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Introduction

			In spring 1806, sixteen-year-old Ann Hasseltine found herself in the midst of spiritual turmoil. “I often used to weep, when hearing the minister, and others, press the importance of improving the present favorable season, to obtain an interest in Christ, lest we should have to say, The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.” Her town of Bradford, Massachusetts, a small rural village north of Boston, was experiencing a revival, and Ann greatly desired to be found among the converted. Having spent several years in worldly pursuits (“balls,” “parties of pleasure,” “innocent amusements”) interspersed with halfhearted religious concern, she was now ready to give serious attention to Christianity. “The Spirit of God was now evidently operating in my mind; I lost all relish for amusements; felt melancholy and dejected; and the solemn truth, that I must obtain a new heart, or perish forever, lay with weight on my mind.” The spiritual counsel of others only intensified her desire to seek reconciliation with God. Her aunt assured her that the concerns she entertained were indeed the work of the Holy Spirit and that she should take care not to lose her spiritual impressions lest “hardness of heart and blindness of mind” settle in, after which it would “be forever too late.” Her minister urged her to “pray for mercy . . . and submit to God” and gave her evangelical literature that narrated others’ dramatic conversions. With that, Ann set her sights on finding a new heart. “[I] spent my days in reading and crying for mercy.”1

			Yet mercy came slowly and only after an unexpected turn. After “two or three weeks” her anxiety only increased when she caught a glimpse of the wickedness of her heart. “My heart began to rise in rebellion against God,” she noted. Complaints arose in her mind regarding God’s injustice: he took no notice of her prayers for mercy; he had no “right to call one [to salvation] and leave another to perish”; he is “cruel” to send any to hell for disobedience. Most of all she noted her “aversion and hatred” toward God’s holiness: “I felt, that if admitted into heaven, with the feeling I then had, I should be as miserable as I could be in hell. In this state I longed for annihilation.”2

			It was only at this point that a calm island appeared in the midst of her spiritual storm. “I began to discover a beauty in the way of salvation by Christ. He appeared to be just such a Saviour as I needed.” She notes that in the midst of entertaining these new views of Christ that she did not give much thought to her own spiritual status but was solely preoccupied with the person and work of Christ: “I did not think I had obtained the new heart, which I had been seeking, but felt happy in contemplating the character of Christ.”3 From this point on the narrative reveals a growing awareness of the wonders of the Christian gospel and an increase in evangelical patterns of piety. In the following months she filled her time with reading Scripture, praying, attending religious worship, and making resolutions for moral and spiritual reformation. Others were undergoing similar experiences. “Five new members were added to the church,” she notes on April 12, 1807. During this time she grew nearer to God: “I had a sweet communion with the blessed God, from day to day; my heart was drawn out in love to Christians of whatever denomination; the sacred Scriptures were sweet to my taste; and such was my thirst for religious knowledge, that I frequently spent a great part of the night in reading religious books.”4 Books specifically mentioned include Joseph Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated, the recently published biography of Samuel Hopkins, and works by the authors Philip Doddridge and Jonathan Edwards.5 Intertwined with these spiritual discoveries are pointed theological statements on God’s moral perfections, his benevolent disposition “to the good of beings in general,” Christ’s atonement, and the justice of God.6 “I felt that if Christ had not died, to make an atonement for sin, I could not ask God to dishonor his holy government so far as to save so polluted a creature, and that should he even now condemn me to suffer eternal punishment, it would be so just that my mouth would be stopped.”7 

			During these months her “many doubts” about her spiritual state gradually subsided as an assurance of salvation took root in her soul. A year after her first religious impressions, she recorded these last words in her regular journal:

			But though my heart is treacherous, I trust that I have some evidence of being a true Christian; for when contemplating the moral perfections of God, my heart is pleased with, and approves of, just such a Being. His law, which once appeared unjust and severe, now appears to be holy, just, and good. His justice appears equally glorious as his mercy, and illustrative of the same love to universal happiness. The way of salvation by Christ appears glorious, because herein God can be just, and yet display his mercy to the penitent sinner.8

			Confident in God and certain of her salvation, she no longer required a journal to test her religious experiences and could turn her energies to a life of radical Christian service. Several years later Ann married Adoniram Judson, a recent graduate of Andover Seminary, and in time the two would serve a remarkable tenure as missionaries in Burma, becoming America’s first well-known missionary couple.

