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Huguenots Fleeing France, 1696

At least 200,000 Huguenots are believed to have fled France in the years surrounding 
1685, ending up in places as far afield as North America, the Dutch Republic, 
England, Ireland, Germany, Switzerland, and South Africa.
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Huguenot Identity and Protestant Unity 
in Colonial Massachusetts:
The Reverend André Le Mercier 

and the “Sociable Spirit”

Paula Wheeler Carlo

Abstract: Numerous researchers have noted that many Huguenots 
conformed to Anglicanism several decades after their arrival in North 
America. The situation differed in colonial Massachusetts, where Huguenots 
typically forged connections with Congregationalists or Presbyterians. This 
article explores the activities and writings of André Le Mercier (1692-
1764), the last pastor of the Boston French Church, which closed in 1748. 
Le Mercier was an ardent supporter of Protestant unity, yet he also strove 
to preserve a strong sense of Huguenot identity. Nevertheless, support for 
Protestant unity facilitated Huguenot integration into the English-speaking 
majority, which fostered the demise of French Reformed churches in New 
England and thereby weakened Huguenot identity. Paula Wheeler Carlo 
is a professor of history at Nassau Community College and the author of 
Huguenot Refugees in Colonial New York: Becoming American in the 
Hudson Valley (Sussex Academic Press, 2005). 
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The Huguenots were French Protestants who followed the teachings of the 
religious reformer John Calvin (1509-1564).1 They faced persecution and even 
death during the French Religious Wars in the second half of the sixteenth 
century.2 The conclusion of these wars produced the Edict of Nantes (1598), 
which allowed Protestants to freely practice their religion in specified areas 
of France. After the assassination of King Henri IV (1553-1610), a one-time 
Huguenot, the provisions of this Edict began to be eroded. As persecution 
of Protestants intensified and their faith was declared illegal throughout 
predominantly Catholic France in 1685, many Huguenots sought refuge in 
Protestant states such as the Netherlands, Dutch-controlled South Africa, 
Swiss city-states, the Palatinate, Great Britain, and in the British North 
American colonies. 

Some 30 years ago the late historian Robert M. Kingdon sought to answer 
the question, “Why did the Huguenot refugees in the American colonies 
become Episcopalians?” Kingdon identifies numerous reasons for Huguenot 
conformity to the Church of England, which in the United States became 
known as the Episcopal Church after the American Revolution.3 Motivations 
included financial incentives; social, economic, and political advantages; 
gratitude for toleration and a place of refuge; and perhaps an attraction to 
Anglican doctrines.4 In the conclusion of this classic essay, Kingdon mentions 
yet another possible motivation for conformity to Anglicanism: the desire for 
Christian unity. In support of this, Kingdon cites André Le Mercier (1692-
1764), the last minister of the French Calvinist church in Boston. Kingdon 
describes Le Mercier as “perhaps the most literate of the Huguenots to come 
to America.” Le Mercier had written the following in a 1732 publication: 

There is a great difference between Articles of Doctrine and 
Points of Discipline. One may in this last respect conform 
himself to the ways of the Places where he liveth … without any 
prejudice to his Religion and Conscience…. [As] to Articles of 
Discipline, we must be of a sociable Spirit, and submit to the 
order of the Churches among which we live; because order is not 
an unalterable thing … it depends upon the circumstances of 
times and places; so that it may be very well said of two opposite 
forms, that they are both of them good. 

Based on this passage, Kingdon theorizes that Le Mercier was suggesting 
“that there is no one way in which a true Christian church must be organized.” 
Kingdon further observes that 
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this view would not have been acceptable to English Presbyterians 
or Congregationalists of the period and would not have pleased 
many Episcopalians either. But if it was widespread among the 
Huguenots who emigrated to the  American colonies, [it] may …
explain why it was so easy for the French refugees to discard the 
ecclesiastical structures to which they had been accustomed …
and which may have led them into Episcopal churches.5 

Kingdon’s speculation helps to explain the Huguenots’ easy embrace of 
Anglicanism. But André Le Mercier, who was the pastor of a French Calvinist 
church that did not conform to Anglicanism, appears to be a strange example. 
Still, his writings and career suggest that the spirit of Protestant unity was 
vibrant even among Huguenots who did not conform to the Church of 
England. This article explores how the spirit of unity was encouraged in Le 
Mercier’s publications, manuscript sermons, and in a cooperative presbytery 
that he formed with New England 
Presbyterians.6 At the same time, 
Le Mercier promoted a distinctive 
sense of Huguenot identity by 
emphasizing the tenacity of their 
religious devotion and their 
unique role within international 
Protestantism. 

