
Lessons of  Voluntarism 
 

Every generation, including those persons who lived 
after the Revolutionary War, had to learn new ways of 
life, including the difference between compulsion and 
voluntarism, in both church and state..  Here are three 
illustrations: 
 
 1) Local Baptists in 1784 published this announcement:  
“Resolved, that the members shall work at the meeting 
house every day that is appointed under penalty of five 
shillings for neglect.” 
 
2) In the June 21. 1794 issue of the Pittsburgh Gazette 
newspaper, this notice was published:   
 
“A Court of Appeal will be held at the House of the sub-
scriber in Pittsburgh. Tuesday 1st July, at 12 o’clock, 
where the delinquents in the last drafts from this brigade 
of militia, will have the opportunity of offering their ex-
cuses, immediately after which the fines will most seri-
ously be levied according to law.  /s/ Presley NEVILL(e), 
Brigade Inspector Allegheny County Militia, June 20.” 
 
3) In 1784, the Commonwealth of Virginia passed a bill 
which began: :”Whereas the general diffusion of Chris-
tian knowledge hath a natural tendency to correct the 
morals of men, restrain their vices, and preserve the 
peace of society, which cannot be effected without a 
competent provision for learned teachers….  Be it there-
fore enacted by the General Assembly that for the sup-
port of Christian teachers,…..a tax….is hereby as-
sessed, and shall be paid by every person chargeable 
….and the Sheriffs of the several Counties shall have 
the power to levy and collect the same….as are or may 
be prescribed by the laws for raising the revenues of 
this State…....” 
 
James Madison, who often voiced the thoughts of Tho-
mas Jefferson, began a lengthy Remonstrance dated 
June 20, 1785 that: 
“We subscribers, citizens of said Commonwealth, hav-
ing taken into serious consideration a Bill printed by or-
der of the last Session of General Assembly…..conceive 
it will be a dangerous abuse of power, (and) we are 
bound to remonstrance against it….. Because we hold it 
for a fundamental and undeniable truth,’ that religion or 
the duty which we owe to our Creator and the manner of 
discharging it, can be directed only by reason and con-
viction, not by force or violence.  The Religion then of 
every man must be left to the conviction and conscience 
or every man; and it is the right of every man to exercise 
it as they may dictate….It is inalienable also, because 
what is here a  right toward men, is a duty towards the 
Creator…..” 
 
After almost a decade of efforts to end the practice of 
taxing citizens to support certain established churches, 
Thomas Jefferson succeeded in “building a wall of sepa-
ration between church & state.”  (Letter to Danbury, 
Connecticut Baptist Association, January 1, 1802.) 

John McMillan & Francis Reno 
 
What happens when a Presbyterian pastor and a 
Methodist student get together in early western Penn-
sylvania?.  The quick answer is that the student be-
came an Episcopalian.  More of that in a moment. 
 
Who was John McMillan?     Who was John McMillan?     Who was John McMillan?     Who was John McMillan?         

    

McMillan was born is 1752 in rural Fogg’s Manor in 
Chester County, Pennsylvania.  He was raised in the 
aura of the religious revival called the 
Great Awakening and he was influenced 
by the Rev. Samuel Blair whose ministry 
was focused on preparing young men for 
the Presbyterian ministry. He studied at 
Princeton where he accepted the call to 
be ordained .He came to the Chartiers 
Valley to begin a circuit rider ministry. He 
established and was pastor at two missions, Pigeon 
Creek and Chartiers, in 1775.  Due to Indian uprisings, 
McMillan was not able to bring his bride Catherine 

here until 1778. They lived in a 
modest log house in Canons-
burg, They had seven  children.   
 
In 1780 McMillan opened a fron-
tier seminary in a log house, the 
forerunner of Jefferson College, 
which later merged with Wash-

ington College, and also the start of Western Theologi-
cal Seminary in Pittsburgh. (The log house is pre-
served on the campus of the Canonsburg Middle 
School,  McMillan was known as the Apostle of the 
Presbyterian Church.  He died at age 82 in 1833. 
 
Who was Francis Reno?Who was Francis Reno?Who was Francis Reno?Who was Francis Reno?    

    

Francis Reno was born in 1758 and his parents, John 
and Susanna Reno, were descendents of French Prot-
estant Huguenots. He was one of 7 boys and 4 girls  
He married Lydia Saviers in 1784 and they also had 7 
sons and 4 daughters.  Francis was a Methodist. 
 
Francis served in the Revolutionary War and it ap-
pears that he settled in or near the Chartiers Valley.  
He was known by the wealthy Episcopalian John 
Neville, since the General sponsored Reno to study 
under John McMillan at his Presbyterian academy. 
Reno became impressed with the role of bishops in 
the Episcopal Church and the Book of Common 
Prayer. This led Reno to seek ordination in the Episco-
pal Church. He was ordained deacon and then priest 
in 1791. He became the first resident pastor of (Old) 
St. Luke’s Church, Woodville which was built in 1790 
on Major William Lea’s Summerhill plantation, Reno 
served at (Old) St. Luke’s Church through the Whiskey 
Rebellion, until 1797 when he moved to the Ohio Val-
ley and founded several churches in that area. Reno 
died in 1836.  