			For centuries conversion experiences like Ann Hasseltine’s have been a central feature of the evangelical movement, especially during seasons of revival.9 As the entryway into the kingdom of God, evangelicals held that the conversion experience served as the crucial divide in an individual’s biography: it spiritually united them to Christ, sociologically set them apart from the “world,” and vocationally molded them into men and women who eagerly sought to advance God’s kingdom on earth.

			Often overlooked, however, are the numerous theological assumptions that undergird these conversion narratives. Hasseltine’s journal brims with assumptions that were shaped by her church, her denomination, and her revival tradition. For instance, we can discern several assumptions regarding the proper expectations of a true conversion: the length of her conversion was not sudden but drawn out over a period of weeks, even months; her religious anxiety at the beginning of the process was identified as being a work of the Holy Spirit, which could be lost “forever” if she were not careful to preserve it and allow the Spirit to complete his work; and the goal of her search for spiritual resolution was not merely the desire to follow Christ, but the genuine identification of a converted heart, one that prized divine holiness. Similarly, after entertaining new “views” of God, the accent of her account reveals more theological assumptions about the nature of God, salvation, and sanctification: a joy in contemplating God’s “moral attributes” (his holiness, love, and justice); a wonder at the atoning work of Christ that underscores how God can both uphold his “holy government” and justify sinners at the same time; and a gradual growth in assurance that slowly dissipated her doubts over the course of a year. Standing behind these statements lie long-established theological positions that cohere with an identifiable tradition of revival theology, the New Divinity theological tradition. The pages that follow seek to identify and explore not only this tradition but also other traditions of revival theology that informed the conversions of countless evangelicals in the century after the First Great Awakening.

			What Is “Revival Theology”?

			In the period of 1740–1840, American evangelicals thought deeply about conversion and the nature of religious revivals. The great prominence of revivals in the landscape of North American Protestantism compelled evangelical theologians to address a host of issues associated with them: the theological and experiential nature of human redemption, the proper balance of divine and human activity in the conversion process, the analysis and authentication of true religious experience, and the ways in which a preacher calls individuals to Christ. Consequently, they published hundreds of works investigating these subjects, from shorter works, such as Albert Barnes’s sermon “The Way of Salvation,” to lengthy manifestoes, such as Jonathan Edwards’s Religious Affections. These theological writings form a prominent subgenre in evangelical literature from the First Great Awakening to the Civil War that contains what we might call the numerous “­revival theologies” of the American revivalists.

			Revival theology is more than just the theoretical foundations that undergirded the preaching of salvation by early American revivalists. To be sure, a revivalist’s soteriology, or doctrine of salvation, did color how ministers presented the gospel to sinners during awakenings.10 Thus in the pages to come we will become acquainted with the major theological systems that animated the revivals of the First and Second Great Awakenings, such as traditional Calvinism, Wesleyan Arminianism, and Edwardsean Calvinism. Yet there were other, more practical elements that factored prominently into their revival theologies, elements that were intimately tied to their soteriologies. Two of them stand out.

			First, there were issues related to what ministers are to do while preaching the gospel. Numerous questions surfaced here:

			
					Is preaching the moral law (the Ten Commandments) a necessary prelude to preaching the gospel?

					Are ministers to direct sinners to use the means of grace (such as praying, reading the Scriptures, attending preaching services) as they seek God’s salvation in Christ?

					How do the doctrines of election and spiritual inability, if true, practically translate into evangelistic method?

					Should ministers call sinners to repent immediately, or should they direct sinners to wait to discern certain signs of genuine faith in the heart before calling them to repentance and faith?

					Should ministers employ a method, such as an anxious bench or altar call, to call anxious souls to come forward publicly and receive spiritual counsel, or should they leave it up to individuals themselves to seek the counsel of spiritual advisers after a revival service?11


			

			Second, there were questions related to the spiritual experiences individuals were expected to pass through in their journeys through the conversion process. These questions included the following:

			
					Is it necessary that individuals pass through a period of spiritual distress known as conviction of sin before they are ready for faith in Christ? If so, how much conviction is necessary?

					Is conversion a lengthy process, or does it normally occur in a short period of time?

					
What, specifically, are sinners to do to be saved? Do individuals wait for God to create in them a new heart, or are there steps they can take that render salvation more probable?

					What are the essential marks of salvation? How do individuals truly know that they love God and believe in Christ?

					Should converts experience an assurance of salvation immediately at the moment of belief, or is assurance the fruit of Christian maturity?