The Church of England is 
widely regarded as a Protestant 
denomination. Yet, it shares several 
characteristics in common with 
the Roman Catholic Church. 
Therefore, some of its teachings 
and practices differed from those 
of the Calvinists. One of the major 
disagreements concerned church 
organization. Calvinists typically 
had little or no hierarchy outside 
of the local church and did not 
recognize the office of bishop or 
archbishop, while the Church of 
England recognized these offices, 
which is the origin for the term 
Episcopalian.7 

Huguenot Identity and Protestant Unity in Colonial Massachusetts

Hugues Capet

Some believe that the origin of the term 
Huguenot—which was used after 1560 to 
refer to French Protestants—derived from  
the name given to those who supported 
claimants to the French throne who could 
trace their descent back to Hugues Capet, 
a tenth-century French monarch.



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Summer 2012126

Furthermore, Calvinists observed only two sacraments: baptism 
and communion. Unlike Catholics, they did not believe that any of the 
sacraments granted salvation from eternal punishment in hell and assured 
entrance into heaven. The Church of England, in contrast, recognized all 
of the seven sacraments that the Roman Catholic Church did. But the 
Church of England accorded lower status to the five sacraments other than 
baptism and communion and referred to them as the “lesser five.” Like other 
Protestants, Anglicans did not believe that any of the seven sacraments 
conferred salvation. However, the Church of England had a more ritualistic 
form of worship and Anglican churches (particularly in Great Britain) were 
more ornate than those of the Calvinists. 

What all Protestants shared in common was a belief in justification or 
salvation by faith rather than through works or sacraments. Simply put, this 

Reconstructed French Church with stone wall and burial ground, Historic Huguenot 
Street, New Paltz, NY. Boston’s “French Church” may have been similar since many 
churches were square in shape during the colonial period.



127

meant that if someone did not possess the necessary faith in God and in 
the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, no amount of good works or sacraments could 
save that person from eternal damnation in hell. Additionally, Protestants 
allowed their clergy to marry, they did not believe in Purgatory, they did 
not venerate or pray to saints or to the Virgin Mary, laypersons were allowed 
to read the Scriptures in their own language, and services were conducted 
in the vernacular rather than in Latin. In the early seventeenth century 
these differences had led to the persecution of the Pilgrims and Puritans 
(who strove to purify the Church of England of its “popish” practices), thus 
prompting many of these English Calvinists to leave their homeland.

André Le Mercier was born in Normandy, France in 1692. He completed 
his theological studies in 1715 at the Geneva Academy, which had been 
founded by John Calvin and other Protestant reformers in Geneva, 
Switzerland in 1559. Subsequently, Le Mercier went to London where he 
was recruited by André Faneuil, a prosperous Boston merchant and fellow 
Huguenot, to become the minister of the French Church in Boston.8 Le 
Mercier, who was proficient in French, English, and perhaps several ancient 
languages, arrived in Boston in 1716. 

At that time, the Boston French Church was the only Huguenot church 
in New England. Previously there had been small Huguenot congregations 
in Narragansett, Rhode Island (1687-1691), and Oxford, Massachusetts 
(ca. 1691-1704). But as historian Jon Butler notes, these churches quickly 
disintegrated because of internal disputes, financial problems, and Indian 
attacks. Some of the Huguenots from these beleaguered settlements relocated 
to Boston. Consequently, after 1696 there were over forty Huguenot families 
living in Boston.9 Some of these families became well known and prosperous 
through their early involvement in Boston’s political and economic life. 
Among the more prominent Huguenot merchants were André Faneuil, 
James Bowdoin, and Daniel Johonnot. Faneuil was also active in politics, as 
were John Foy, John Barbour, and James LeBlond, all of whom were elected 
as city constables between 1704 and 1711.10

Le Mercier soon established himself as a respected community member 
and intellectual force, with several publications to his credit. He was consulted 
by persons outside the Huguenot community and was an essential member 
of Calvinist circles in New England. Despite Le Mercier’s wider connections, 
dedication, and intelligence, the French Church in Boston experienced 
dwindling membership rolls and finances. Reasons for this downturn 
included “intermarriage, political achievement, apparent economic success, 
and shifts in church membership,” which fostered Huguenot assimilation 
into the predominantly English population.11 The decline in attendance 

