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	Proposed Title:

“A Glorious Unitarian Church in Wales”: an examination of the theological reasons for the founding of the South Wales Unitarian Society in 1802


	Aim(s), Methodology and Objectives:

Aims and Objectives

This independent project will explore the split within the dissenting Presbyterian movement in Wales at the end of the 18th century, which resulted in the formation of the South Wales Unitarian Society in 1802, a separate Welsh Unitarian Church in all but name. The Welsh Unitarian leader Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg) wrote to the English Unitarian Rev. Theophilus Lindsey at the time of his hopes for a “a glorious Unitarian Church in Wales”.

Using a range of primary and secondary sources, this research project will examine the key theological ideas which led to the split. The central theological debate examined will the Trinitarian vs. Unitarian debate, although other theological disputes will also be outlined and their importance analysed.

The research project will examine the thought of the leading thinkers involved in the debates, including Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg), Rev. Josiah Rees, Rev. David Davis of Neath, Rev. Thomas Evans (Tomos Glyn Cothi), and David Davis (Dafydd Dafis Castell Hywel). It will explore and engage with scholarly debate around the reasons for the split and the formation of a separate Unitarian church in Wales.

The primary objective of the research project is to examine and reassess the theological reasons for the founding of the South Wales Unitarian Society in 1802 and the split between Trinitarian and Unitarian Christianity in Wales which this event represented and solidified. Secondary objectives include assessing the importance of other factors and considering the legacy of the split of Welsh non-conformity.

Methodology 

The main sources for this research project will be primary sources in Welsh and English and secondary literature. 

There are numerous primary sources available for this subject, including those held at The National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth, but also further resources held at the West Glamorgan Archives and in private collections. These primary sources include: the rules of the South Wales Unitarian Society (1803); the letters of Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg), Rev. Josiah Rees, Rev. David Davis of Neath and others; the autobiography of Rev. Charles Lloyd; sermons and publications by leading thinkers; periodicals of the time; and first-hand accounts of the events of 1802.

Similarly, there is a wide range of secondary literature around the Unitarian vs. Trinitarian debate, the development of the Unitarian denomination, and key thinkers such as Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg). Many academics and theologians have explored “the Unitarian controversy” in Wales, including those sympathetic to Unitarianism and those opposed to it. 

The leading scholars within the Welsh Unitarian movement whose work will be drawn on include Rev. Dr. D. Elwyn Davies, Rev. Alun-Wyn Dafis, Rev. T. Oswald Williams. The work of scholars outside Wales on Unitarian theology used will include that of Rev. Henry Gow, Rev. Leonard Smith, Rev. Dr. Ann Peart, Rev. H. L. Short, Rev. Frank Schulman, and Rev. Earl Morse Wilbur. The project will also draw on scholars of Welsh non-conformity including Sir Glanmor Williams, Rev. Prof. Dewi Eirug Davies, and Rev. Thomas Rees. There is a wide range of secondary literature on Edward Willaims (Iolo Morganwg), the most prominent figure involved in the theological debates of the time, including the work of Prof. Geraint Jenkins, Dr Ffion Mair Jones, Dr David Ceri Jones, and Thomas Islwyn Nicholas (Islwyn Ap Nicholas).

The bibliography below sets out many, thought not all, the resources available for this research project.


	Abstract:

A study of the theological reasons for the establishment of the Welsh Unitarian Church in 1802, formalised by the founding of the South Wales Unitarian Society at Gellionnen Chapel, Pontardawe, on 8 October 1802 by Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg), Rev. Josiah Rees, Rev. David Davis and others. The dissertation explores the central theological debate between Trinitarianism and Unitarianism which led to the formation of the Unitarian denomination in Wales, as well as examining the role played by other factors.

Provisional chapter headings 

Introduction – setting up the topic and focus of the research project, as well aims, objectives and methodology. Briefly introducing the key thinkers, ideas and events.

I. Background and Context – outlining the development of the dissenting Presbyterian movement in Wales and tracing Unitarian theological developments from early Christianity, through the Council of Nicea, Arianism, Socianism, the Polish Brethren, Transylvanian and Hungarian Unitarianism, the Reformation, up to the end of the mid-18th century. Briefly outlining the political, social and cultural situation in Wales in the late 18th century.

II. The Unitarian Controversy – analysis of the theological debates between Trinitarians and Unitarians at the end of the 18th century globally, known as “the Unitarian controversy”, especially in Britain, the United States and Central Eastern Europe. Exploration of the key thinkers, ideas and events of the controversy, including the establishment of the first distinctly Unitarian churches in England (1774), the United States (1782), and Wales (1792). 

III. Welsh Unitarianism – analysis of the leading thinkers and theological ideas on this subject in Wales in the period, including Edward Williams (Iolo Morganwg), Rev. Josiah Rees, Rev. Thomas Evans (Tomos Glyn Cothi), David Davis (Dafydd Dafis Castell Hywel), David Davis of Neath, and others. Tracing the development of Unitarian thought within the Presbyterian churches during the later 18th century and how these ideas led to the 1802 split.

IV. Other factors – analysis of other factors besides the Trinitarian vs. Unitarian debate which influenced the split. Including other theological debates of the day, disagreements over church structures and governances, political radicalism, threat of persecution (e.g. imprisonment of Thomas Evans (Tomos Glyn Cothi) in 1797), practical considerations, influence from England and overseas.

Conclusion – what were the theological reasons for the split within Presbyterianism and the founding of the Welsh Unitarian Church? Was the Unitarian controversy itself the primary theological reason and how important were other factors? What has been the legacy of the events of 1802 for Welsh Christianity generally and Welsh non-conformity more specifically?
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