			

			Revivalists in the First and Second Great Awakenings addressed these questions in their ministries. The different answers they gave drew them into debate with one another and generated several different schools of thought. These different traditions form the subject of this book. Thus, as we explore the theologies revivalists heralded in the First and Second Great Awakenings, our attention will be focused on the interplay of these three themes—their theologies of salvation, the ways they practically preached the gospel, and the conversion experiences they expected from those experiencing salvation. These three components constitute a given revival theology.

			Revival Theologies in Early America: A Thematic Overview

			This book is a historical theology of the significant traditions of revival theology that surfaced in North America from the First Great Awakening through the Second Great Awakening (roughly 1740–1840). This is a very complicated story, filled with numerous controversies and unexpected turns. To bring some coherence to what follows, our narrative will have three components: a starting point, a main trajectory of doctrinal development, and several side stories that add texture to the main narrative. In a nutshell the starting point consists in the “moderate evangelical” revival theology of the primary revivalists of the First Great Awakening, such as Gilbert Tennent, Jonathan Edwards, Jonathan Dickinson, and Samuel Davies, who preached a deeply pietistic form of Calvinism that they inherited from their Puritan predecessors. This will be the subject of chapter one.

			The main trajectory of doctrinal development concerns the twists and turns associated with the Edwardsean theological tradition. Even though he was closely associated with the moderate evangelicals of the First Great Awakening, Jonathan Edwards contributed to the emergence of a new kind of Calvinism that in time gave rise to a revival theology that was distinct from the moderate evangelicals. The origins and transformation of the Edwardsean theological tradition will occupy numerous chapters in what follows, from its birth in Edwards’s writings (chapter two) to its first mature expression in the writings of Edwards’s disciples Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins (chapter three), its flourishing during the Second Great Awakening (chapter four), and its most extreme, and some would say unrecognizable, form in the revival theology of Charles Finney (chapter seven).

			As we trace this narrative several side stories appear that, while not central to the development of the Edwardsean story line, are necessary to address in order to appreciate the diversity of American revival theologies during the Awakenings. These stories fall into two categories: stories of criticism and stories of revival theology in two of America’s major popular denominations. First, several groups offered sustained criticism of the most popular revival theologies in the period of 1740–1840. In the First Great Awakening, radical revivalist Andrew Croswell mounted a vigorous critique of moderate evangelical revival theology based on the principles of “free grace” theology (chapter two), while in the Second Great Awakening we find the theologians at Princeton Theological Seminary and leaders of the Restoration Movement advancing two very different critiques of modern revivals (chapter eight).12 Second, there are the histories of revival theology found among the Methodists and the Baptists (chapters five and six), two of the “popular” denominations that benefited immensely from the revivals of the Second Great Awakening. Together these side stories reveal that sustained and detailed discussion on the intricacies of revival theology was occurring throughout American evangelicalism in the First and Second Great Awakenings.

			Chapter Overviews

			Our exploration of early American revival theologies will follow a chronological path, beginning with the views advanced in the First Great Awakening and its aftermath (chapters one through three). Chapter one introduces our starting point, namely, the moderate evangelical revival theology that emerged around the great revivals of the awakening (roughly late 1730s–1740s). Moderate evangelicals were predominantly “New Light” or pro-revival Congregationalists and Presbyterians who promoted revivals that were emotionally intense and theologically robust.13 Most of the well-known leaders of the First Great Awakening, such as George Whitefield, Gilbert Tennent, and Samuel Davies, were moderate evangelicals. Their revival theology was strongly influenced by the Puritan tradition and was generally presented as a threefold process they summarized under the terms conviction (spiritual preparation for faith by the law and the means of grace), conversion (spiritual illumination, repentance, and faith), and consolation (the quest and attainment of assurance of salvation). Under such teaching, conversions were usually lengthy affairs.

			Chapter two, “First Great Awakening Alternatives,” will introduce our first “side story” as well as the beginning of the main trajectory of doctrinal development, the Edwardsean tradition. The chapter will analyze the revival theologies of an unlikely pair, Andrew Croswell and Jonathan Edwards, who each contributed specific themes to the discussion during the First Great Awakening, themes that differed from the moderate evangelicals. Their revival theologies were very different from each other. Croswell, the longtime minister of Boston’s Eleventh Congregational Church, advanced a “free grace” revival theology that downplayed the “legal” preaching and lengthy preparatory convictions expected by moderate evangelicals. He maintained that conversions ought to happen quickly and that ministers should call sinners to repent immediately. His views, which were labeled “antinomian” by moderate evangelicals, never gained traction among the revivalists of the eighteenth century and thus never generated a long-lasting tradition in American revival theology.