Huguenot Identity and Protestant Unity in Colonial Massachusetts
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A plaque now marks the spot where the “French Church” in Boston 
once stood at 24 School Street. Today few markers remain of Boston’s 
Huguenot community. The plaque reads: “On this site stood the 
church of the French Huguenots 1716-1741. Used as a Congregational 
Church 1748-88. Occupied by Roman Catholics 1788-1803. First 
public Mass celebrated in Boston November 2, 1788.”
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resulted in the sale of the church building at 24 School Street in 1748, thus 
marking the end of French Calvinist churches in New England. Although 
Huguenot refugees had also established churches in New York, Virginia, 
South Carolina, and elsewhere, only a few of these congregations outlasted 
the one in Boston.12 Unlike most other American Huguenot ministers, who 
almost literally died in the pulpit, Le Mercier spent the remainder of his life 
at his farm in Roxbury, Massachusetts, where he died in 1764.13 

Le Mercier’s book, The Church History of Geneva, published in 1732, 
presented a perfect paradigm for Huguenot identity and Protestant unity. It 
was dedicated to “The Most Reverend Pastors of the Churches of Christ in 
New–England” in response to their frequent inquiries about Geneva and its 
Academy, where Le Mercier had lived and studied. He referred to the Church 
of Geneva as the “Mother of the other Churches” and placed the French-
speaking city, French reformers, and Huguenot refugees in Geneva at the 
heart of the international Protestant movement. In this way, he emphasized 
the Huguenot sense of identity while fostering memories of their centrality 
to the Reformation. 

Le Mercier further observed that despite “difference[s] in the way of 
Publick Worship,” the Genevan Church has “always maintained as much 
as they could, a sincere Communion and a true and extensive Charity 
with all true Protestants of all Denominations.” Thus, Protestant unity was 
another dominant theme. In this connection, Le Mercier provided numerous 
examples of John Calvin’s ongoing attempts to resolve religious disagreements 
with Swiss reformers, Lutherans, and the Church of England. He also noted 
that Calvin’s attempts at concord focused on the most essential doctrines 
and practices and allowed for the possibility of compromise on “indifferent” 
issues like the type of bread used in communion.14 

This cooperation was often reciprocal: the Church of England sometimes 
consulted the religious leaders of Geneva (particularly John Calvin and 
his successor Theodore Beza) concerning religious controversies, and the 
monarchs of England and Great Britain demonstrated that they were 
protectors of the Church and Republic of Geneva.15 Moreover, Calvin’s 
French Catechism was translated into numerous languages, as were forms 
for prayers, sacraments, and marriage to be used both within and without 
Geneva. In this way, Le Mercier established a mutually agreeable relationship 
among various sixteenth-century Protestants, with Geneva donning the 
mantle of religious leadership for international Protestantism and Great 
Britain assuming the role of defender of the faith. In accordance with Calvin’s 
example, Le Mercier’s life and publications provide ample testimony to his 
own efforts at collaboration with other New England Protestants, mainly 
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Calvinists, in the eighteenth century. Without a doubt, he was more active in 
this regard than any other North American Huguenot minister.16

After Calvin’s death in 1564, Le Mercier’s Church History quickly 
proceeded to the 1598 Edict of Nantes, its subsequent erosion after the death 
of Henri IV in 1610, and its revocation in 1685. Not surprisingly, Le Mercier 
placed the Huguenots in the forefront of seventeenth-century developments. 
After the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, he returned his focus to Geneva, 
praising it as a refuge for poor persecuted Protestants, especially the French 
Protestants, in whom the “patience, zeal, and submission to God’s will 
of primitive Christians seemed to be revived,” thereby memorializing the 
perception of unwavering Huguenot religious devotion.17 

Concerning the Huguenots’ benefactors in Geneva, he contended that 
“there was a kindness and freeness that looked more like that of the primitive 
age revived, than the degeneracy of the Age in which we live.”18 While 
Le Mercier may not have distorted the influence of French Protestants in 
Geneva, he ignored resentments that native residents of Geneva occasionally 
expressed towards resident foreigners, particularly those who tried to 
dominate the city.19 Perhaps Le Mercier was trying to establish implied and 
unspoken parallels between the Huguenot refugees who settled in Geneva 
and those who settled in Boston and between the people of Geneva and the 
people of Boston, taking care to depict all of them in glowing, if not entirely 
accurate, terms. Presumably, he wanted to build on the cordial relationship 
that the Reverend Pierre Daillé, his immediate predecessor, had had with 
Boston officials and Calvinist clergymen and to ensure the continued 
successful integration of his Huguenot congregation into the political and 
economic life of Boston.20  

