de»

fervedly celebrated for their learning, genius, and piety.

Mr Dickenson and Mr Edwards were advanced in life

when chofen to the Preftdency, and their labours there-

fore 'were not of fo long continuance.

A little before Dr Witherspoon left Scotland, and

while he was in great fufpenfe whether it was his duty

to leave it or not, a gentleman poffeffed of a confiderable

property, and a relation of the Doctor's family, promi-

fed to make him his heir if he would not go to Ameri-

ca. This fact (hews that the Doctor's conduct was di-

rected, not by felfiih, but by the moft pure and difinte-

refltd motives*
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fources ; yet much, even then, was the in-

ftitution indebted to his enterprife and ta-

lents.

But the chief advantages which it deri-

ved were from his literature, his fuperinten-

dence, his excellent example, and from the

general turn and tone which he gave to the

literary purfuits of the ftudents. Formerly

the courfe of inftruction had been too fuper-

ficial, and the metaphyfics and philofophy

that were taught tinctured abundantly with

the dry and unedifying forms of the fchools.

This defect, however, ought not to be im-

puted to the great and worthy men who
had prefided over the inftitution before

him ; but rather to circumftances exifting

from the infant ftate of the country, over

which it was not to be expected that they

could, all at once, have a fufficiently com-

manding power. But true it is, that fince

the election of Dr Withekspoon to the Pre-

sidency, learning has received an extenfion

that was not known before in the American

feminaries. He introduced into their phi-

lofophy all the moil liberal and modern im-

provements of Europe. He made the phi-

lofophical courfe embrace the general prin-

ciples of policy and public law ; he incor-
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porated with it found and rational metaphy-

iics, equally remote from the doctrines of

fatality and contingency ; from the barren-

nefs of the fchools, and from the exceflive

refinements of thofe contradictory, but

equally abiurd and impious claries of fcep-

tics, who either wholly deny the exigence of

matter, or maintain that nothing but matter

exifts in the univerfe.

The numbers of men of diftingui fried ta-

lents, in the different liberal profeiftons, who
received the elements of their education1

under Dr Witherspoon, demonftrate how

eminent his fervices were to the College of

New Jerfey. Under his aufpices have been

formed a great proportion of the Clergy of

the American Church, and to his able in-

ftructions America owes many of her mod
diflinguifhed patriots and legiflators. Above

thirty of his pupils have arifen to the ho-

nour of being members of the Congrefs,

and among thefe are to be found fome of

the firft characters for reputation and ufe-

fulnefs.

Dr Witherspoon continued directing the-

Inflitution of which he was Preiident with

increafing fuccefs, till the commencement of

the American war. But that calamitous-
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event fufpended his functions and difperfed

the College. He then entered upon a new

fcene, and appeared in a new character.

Still, however, he fhone with his ufual

luftre. Knowing his diftinguifhed abili-

ties, the citizens of New Jerfey elected

him as one of the mod proper delegates

whom they could fend to that Conven-

tion which formed their Republican Con-

stitution. In this Convention he appear-

ed, to the aftonifhment of all the ProfeiTors

of the law, as profound a civilian as he con-

fefTedly was a philofopher and divine. What
an exhibition this of the extent and variety

of the powers of his mind !

From the revolutionary committees and

conventions of the State, he was fent early

in the year 1776, as a reprefentative of the

people of New Jerfey to the Congrefs of

United America. He was feven years a

member of that body, which, in the face of

innumerable difficulties and dangers, fecu-

red to Americans the eftablifhment of their

Independence. Dr WirHERSPooN was al-

ways firm amidft the mod gloomy and for-

midable afpectsof public affairs, and always

difcovered the greatefl reach and prefence

of mind in the mofl embarrafling fituations.
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It is impoflible here to enter into all his

political ideas. It is but juilice however to

obferve, that on almoft all fubjects on which

he differed from the majority of his brethren

in Congrefs, his principles have been juftifi-

ed by the refult. It is fufficient to feledl

only a few examples.

He conftantly oppofed the expenfive

mode of fupplying the army by commijfion^

which was originally adopted ; and comba-

ted it, until after a long experience of its

ill effects, he, in conjunction with a few firm

and judicious affociates, prevailed to have it

done by contract *.

He oppofed, at every emiflion after the

firft or iecond, that paper currency which

gave fuch a wound to public credit, and

which would have defeated the revolution

if any thing could f, and even hazarded his

popularity for a time by the itrenuoufnefs of

his oppofition.

* Congrefs at firft fupplied the army by allowing a

certain commiflion per cent, on the monies that thecom-

miflioners expended. This invited expence. At length

they were induced to agree to the mode by contract j or

allowing to the purchafer, a certain fum per ration.

f Inftead of emiflions of an unfunded paper, beyond

a certain quantum, Dr Witherspoon urged the proprie-
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In the information of the original confe-

deration, he complained of the jealoufy and

ambition of the individual States, which

were not willing to intruft the general go-

vernment with adequate powers for the com-

mon intereft. He then pronounced inefri-

cacy upon it. But he complained and re-

monftrated in vain*.