			Edwards, by contrast, birthed an enduring tradition by introducing two extremely important elements to the history of revival theology. First, he amplified the theme of human agency in his soteriology, a feature I call the “voluntarist accent” of his theology. Second, he introduced a powerful spirituality of “disinterestedness” to the discussion, one grounded in an aesthetic vision of God that powered a selfless and activist desire to advance God’s universal interests in the world. During ­Edwards’s lifetime these features of his revival theology did not stand out significantly from the moderate evangelicals, but in time they took on a life of their own in the hands of his heirs, a group of pastors known as the New Divinity. After the First Great Awakening these New Divinity ministers transformed Edwards’s ­insights into a full-blown theological system known as Edwardsean Calvinism. Chapter three will examine how Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins, the most notable of the New Divinity Edwardseans, transformed Edwards’s insights into this new Calvinistic revival theology, which would influence American revivals well into the nineteenth century.

			In the 1790s, a fresh new set of revivals began surfacing throughout America, forging what we now call the Second Great Awakening (1790–1840). The next three chapters explore the revival theologies that were well-known among the major evangelical denominations of the early decades of the awakening. First, in chapter four, we will continue the story of Edwardsean revival theology among New England Congregationalists and New School Presbyterians. Special attention will be given to how particular Edwardsean themes surfaced in their preaching as well as in converts’ conversion narratives. Chapters five and six will examine the revival theologies found among two popular evangelical denominations of the Second Great Awakening that postured themselves as champions of the people rather than as defenders of Old World theological traditions. Chapter five examines the revival theology of early American Methodists, who reproduced John Wesley’s doctrines and tailored them to the deeply emotional setting of America’s rural revivals. Chapter six details the numerous revival theologies among early American Baptists. Baptists did not present a single, unified revival theology like the Methodists did. Rather, their leaders borrowed from the spectrum of revival theologies surveyed in the previous chapters.

			The book winds down with an examination of the revival theology of the most popular revivalist of the Second Great Awakening, Charles Finney, and two very different criticisms of modern revivals. Chapter seven highlights Finney’s work, which appeared in the later decades of the Second Great Awakening. Though not a formally trained theologian, Finney constructed a revival theology that attracted much attention. Essentially, he was a New School Presbyterian who borrowed extensively from a progressive form of the Edwardsean tradition and coupled it with his own persuasive revival methods, known as “new measures.” His numerous writings on revival, which were severely criticized, represent the last original system of revival theology advanced in America.

			Chapter eight treats two groups that offered different responses to modern revivals: the traditional Calvinist theologians of Princeton Seminary (Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge) and the early leadership of the Restoration Movement (Alexander Campbell and Walter Scott). Both groups raised important theological criticisms of modern revivals, yet they offered very different visions of what to replace it with. Princeton’s high Calvinists preferred a vision of Christian parenting and catechizing coupled with a cautious reappropriation of moderate evangelical revival theology of the First Great Awakening. The Restorationists, by contrast, advocated a “biblicist” approach to conversion that emphasized a plain, common-sense reading of Scripture devoid of the emotional fervor of many modern revivals. It also prominently featured the rite of baptism for the remission of sins as the crucial moment of Christian initiation.

			For centuries revivals have both united and divided evangelical Christians. The element that unites each of the views treated here is perhaps the quest to identify the fundamentals of Christian initiation: Is it essentially experiential, volitional, ritualistic, sacramental, or perhaps some combination of each? As revivalists addressed these questions, they were essentially providing contrasting ideals of the nature of true Christian conversion and incorporation into the church. Over the course of time and across the spectrum of different evangelical traditions, we see these ideals slowly changing and developing. In this light, this book is fundamentally a theological history about what it has meant to “become a Christian” during the age of America’s Great Awakenings. 


		


		
			
CHAPTER ONE

			
Moderate Evangelical Revival Theology in the First Great Awakening
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			American revival theology began with a bang, namely, with the spectacular revivals that composed the First Great Awakening of the early 1740s. This is not to say that revival theology did not exist beforehand. Indeed, its basic building blocks had been present among English-speaking churches for over a century by the time George Whitefield began his New England preaching tour in 1740. What was unique about the First Great Awakening, however, was that it helped widely disseminate a common revival theology throughout the American colonies through the solidification of an evangelical identity. Many historians date the birth of the modern evangelical movement to these decades (1730s–1740s).1 With this common evangelical identity came a fairly uniform understanding of the nature of salvation, preaching the gospel, and conversion. In short, a uniform revival theology emerged in the wake of the First Great Awakening.