Le Mercier then fused the themes of Huguenot identity and Protestant 
unity with the theme of anti-popery, an antipathy that was shared by all 
Protestants. He wrote: “While Protestants are quarrelling among themselves, 
the Roman Catholicks leave no stone unturned to destroy both Lutherans and 
Calvinists whom they hate and persecute equally.”21 Besides strengthening 
their sense of identity and fostering Protestant unity, anti-popery served 
numerous purposes for the Huguenots. They needed to demonstrate, as 
historian Marco Sioli describes it, “that they were loyal subjects, as zealous 
in their opposition to popery as any English Protestant,” and that they could 
be counted on as partners in the struggle against the “Church of Rome.”22 

Additionally, the Huguenots wanted to diminish the possibility that 
they would be mistaken for French spies posing as Protestants.23 Indeed, 
a Massachusetts General Court resolution in 1692 speculated that some 
of the Huguenot refugees were actually papists.24 Moreover, as about 200 
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Huguenots settled in Massachusetts in the late seventeenth century, many 
Puritans, who did not celebrate Christmas, were perturbed by the French 
Calvinist celebration of December 25. In view of this and of their use of the 
French language during worship services, it was essential that the Huguenots 
establish themselves as bona fide Protestants. This was particularly crucial 
in colonies such as Massachusetts and New York owing to the proximity of 
French Canada, the ongoing imperial wars between Britain and France, and 
French Jesuit missionary activity in the region, which had increased since 
1689.25 

The notion of a Protestant alliance took on even broader implications in 
the Atlantic world in the form of the Protestant International, a Protestant 
network that transcended national and denominational boundaries in 
opposition to the Church of Rome and those nations that espoused it. 
Information about Protestant causes was more effectively disseminated 
throughout the colonies owing to more reliable shipping and the expansion 
of the print trade. 26 Given these developments, it is not surprising that many 
Protestants in the New England region viewed “the world as a battleground 
for opposing Protestant and Catholic armies,” as historian Thomas S. Kidd 
puts it.27 At the same time, a common Protestant front against popery 
facilitated Huguenot acceptance and integration into the host society in 
North America and elsewhere in the Atlantic world.

To be sure, anti-Catholic themes had a powerful resonance among 
general audiences in British North America. Colonial newspapers such as the 
Boston News–Letter were rife with stories about the depredations faced by the 
Huguenots in France and of their courageous resistance during the Revolt 
of the Camisards in the early eighteenth century.28 The French Convert, an 
anti-Catholic tome featuring a lascivious Roman Catholic priest and a godly 
Huguenot gardener vying for the soul (and body, in the case of the priest) of a 
French noblewoman, enjoyed a wide audience for some 200 years. This book 
went through at least twenty-one American and twenty-five British editions 
between 1696 and 1897.29 

Tales of priestly lechery and debauchery appeared in André Le Mercier’s 
writings as well. He wrote the following about priestly conduct during the 
early Reformation in Geneva: 

For it was then reported as a certain truth, that the Priests had 
resolved to Poyson the Communion Bread, in order to destroy all 
their Enemies at once. And the lewdness and corruption of the 
Popish Clergy was discovered more evidently than ever. Several 
Fryars and Priests were found in the Arms of their Concubines, 

Huguenot Identity and Protestant Unity in Colonial Massachusetts
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Title page of André Le Mercier’s manuscript sermon on I Peter 5: 12-14. 
Reproduced courtesy of the Huguenot Society of America, 20 West 44th Street, 
New York, New York.
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and they were carryed as a show all over the Town with their 
Mistresses.30 

Le Mercier continued his line of attack against the Catholic clergy by 
identifying “the corruption and wickedness of the Roman clergy” as one 
of the main causes of the Reformation, second only to the will of God. He 
further argued that the clergy kept the people “in the dreadfulest Ignorance 
and Superstition.”31 Le Mercier’s reluctance to verbally attack Catholic 
laypersons coincides with the historian Natalie Davis’s observations about 
Huguenot physical attacks on Catholics during the French Wars of Religion: 
“As befitting a movement intending to overthrow a thousand years of clerical 
‘tyranny’ and ‘pollution,’ the Protestants’ targets were primarily priests, 
monks, and friars.”32 