Over-ruled however at that time, in thefe

and in other objects of importance, he had

the fatisfaciion of living to fee America re-

vert, in almoft every inftance, to his original

ty of making loans, and eftablifhing funds for the pay-

ment of the intereft ; which, in tlie temper of the public

mind, he thought could then have been eafily effected.

America has fince regretted that the had not purfued

that policy. The Doctor afterwards, at the inftance of

fome of the very gentlemen who oppofed him in Con-

grefs, published his ideas on the nature, value, and ufcs

of money, in one of the moft clear and judicious eflays

that perhaps was ever written on the fubjeCt.

* He particularly remonftrated againft the tardy, in-

efficient and faithlefs manner of providing for the public

exigencies and debts by requisition on the feveral States.

He infilled on the propriety and neceflity of the govern-

ment of the union holding in its own hands the entire re-

gulation of commerce, and the revenues that might be

derived from that fource. Thefe, he contended, would

be adequate to all the wants of the United States, in a

feafon of peace.

Vol. I. G
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ideas ; ideas founded on a found and pene-

trating judgment, and matured by deep re-

flection, and an extenfive obfervation of men
and things. But it is needlels to trace his

political career farther ; it is enough to add,

that while he was thus engaged in ferving

his country in the character of a civilian, he

did not lay afide his duty as a viinijler. *He
gladly embraced every opportunity of

preaching, and of discharging the other du-

ties of his facred office. This he conlider-

ed as his higheft character, and honour in

life.

The College having been collected as loon

as poflible after its difperfion,inftruct.ion was

recommenced under the immediate care of

the Vice-prefident *. Dr Wither.sijqon's

* The Rev. Dr Samuel S. Smith, who was unani-

moufly chofen Dr Wither!>poon' ,
;> fucceffor, on the fixth

day of May 1795. This gentleman's character needs

no eulogium here. His feveral publications, and par-

ticularly his ingenious effay on " The caufes of the

variety of complexion and figure of the human fpe-

cies," delivered before the Philofophical Society in Phi-

ladelphia, February 28. 1787. afford fufficient teftimony

of his genius and learning. The laft mentioned work

has diftinguifted him in the eiiimation of the literati,

both in Europe and America. As foon as it maae its

appearance in Europe, it was read with avidity. It
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name, however, continued to add celebrity

to the inftitution ; and it has fully recover-

ed its former reputation.

The American itruggle for liberty draw-

ing to a period, and the Doctor feeling age

advancing upon him, was defirous of refign-

ing his place in Congrefs ; and would have

fain retired, in a meafure, from the burdens

of the College.

But, notwithftanding his wilh for repofe,

he was induced through his attachment to

the inititution over which he had fo long

preiided, once more to crofs the ocean to

promote its benefit He again viiited Bri-

tain, but the fruit of his voyage was not in-

deed anfwerable to the wifhes of his Ame-
rican friends, yet they felt not the lefs in-

debted to his enterprife and zeal.

From the very learned and fplendid ap-

pearances which Dr WitherspoOxNT was ena-

bled to make, both in the College of New
Jerfey and in the Congrefs of United Ame-

fhortly paffed under more editions than one in Great

Britain. It was tranflated into the French language,

and publimed with great eclat at Paris ; and has been

ftnee tranflated into the German language, and publifhed

with annotations by a profeffbi of moral philofophy, in

one of the univerfities of that empire.
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rica, he was doubtlefs much indebted to the

operation of circumftances in which he was

placed previoufly to his departure from his

native country. While a member of the

councils and courts of the Church of Scot-

land, he took a moil active and decided part

in ecclefiaftical politics. To this may be

traced, in feme meafure, the illuflrious dif-

play which he afterwards gave of his diver-

iified talents for being a man of bufinefs, a

financier, and a public fpeaker.

The Church of Scotland is well known
to be divided into two parties, the one dif-

fering widely from the other in their ideas

of ecclefiaftical management. The one

have declared themfelves abundantly zeal-

ous to confirm and even extend the rights

of patronage ; while the other wifh either

to abridge thefe rights, or to confine their

operation fo as to extend the influence and

fecure the confent of the people in the fct-

tlement of miniiteis. The popular party

are confidered as more zealous for the doc-

trines of grace and for the articles of reli-

gion in all their ftrictnefs, as contained in

the national Confeflion of Faith, The op-.

poling party again, who may be denomina-

ted the unpopular one, feem willing to allow
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a greater latitude of opinion, and generally

preach in a llyle that ieems lels evangelical,

and lefs fitted to, affect the hearts and con-

sciences of the hearers. They deiignate

themfelves moderate men, and therefore

ftrenuoufly oppofe what they call the wild-

nefs of orthodoxy, the madnefs of fanaticifm,

the frenzy of the people. To the conduct

of their oppofing moderate brethren, the^o-

pular clergy attribute moil of the unhappy

religious divifions which have taken place

in Scotland ; and could they be but perfua-

ded to relinquish their unpopular meafures,

it is believed that moil of the feclaries would

in time be brought back to the communion

of the Eitablifhed Church.