			This chapter will examine the revival theology of the main leaders of the First Great Awakening, a group that I will call the moderate evangelical revivalists. As we will see, their views provided the baseline for the future development of American revival theology. Before examining their views, however, we begin with a historical summary of the First Great Awakening in order to provide the needed historical context.

			Overview of the First Great Awakening

			When George Whitefield, a twenty-five-year-old Anglican itinerant evangelist, arrived in Newport, Rhode Island, on September 14, 1740, he may not have realized that his visit would help ignite a period of intense spiritual renewal throughout the American colonies. But after his arrival, something extraordinary was unfolding before the eyes of the colonists as thousands were converting to Christ under his ministry. While the First Great Awakening (1740–1743) spanned the entirety of the American colonies, we will confine our attention to two geographic regions—New England and the Middle Colonies—because most of the ministers who wrote on revival theology hailed from these areas.2

			In New England, Congregationalism had achieved denominational dominance by the early decades of the eighteenth century. Though they were descendants of the deeply pietistic English Puritan tradition, many Congregationalist ministers had come to the conclusion that its churches had lost their spiritual edge by 1700. Consequently, their preaching took on more of a prophetic accent as they began delivering sermons designed to expose societal decline and the rise of national faithlessness. The results of these efforts were encouraging, as congregations throughout the region began reporting periods of renewal. Samuel Danforth reported a youth revival in his town of Taunton, Massachusetts, in 1705. “[We] had three hundred Names given to list under Christ, against the Sins of the Times,” he wrote in a letter. “The whole acted with such Gravity, and Tears and good Affection, as would affect [a] Heart of Stone. Parents weeping for Joy, seeing their Children give their Names to Christ. . . . Let God have the Glory.”3 Other revivals were reported in Windham, Connecticut, in 1721, and throughout the region after a great earthquake in 1727. Northampton ministers Solomon Stoddard and Jonathan Edwards saw no less than half a dozen periods of intense religious renewal spanning the years 1679–1735. Thus, when the awakening began in 1740 in the wake of Whitefield’s preaching, everyone identified what was happening, because periods of religious renewal were a prominent feature of New England’s historical memory.

			We find a slightly different context in the Middle Colonies, those regions encompassing New York, Long Island, the Raritan Valley of central New Jersey, and southeastern Pennsylvania. There many Scots-Irish Presbyterian and Dutch Reformed immigrants settled, bringing with them patterns of piety that were shaped by Old World traditions. Theodore Frelinghuysen (1691–1747) is perhaps the best known of the Dutch Reformed immigrants. Born in Westphalia, Frelinghuysen was an established leader and revivalist among the Dutch Reformed in New Brunswick, where he mentored other ministers and led numerous revivals from the 1720s to 1740s.4 Prominent among Presbyterian ministers of the time were those associated with a small seminary known informally as the “Log College” of Neshaminy, Pennsylvania.5 Founded in the late 1720s by William Tennent (1673–1746), the college graduated a small but steady stream of ministers who would leave a significant mark on the revivals of the 1740s. Several of Tennent’s sons—John, William Jr., and most notably Gilbert—studied there before taking charge of congregations in New Jersey. Prior to Gilbert’s (1703–1764) rise to fame, he labored for more than a decade in New Brunswick, where he was mentored by Frelinghuysen, oversaw several revivals in his own congregation, and helped establish the pro-revival New Brunswick Presbytery in 1738.6

			Other notable Log College graduates would establish their own academies. Samuel Finley (1715–1766) was a successful evangelist during the height of the awakening who settled in a church at Nottingham, Maryland, where he opened a small school for training ministers and leaders, one of whom was Benjamin Rush, the future physician, politician, and signer of the Declaration of Independence. Samuel Blair (1712–1751), another Log College graduate, ministered in New Londonderry, Pennsylvania, and oversaw an extraordinary revival in his congregation in 1740.7 Blair also founded his own ministerial academy, which graduated Samuel Davies (1723–1761), the great Presbyterian revivalist of Virginia. As the elder Tennent’s health began to fail in the 1740s, arrangements were made to reorganize the college by his son Gilbert, along with Presbyterians Aaron Burr of Newark, Ebenezer Pemberton of New York, and the elder statesman of New Jersey Presbyterianism, Jonathan Dickinson (1688–1747) of Elizabethtown. The result was the founding of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University).8 This network of revival-friendly ministers who coupled education with a vision for revival virtually ensured the appearance of dozens of theological publications defending the awakening once revivals became a flash point of controversy in the 1740s.