Le Mercier’s book did not appear in multiple editions, so apparently it 
did not have the wide and lasting appeal of The French Convert. But since it 
was written in English, there is a strong possibility that it was read by New 
England clerics (to whom it was dedicated). It also may have been read by 
their congregations and by some Protestant ministers and their parishioners 
outside of New England at the time it was published.33 

The Church History of Geneva served multiple purposes for the 
Massachusetts Huguenots. It gave Le Mercier and the relatively small 
Huguenot population in Boston greater visibility among English-speaking 
Calvinists.34 English Calvinists regarded Geneva as the very essence of 
the shining City on a Hill and a model for all Reformed churches and 
communities.35 The New England Calvinists had claimed that mantle in 
the seventeenth century in what they saw as their New World successor to 
Geneva, but their city had lost some of its luster by the 1700s. Additionally, 
Le Mercier created a book of memory and identity that placed the French-
speaking city, French reformers, and Huguenot refugees in Geneva at the 
heart of the international Protestant movement. Further, he endowed them 
with the heroic characteristics of primitive Christians. By fostering these 
idealized notions, he tried to give the Huguenots something to live up to and 
non-Huguenots something to look up to.

Moreover, the themes of unity and anti-popery facilitated and strengthened 
Huguenot relationships with other New England Protestants. This pattern 
can also be found in other Huguenot places of refuge throughout the Atlantic 
world.36 These connections were vital in Massachusetts since the Huguenot 
community was relatively small and surrounded by English-speaking 
Calvinists. By emphasizing the historical importance of the Huguenots, Le 
Mercier was better able to justify their ongoing centrality to the Protestant 
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struggle against popery. Additionally, in the eighteenth century, the Boston 
French Church was the only Huguenot congregation in New England. 
Hence, this rapid disintegration of independent Huguenot congregations 
underscored the urgent need to preserve the collective memory of Huguenot 
sacrifices and contributions (both real and exaggerated) to reinvigorate the 
Huguenot sense of identity. 

Le Mercier’s congregation did not need to read anti-Catholic tomes to 
be inculcated with an antipathy toward the pope and the Church of Rome. 
They regularly ingested hefty doses of anti-popery in the form of weekly 
sermons. Le Mercier was not alone in this tendency since extant Huguenot 
sermons in other colonies evinced similar characteristics.37 It is difficult to 
determine the extent to which sermon content influenced the hearts and 
minds of the people sitting in the pews, but research suggests that it had an 
impact. Based on his analysis of surviving lay sermon notes in colonial New 
England, the historian Harry S. Stout concluded, “congregations understood 
sermons in terms that were similar to their ministers’.” 38 

In nearly every sermon, Le Mercier poignantly reminded his congregation 
of the Church of Rome’s ongoing persecution of those Europeans who 
practiced the true faith. Additionally, he implored congregants to be thankful 
for the religious liberty that they currently enjoyed. Certainly the fragility of 
religious liberty must have been in the forefront of many Huguenot minds. 
Between 1610 and 1685, Huguenots in France had experienced an erosion of 
the closely-circumscribed religious liberties that had been guaranteed them 
under the Edict of Nantes (1598). Indeed, increased persecution and the 
revocation of that Edict in 1685 had provoked the Huguenot diaspora. 

Throughout his manuscript sermons, Le Mercier frequently employed a 
general line of attack against the idea of salvation by works, a cornerstone of 
Roman Catholic belief that went to the heart of their theological differences 
with Protestants. In a sermon titled, “The Consolation of the Faithful” 
delivered in 1714, he remarked that “All the pains and works of the Jews 
during their enslavement were unable to satisfy the majesty of God. Thus 
He had to send his own son, who is God himself.” In another sermon, he 
wrote, “The merits of God’s son take the place of the merits of our works.” 
Le Mercier further stressed the importance of a faith-based salvation in 
a sermon on fasting. He described those who practice the “false piety of 
external actions” as “hypocrites who are disagreeable to God.” He closed by 
exhorting his congregation to remember their persecuted brethren in Europe, 
further underscoring the importance of memory and identity.39 In this way, 
memory, identity, and anti-popery were effectively fused in his sermons as 
well as in his writings. 
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Selected page from André Le Mercier’s manuscript sermon on I Peter 5: 12-14. 
Reproduced courtesy of the Huguenot Society of America, 20 West 44th Street, New 
York, New York.