Br Witherspoon, while he remained in

the Church of Scotland, was ftrenuous in

his efforts to bring about this confummation,

ib much to be deiired by all her ferious and

enlightened friends. He laboured to make
his clerical brethren lay afide their unchri-

flian feuds, underftand their own true inte-

reft and the intereft of the flocks committed

to their charge. He wifhed to fee them co-

operating as men of one heart and of one

mind. He longed to witnefs the death and

burial of divifion ; to w7 itnefs the Church of

c 3
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Scotland rejoicing in the reconcilement of

her fons ; to witnefs the wandering flocks

brought back to the fold, and peace and

love, the found characteriftics of the religion

of Jefus, thoroughly ellabliihed in the

land.

In promoting thefe views, he thought it

bis duty to act, in the Church Courts, with

thofe of his brethren, wb? are ufually

denominated the orthodox. Acting with

them, as he did with all, from convic-

tion, and at the fame time evincing uncom-

mon knowledge and wildom, he foon acqui-

red fuch an influence in their councils, that

he was confidered at length as their head

and leader. Before he had acquired this

influence, their councils were managed with-

out union or addrefs, while the meafures of

the moderate party had, for a long time, been

artfully conducted by lbme of the greateft

literary characters in the nation. It had

happened among the orthodox, as it often

does among fcrupulous and confcientious

men who are not much veifed in the affairs

of the world, that each purfued inflexibly

his own opinion, as the dictate of an honed

independent mind. They thought, that in

no cafe were they to accommodate any thing
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to the views of others. They thought that

all addrefs and policy were inconliftent

With religion. Hence refulted difunion

of meafures and confequent defeat. Bat

the enlarged mind of Dr Witherspoon,

eager to overcome contention and unite

the parties contending, refufed not to

combine the wifdom of the ferpent with the

harmiejfnefs of the dove. Do him the or-

thodox clergy of this church are principally

indebted for that concentration of views,

that harmony of defign and iyftem of ope-

ration, which they now poiTefs, and which it

is to be wiihed they poffefTed to a dill greater

degree. One day, after Dr Witherspoon

had completely baffled, in fome important

queftions in the General AfTembly, the cele-

brated Dr Robektson, at that time the

leader of the oppofite party, the latter faid

in a pleafant and eafy manner, u
I think

you have your men better difciplined than

formerly." " Yes,'* replied Dr Wither-

spoon, " by urging your pulitics too far, you

have compelled us to beat you with your

own weapons."

Thus, from the habits which he had ac-

quired in his native country, Dr Wither-

spoon was duly prepared for appearing witk
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fuch magnificence and fuccefs in the eccle-

iiaftical and civil afTemblies of America-.

Few men have ever (hewn themfelves more

able to ffize at once the right point of view

on every queftion. to difentangle the mod
embarralTed fubjecrs, and by clear and- con-

clufive reafoning to bring every difcuffion to

a ipeedy and decifive termination.

Towards the clofe of life, however, he felt

and gratified an inclination to retire from

the political fcene on which he had long

acted with uncommon dignity and ufeful-

nefs. He withdrew in a great meafure from

the exeicife of all the public functions that

were not immediately connected with the

duties of his facred office.

Every day he felt his bodily infirmities

fa ft inc rearing. For more than two years

before his death, he fuffered the lofs of his

fight, which contributed to haften the pro-

grefs of his other diforders. Thefe he bore

with a patience and a cheerfulnefs rarely

to be met with even in thofe eminent for

wifdom and piety. His activity of mind,

and anxiety to be ufeful, would not permit

him, even in this deprrimig lituation, to de-

fift from the exercife of his miniftry, and his

duties in the College. He was frequently
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led into the pulpit, both at home and

abroad, during his blindnefs, and he always

acquitted himielf, even then, in his ufually

accurate, impreffive and excellent manner.

He had the felicity of enjoying the full ufc

of his mental powers to the very laft. He
died on the 15th dav of November 1 ,94,

in the 73d year of his age. The College

of New Jerfey loft in him a moft diftin-

guifned Prefident, America one of her ableft

Politicians, and the Church of Chrift one of

her moft valuable Minifters.—" BlefTed are

the dead who die in the Lord : they reft

from their labours, and their works do fol-

low them."