			Whitefield’s preaching tour brought him through both New England and the Middle Colonies in the fall of 1740. Wherever he went, thousands apparently flocked to hear the young wonder. In Boston he preached in the pulpits of ministers who would later vigorously defend the awakening in print. On Saturday, September 20, he preached to “about eight thousand” on the common near the Old South Church (Third Congregational).9 Old South’s ministers, Joseph Sewall (1688–1769) and Thomas Prince (1687–1758), were vocal supporters of Whitefield’s ministry and published numerous works designed to promote the awakening.10 The next day Whitefield attended worship at Brattle Street Church (Fourth Congregational), where he heard Benjamin Colman (1673–1747) preach before dining with the church’s assistant pastor, William Cooper (1694–1743).11 Later that afternoon Whitefield preached in the Old Brick Church (First Congregational) before relocating again to the Boston Commons, where he preached to “about fifteen thousand.” Old Brick’s ministers, Thomas Foxcroft (1697–1769) and Charles Chauncy (1705–1787), demonstrate the complex makeup of Boston-area Congregationalism. Though they ministered amicably together for four decades, the two held different opinions about the awakening, Foxcroft being its great supporter while Chauncy its most famous critic.

			During these engagements, Whitefield preached powerful sermons that underscored the depths of human sin, the need to be born again, and a religion of the heart that stressed a personal, relational walk with God—all hallmarks of the nascent evangelical movement. While his sermons focused on these evangelical essentials, he did not hide the Calvinist scaffolding that framed much of his preaching.12 Whitefield’s theology had solidified around the Reformed “doctrines of grace” in the years 1739–1740, a result of his study of the Anglican divine John Edwards, the Scottish Presbyterian Thomas Boston, and the Dissenter Jonathan Warne.13 While this would create much tension between him and John Wesley, the Arminian Methodist who had been somewhat of a mentor to Whitefield earlier, it did enable him to bring together a deep pietism, powerful preaching, and a Reformed vision of conversion and the Christian life. The fusion was a perfect recipe for his North American audience, many of whom were familiar with the broad outlines of orthodox Calvinism but who had never seen it bristle with life as it did in Whitefield’s intensely searching orations.

			Whitefield’s revival theology, though not extensively delineated in his sermons, is fairly consistent with what we will explore below in greater depth.14 His contribution to revival theology lies not so much in its content but in the way that his preaching helped create the conditions for a surge in writing on the topic. The awakening, sparked in great measure by his ministry, generated much controversy, which in turn led to the publishing of many writings that contained robust reflections on the nature of conversion, evangelism, and revival.

			After ministering at Boston’s Old Brick Church, Whitefield continued preaching the gospel for several weeks throughout the region. At one stop he noted that the crowd “was so exceedingly thronged, that I was obliged to get in at one of the windows.” Leaving the Boston area, he traveled west through Concord, Worcester, and Brookfield before arriving at Northampton, where he delivered several sermons from Jonathan Edwards’s pulpit. “Preached this [Lord’s Day] morning, and good Mr. Edwards wept during the whole time of exercise. The people were equally affected; and, in the afternoon, the power increased yet more. Our Lord seemed to keep the good wine till the last. I have not seen four such gracious meetings together since my arrival.”15

			In October Whitefield moved south along the Connecticut River Valley, preaching at Westfield, Springfield, Hartford, Weathersfield, Middletown, and New Haven. From there he left New England and visited New York, New Brunswick, Philadelphia, New Londonderry, and Nottingham, Maryland. He was well acquainted with the Tennents, Samuel Blair, Samuel Finley, and other ministers who gladly welcomed the religious fervor that swelled in the wake of his visits. In November he persuaded Gilbert Tennent to follow up on his spectacular New England tour. While Tennent headed for Boston, Whitefield continued south, accompanied by James Davenport, a Congregationalist from Long Island.16 Tennent’s Boston tour in December 1740 would prove to be just as affecting, as thousands flocked to hear this “Son of Thunder” who excelled at deeply convicting “law-preaching.” Others took the mantle of itinerancy, and within months New England and the Middle Colonies were traversed by numerous revivalists bringing good news to the spiritually poor, a phenomenon that would last for the next several years.