In his January 26, 1718, sermon, André Le Mercier once again discussed 
the role of faith in salvation as opposed to the Roman Church’s approach, 
which he asserted was full of “errors and superstitions.” Le Mercier identified 
some of what he considered the more prominent errors, such as  reliance 
on the seven sacraments, especially the sacrifice of the mass;  belief  in 
Purgatory; veneration of saints; use of images; and reciting of prayers for the 
dead. Le Mercier’s implication was that the Roman Catholic Church was a 
false one, in contrast to the Protestant or Reformed religion, which was the 
true faith like that preached by the Apostles. In contrast to the false works-
based theology espoused by the Church of Rome, Le Mercier stressed that 
“conversion is a work of the Holy Spirit alone, when you have received grace 
in your heart.”40

Another scathing criticism of the Roman Catholic Church put forward 
by Le Mercier concerned its alleged idolatry. In one sermon, he compared 
the ancient Romans, who shed the blood of the children of God of the New 
Testament and practiced idolatry, to the ancient Babylonians, who shed the 
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blood of the children of God of the Old Testament and, likewise, practiced 
idolatry. He expanded the comparison to include the contemporary Church 
of Rome which continued in the same path as ancient Rome by embracing 
idolatry and killing God’s people.41 

Le Mercier’s attacks on this perceived Roman Catholic idolatry were 
disseminated to a broader audience than the French Church in Boston. In 
The Church History of Geneva, he wrote that in some respects “the way of 
worship” of the ancient Germans and Gauls “was more reasonable” than 
popery and that they “deserved praise for not using…Images in their 
Religious Worship.” Furthermore, their “natural good Sense taught them 
that it was ridiculous, foolish and also injurious to God, to represent Him 
as a Man….”42 Idolatry and the slaughter of God’s people were closely 
associated in the minds of many Huguenots. Historian Natalie Zemon Davis 
observes that in sixteenth–century France, Huguenots were more likely to 
attack religious objects or images, while Catholics were more likely to attack 
people, sometimes in retaliation for these desecrations.43 In view of this, Le 
Mercier’s attacks on religious images could be interpreted as a form of verbal 
iconoclasm.44

Most of Le Mercier’s writings were devoted exclusively to religious topics. 
Even his book Some observations upon the French Tongue (1724) managed to 
incorporate several references to Huguenot sufferings for the sake of religion. 
While written in English, it extolled the excellence and usefulness of the 
French language and attributed the spread of the French language to the 
dispersion of a “million” French Protestants seeking religious liberty and 
refuge from the “cruel and barbarous persecutions” in their homeland. In this 
instance, the markers of Huguenot identity included religious fortitude in 
the face of persecution and use of the French language, which was “extremely 
chaste and modest,” unlike the Latin of the papists, which, according to Le 
Mercier, was “marred by filthy and base expressions.”45 

Le Mercier’s Treatise against Detraction (1733) revealed additional reasons 
for his emphasis on the need for a “sociable spirit,” which had been promoted 
previously in The Church History of Geneva. The Treatise against Detraction 
was dedicated to his congregation and its elders, suggesting that their 
comportment at this time was less than exemplary. Le Mercier urged his flock 
to “take care not to give offense by bad conduct and vicious lives [and to] be 
holy examples” that the people of this land who took them in as strangers 
may not have a reason to repent their kindness. He also reminded them 
that “the pious and reverend Ministers [of New England] have readily joined 
with us on our Fast Days, to implore for and with us, God’s Forgiveness 
and Peace for the remainders of the faithful in France,” indicating that New 
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England clerics had consistently reached out to them. He further noted that 
“a false and blind zeal for religion and our own Party often causes Detraction 
[because] we think we do God service by hurting the reputation of those 
whom we suppose to act contrary to His glory.” Accordingly, he advised his 
readers not to bicker or pass judgment over minor religious differences. 46   