Of Dr Witherseoon's character as an

author, it is not neceflary to fay much. His

Writings are before the Public ; and to

every ferious intelligent reader, they muft

difcover an uncommon knowledge of hu-

man nature, and a deep and intimate ac-

quaintance with the Holy Scriptures. They
generally ftrike us, as being at once elo-

quent and convincing, grave and attractive,

profound and plain, energetic and fimple.

They evidently lhew that the author's
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learning was very extenfive ; that God had

given him a great and underftanding mind,

a quick app»ehen(ion, and a folid judgment.

Dr WiTHLRbPooN's talents were various*

He was not only a ierious writer, but one

who polTelTed alio an uncommon fund of re-

fined humour, and delicate fatire. A hap-

py fpecimen of this is feen in his Ecclejiqfti-

cal Characleri/tics. The edge of his wit in

that performance was directed againfl cer-

tain corruptions in principle and practice,

prevalent in the Church of Scotland ; and

no attack that was ever made upon the mo-

derate clergy gave fo deep a wound, or was

fo feverely felt. Dr Warbukton, the ce-

lebrated Bifhop of Gloucefter, mentions the

Charadterijiics with particular approbation,

and exprelTes his wifh that the Church of

England too had fuch a corrector.

As a preacher, Dr Witherspoon's cha-

racter flood remarkably high. In this de-

partment, he was, in many refpects, one of

the bed models on which a young pulpit

orator could form himfelf. It was a lingu-

lar felicity to the rfudents in the College of

New Jerfey that they had fuch an example,

conftantly before them. Religion, from the

manner in which it was treated by him, al-
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ways commanded the attention of the hear-

ers, even when it did not favingly reach

their hearts. An admirable textuary, a

profound theologian, an univerfal fcholar,

fimple, yet dignified in his manner, and in-

timately acquainted with the human heart
;

he brought forth all the advantages derived

from thefe fources, to the illuftration and in-

forcement of divine truth.

Though always folemn, affecting and in-

ilruclive, he was by no means the moft fer-

vent and animated orator. A peculiar af-

fection of his nerves, which generally over-

came him, when he allowed himfelf to feel

very keenly on any fubject, obliged him,

from his earlieft entrance on public life, to

impofe a ilnct reflraint upon his ienfibility.

He was therefore under the necefiity of fub-

ftituting gravity and ferioufnefs of manner

in public ipeaking, in room of that wrarmth

and lire of which he was fo capable by na-

ture, and which he fo much admired in

others when managed with prudence.

It was impuilible to hear him without at-

tention, or to attend to him witholit im-

provement. He had a happy talent at un-

folding the ftrict and proper meaning of the

facred writer, in any text from which he

r-Yoi.LNOY;'.']
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chofe to difcourfe ; at concentrating and gi-

ving perfect unity to every lubject which

he treated, and prefenting to his audience

the cleared and mod comprehenfive views

of it. His fermons were diftinguiiried for

judicious and accurate divifion,for profound

remarks on human nature and human life,

and for luminous illustrations of Scripture.

In his difcourfes, he delighted to dwell

chiefly on the great and diilinguifhing doc-

trines of the gofpel. And thefe he brought,

as far as pofiible, to the level of every un-

derftanding, and to the feelings of every

heart. He feldom chofe to lead his hearers

into fpeculative difcuflions, and never to en-

tertain them by a mere difplay of. talents.

All orientation in the pulpit he viewed with

the utmoft averfion and contempt. During

the whole of his Preiidency, he was ex-

tremely folicitous to train thofe lludious

youths who had the miniilry of the gof-

pel in view in fuch a manner, as to fee u re

the greateu. refpe&ability, as well as ufeful-

nefs, in their lac red profeflion. It was his

conftant advice to young preachers, never

to enter the pulpit without the molt careful

preparation. It was his ambition and his

hope to render thofe in the holy mmiftry the
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moil pious and exemplary body of men in

the American Republic.

His perfonal religion is well known. Few
men were ever more anxious to walk elofe

with God, and by a fober, righteous, and pi-

ous life, to adorn the doclrines of the gof-

pel. Befides the daily devotions of the clo-

fet and the family, he regularly fet apart,

with his houfehoid, the lafb day of every

year, for fading, humiliation and prayer.

He was alio in the practice of fpending

days in fecret exercifes of this kind as occa-

fion required. He was enabled, while on

earth, to " continue patiently in well do-

ing," and he is now in heaven enjoying his

everlafling reward.

" The memory of the juft is blelTed."'

—

May we all be adorned with their character,

and admitted to their happinefs.

Canongate, Edin. ~)

Augujl i8c 4 . J

N.B. The materials of this Memoir have

been chiefly derived from a fermon preach-

ed in confequence of Dr Witherspoon's

death, by the Rev. Dr Rodgers, fenior mi-

nifter of the United Prefbyterian Church
in the city of New York.
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