			Though Whitefield would not return to the Northeast until 1745, he left a profound mark on the religious landscape of the region. His celebrity drew together many disparate trajectories in colonial American religious life. A new clerical identity featuring the passionate, extemporaneous preaching of the gospel by an itinerant minister captured the imagination of multitudes. The Puritan spirituality modeled in his Journal received a new lease on life. And the echo of the Great Awakening of the early 1740s was burned into the collective memory of many Christians who later came to yearn, pray, and labor for similar divine visitations in their own day. In short, modern evangelicalism in North America had been born.

			It is difficult to imagine the excitement generated by Whitefield, Tennent, and the Great Awakening in general. We capture a glimpse of it in an often-quoted selection from the diary of Nathan Cole (1711–1783), a Connecticut farmer who, on receiving news that Whitefield would soon preach in Middletown, literally dropped his field tools and rushed twelve miles on horseback to make the engagement. Cole’s vivid account bristles with energy and must be quoted at length:

			And when [my wife and I] came within about half a mile or a mile of the Road that comes down from Hartford weathersfield and Stepney to Middletown; on high land I saw before me a Cloud or fogg rising; I first thought it came from the great River, but as I came nearer the Road, I heard a noise something like a low rumbling thunder and presently found it was the noise of Horses feet coming down the Road and this Cloud was a Cloud of dust made by the Horses feet; it arose some Rods into the air over the tops of Hills and trees and when I came within about 20 rods of the Road, I could see men and horses Sliping along in the Cloud like shadows and as I drew nearer it seemed like a steady Stream of horses and their riders, scarcely a horse more than his length behind another, all of a Lather and foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils every Jump; every horse seemed to go with all his might to carry his rider to hear news from heaven for the saving of Souls, it made me tremble to see the Sight, how the world was in a Struggle. . . .

			We went down in the Stream but heard no man speak a word all the way for 3 miles but every one pressing forward in great haste and when we got to [the] Middletown old meeting house there was a great Multitude it was said to be 3 or 4000 of people Assembled together . . . I turned and looked towards the Great River and saw the ferry boats Running swift backward and forward bringing over loads of people and the Oars Rowed nimble and quick; every thing men, horses and boats seemed to be Struggling for life: The land and banks over the river looked black with people and horses all along the 12 miles. I saw no man at work in his field, but all seemed to be gone.

			When I saw Mr. Whitfield come upon the Scaffold he Lookt almost angelical; a young, Slim, slender, youth before some thousands of people with a bold undaunted Coutenance, and my hearing how God was with him every where as he came along it Solemnized my mind; and put me into a trembling fear before he began to preach; for he looked as if he was Cloathed with authority from the Great God; and a sweet sollome solemnity sat upon his brow[.] And my hearing him preach, gave me a heart wound; By Gods blessing: my old Foundation was broken up, and I saw that my righteousness would not save me.17

			The event initiated a grand two-year struggle in Cole’s life, one that brought him to the depths of spiritual despair and the brink of insanity. “Hell fire was most always in my mind; and I have hundreds of times put my fingers into my pipe when I have been smoaking to feel how fire felt: And to see how my Body could bear to lye in Hell fire for ever and ever.”18 Later, however, his spiritual angst found resolution in a powerful conversion to Christ.

			Cole’s experience, though certainly an extreme example, does portray the profound degree to which many colonial Americans were affected by the awakening. Numerous journals, letters, and testimonies by laypersons and ministers witness that something profound was happening. Church registers witnessed a spike in either full communicant membership (Congregationalist, Presbyterian) or baptisms (Baptist), a sign that church leaders had discerned the new birth in a significant numbers of churchgoers.

			Not everyone welcomed the awakening, however. Many had come to believe that an “enthusiastic” spirit had come to characterize the revivals, one that overly relied on direct leadings from the Holy Spirit, dreams, visions, and other hyperspiritual experiences as their ground for religious authority. Critics also noted how churches often split in the wake of revival because church members could not agree whether the awakening was from God or not. This group of critics came to be known as Old Lights, who defended an older church order they believed was being threatened by the revivals. Does God encourage disorder, division, and an excessive interest in spiritual impulses, they asked? Or does he encourage an ordered, established church grounded in the Word of God? Old Light leaders such as Samuel Mather, Mather Byles, and most notably Charles Chauncy pointedly raised these questions and collectively came to resist the revivals. By 1743 a public division between Old Lights and pro-revival New Lights had emerged among New England Congregationalists. Many of these churches split, with New Lights forming separate congregations.19 Similar fault lines opened in the Presbyterian Church as the denomination split in 1741 between pro-revival New Side Presbyteries of New Brunswick and New York and Old Side Presbyterians of Philadelphia, a rift that would not heal until 1758. While it is clear that the awakening was a blessing to multitudes of colonial Christians, it is also clear that it did not promote unity among churches where revivals were powerfully felt.