Le Mercier’s “sociable spirit” towards other Protestants was put into action 
in 1729 when he and fourteen Presbyterian ministers who had migrated from 
Belfast, Ireland, to New England formed the Presbytery of Londonderry, 
sometimes known as the Presbytery of New England.47 This concept was 
not completely new within international Calvinism since the Second Book of 
Discipline (1572) allowed for a common eldership or presbytery due to the 
shortage of qualified ministers or enthusiastic lay elders in Scotland.48 Thus, 
the Presbytery of Londonderry, composed almost exclusively of Scots-Irish 
Presbyterians, was consistent with this discipline. Le Mercier’s participation 
was distinctive since he was the only Huguenot minister in the American 
colonies who joined a presbytery. He also appears to have been the only 
minister in the Presbytery of Londonderry who was not of Scotch ancestry. 
English Calvinists or Puritans (also known as Congregationalists) would not 
have joined the presbytery because they adhered to a congregational form of 
church governance that did not allow an outside body to intervene in local 
church matters. 

Information about the Presbytery of Londonderry is scanty, and its 
functions appear to have been limited. Apparently they exercised some 
disciplinary functions and ordained Presbyterian ministers but did not 
prepare them for the ministry. 49 Nevertheless, its formation is noteworthy, 
especially at this time. Several Huguenot churches elsewhere in the American 
colonies had undergone internal conflicts in the first half of the eighteenth 
century and had no outside bodies to mediate these disputes. For example, in 
the mid-1720s, the French Church in New York suffered a bruising dispute 
between the church elders and the Reverend Louis Rou, one of the ministers. 
Rou, who had been fired from his position, turned to the civil authorities to 
settle the dispute and even published his own account of the proceedings.50 
In view of this, Le Mercier demonstrated more perspicacity and foresight in 
this cooperative endeavor than did his Huguenot counterparts in New York. 

Another activity associated with the presbytery was cooperative preaching. 
On at least three occasions in the 1740s, presbyters preached at the Boston 
French Church, and their sermons were published. One of these sermons, “The 
Christian Warrior,” was delivered by the Reverend William McClenachan, 
a founding member of the presbytery. It underscored the enthusiasm and 
support of French and Scots-Irish Protestants for Great Britain in its wars for 
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empire against Roman Catholic France.51 Clearly these Calvinists perceived 
a strong religious element in the eighteenth-century wars for empire between 
Protestant Britain and Catholic France.

Regardless of the limited activities of the Presbytery of Londonderry, Le 
Mercier’s support for it was unflagging. After the French Church in Boston 
was sold in 1748, he maintained his active membership in the presbytery 
until he died in 1764. The presbytery apparently declined after his demise.52 

To be sure, Le Mercier was not alone in his efforts to achieve a “sociable 
spirit.” In addition to the prayers and fasts of ministers, there were many 
instances of other denominations reaching out to the Huguenots. Secular 
leaders positioned themselves as the protectors of persecuted Protestants, 
in some cases granting them the rights of naturalized citizens. Le Mercier 
frequently reminded the Boston Huguenots to be grateful for their many 
blessings, including those “valuable Privileges of Englishmen” bestowed upon 
them by the Massachusetts General Court in the Act of Naturalization of 
Protestant Foreigners.53 Meanwhile, religious leaders upheld the Huguenots 
as exemplars of steadfast faith and courage to be emulated by their own 
congregations. As historian Thomas S. Kidd points out, even in the relatively 
tolerant atmosphere of British North America, “ministers regularly reminded 
their congregations of the fate of the Huguenots.”54 

The influential Puritan religious leaders Increase (1639-1723) and Cotton 
(1663-1728) Mather, were remarkably sympathetic to the Huguenots. They 
published sermons about their sufferings, translated several Huguenot 
devotional works into English, and supported the publication of Huguenot-
authored texts in the hope that the seemingly unfaltering faith of the 
French Calvinists would shore up the declining religious fervor of English 
Calvinists.55 All things considered, few people could better attest to the evils 
of popery than the persecuted Huguenot refugees.

The Church of England was also very supportive of the Huguenot 
refugees. Therefore, Huguenots tended to be more comfortable with the 
Church of England than were Puritans and Presbyterians, who had been 
persecuted in Great Britain during the seventeenth century for their refusal 
to conform. For the Huguenots, Anglican inducements to conform usually 
took the form of the proverbial carrot rather than the stick, including money 
to construct a church building, pay a pastor, or hire a schoolmaster. Such 
enticements were very attractive to small, relatively poor congregations in 
rural areas. Overall, the Huguenots occupied a distinctive niche owing to 
their cordial associations with various Protestant denominations. 56  

Le Mercier clearly believed that Huguenots should contribute to the 
defense of British North America and, in essence, should practice what 
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Paul Revere by John Singleton Copley, 1768

The Revere family represents an example of Huguenot assimilation. Paul Revere’s 
father, Apollos Rivoire, was a Huguenot who immigrated to Boston at age thirteen 
and anglicized his family name before marrying. Born around 1734 and one of 
eleven or twelve children, Paul Revere never learned to read or  speak French 
and fought against his father’s former compatriots during the French and Indian 
War, as did Andrew Le Mercier Jr. Another of Boston’s best-known Huguenot 
descendants is Peter Faneuil (1700-1743). Faneuil was a merchant and slave trader 
who inherited a fortune from his uncle, André Faneuil, and later financed the 
construction of Faneuil Hall.
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they preached. In this connection, in 1745 he wrote to Brigadier William 
Pepperell requesting an army commission as a lieutenant for his son, Andrew 
Le Mercier Jr.57 Le Mercier noted that Andrew could be of tremendous 
assistance because of his skills as a mapmaker and a “linguister.” The letter 
was written around the same time that the sermon, “The Christian Warrior,” 
was delivered at the French Church in honor of Pepperell. To be sure, Andrew 
Jr. served in the British Army during the French and Indian War (1754-
1763), further demonstrating Huguenot loyalty to their place of refuge and 
an ability to dissociate themselves from their ancestral homeland.58 

Nevertheless, cooperative relationships with other Protestants and loyalty 
to Great Britain proved to be costly from the perspective of Huguenot identity. 
From the time of their arrival in Massachusetts in the late seventeenth 
century, the Huguenots strove to forge harmonious associations with other 
denominations, exhibiting the very essence of the “sociable spirit” that Le 
Mercier had promoted. But in some cases this “spirit” was embraced so 
wholeheartedly that Huguenots abandoned the French Church to join other 
denominations. Although the Boston French Church remained in existence 
until 1748, the size of the congregation had shrunk considerably, especially 
during the second quarter of the eighteenth century. More than 40 families 
may have attended the Boston French Church in the late 1690s; by the 1740s 
only seven subscribers remained.59 Exogamous marriage and integration into 
Boston’s political and economic life had increasingly weakened the allegiance 
of Huguenot descendants. Additionally, during the eighteenth century there 
were only a handful of newly arrived Huguenots in Massachusetts to augment 
their numbers and revitalize attendance at the French Church.60 

When the Boston French Church was finally sold in 1748, the deed of 
sale stipulated that the building should only be used by a Protestant Church, 
underscoring the Huguenot sense of solidarity with other Protestants. 
Consequently, it was used by a Congregational Church until 1788. After 
that it was converted into a Roman Catholic chapel.61 Undoubtedly this 
development would have distressed Le Mercier had he been alive at that time.

In the final analysis, the “sociable spirit” advocated by Le Mercier and 
seemingly embraced by many Huguenots in colonial America was largely 
the result of pragmatism born of limited resources and numbers as well as 
of religious idealism. For most Huguenots in America, this sense of unity 
was concentrated on the Church of England or other Calvinist Churches, 
which was reminiscent of Calvin’s efforts in the sixteenth century.62 Still, 
Le Mercier’s “sociable spirit,” which urged submission “to the order of the 
Churches among which we live” did not necessarily preclude connections 
with more radical Protestant denominations.63 Ultimately, however, the 
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ideal of Protestant unity facilitated Huguenot integration into the English-
speaking majority. This, in turn, weakened the cohesion of the Huguenot 
community and led to the demise of French Calvinist churches in New 
England, an outcome that undermined the ideal of Huguenot identity. 

HJM
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of the Word Huguenot,” Sixteenth Century Journal 14 (1983): 349-59. The most 
convincing explanation I have encountered appeared in the memoirs of Michel de 
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Congregationalists) had a congregational style of governance that did not allow 
outside oversight.
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Carlo Huguenot Refugees in Colonial New York: Becoming American in the Hudson 
Valley (Brighton and Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2005).    
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Meeting–House in Boston” in 1742 and 1745. The speakers were the Rev. John 

Huguenot Identity and Protestant Unity in Colonial Massachusetts



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Summer 2012146

Caldwell and the Rev. William McClenachan. One of Caldwell’s sermons was “On 
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