			Perhaps the greatest example of this disunity and separatism is found in the ministry of James Davenport (1714–1758). A Long Island Congregationalist and onetime partner of Whitefield’s, Davenport became the worst nightmare of both Old and New Lights because of his aberrant escapades. At the height of his radical phase (1740–1742), he had embraced every extreme of the radical revivalists: he claimed the ability to determine whether individuals were either saved or reprobated; he relied on dreams, visions, and impulses from the Holy Spirit in a way that appeared to bypass the need for scriptural authority; and he embraced a ­hyperspiritual antinomian theology of conversion. Davenport encouraged New Light churchgoers to separate from their parent churches. He even rejected large swaths of the Puritan tradition, which he infamously demonstrated in a book-burning ceremony in March 1743, where, in a fit of righteous indignation against the establishment, he burned his ministerial garb, including his trousers!20 Though Davenport later came to his senses and publically repented, the damage had been done. “It is at this Day enough to make the Heart of a sober and considerate Christian to bleed within him,” Benjamin Colman lamented, “to hear of the sore Rents and Divisions made by Mr. Davenport and other a great Number of Towns and Churches thro’ our Provinces: Almost all [the churches] on Long-Island are thus broken to pieces, and so are many in Connecticut and with us of the Massachusetts to a sorrowful Degree.”21

			The threat of unbridled radicalism and unrestrained emotionalism in Davenport’s example challenged many New Light revivalists who sought to strike a balance between warm-hearted devotion and ecclesiastical unity in revival. In their efforts to avoid both the conclusions of the radicals on the one hand and the Old Lights on the other, New Light revivalists advocated a position that I will call their moderate evangelical revival theology.

			Moderate Evangelical Revival Theology

			To a large degree, the revival theology the moderate evangelicals preached was basically Reformed theology (Calvinism) cast in a pietist accent. The moderate evangelical leaders of the First Great Awakening valued their Calvinist theological heritage, and they merged that with a strong emphasis on piety, devotion, and religious experience. In their minds Calvinism should not just be embraced intellectually; it should be experienced, felt, and known in the heart. Because of this, their revival preaching sought to enliven the heart and touch the religious experiences of those listening. Piety, or a robust sense of religious devotion, thus characterized their Calvinistic proclamation.

			What are the components to this revival theology? Summaries of it abound in the primary literature and follow a general pattern that Peter Thacher, pastor of Middleborough, Massachusetts, succinctly summarized in three words: conviction, conversion, and consolation.22 The process begins with conviction of sin, where individuals come to “a convincing and humbling sense of their sin, guilt, and impotency” and are “driven to despair of help from any refuges of their own.”23 Through prayer, seeking God, and utilizing the means of grace, sinners wait for God’s work of regenerating grace. The second step, conversion, commences with a moment of spiritual illumination where the convicted sinner “sees that Christ is an All sufficient Saviour, able to save them to the utmost that come unto God by him.”24 This discovery emboldens the individual to venture forth in repentance and faith in Christ. The third part, consolation, comprises the young Christian’s pursuit of spiritual maturity through the quest for assurance of salvation. Since these phases formed the framework of the moderates’ revival theology, we will use them to structure our analysis of their views.

			Conviction of sin: Preparing the heart for receiving Christ. Conviction of sin was the preparatory phase to salvation and the one that the moderate evangelical revivalists wrote about the most. Simply stated, conviction is when nonbelievers awaken to the guilt of sin in their lives. Those experiencing conviction are haunted by the sentence of divine condemnation as their consciences continually renew God’s guilty verdict to their souls. This tumultuous spiritual unease demands action, and moderate revivalists laid out a detailed road map designed to guide convicted sinners safely to Christ. Our analysis of this topic will progress from the theoretical to the practical, noting first the moderates’ theology of conviction and then the practical advice ministers prescribed to sinners who were in the midst of that conviction.25

			To the moderate revivalists conviction of sin was generally considered a necessary prerequisite to experiencing salvation. They argued this on both rational and biblical grounds. Rationally, they maintained that God is a God of order who generally follows a wise and predictable course in his actions. Samuel Davies notes this with regard to the physical creation: while God is able to create the world instantly, he shows his preference for a protracted, orderly process that takes six days to complete. Similarly, he creates a human being in nine months rather than instantaneously. This same protracted process, Davies notes, characterizes God’s supernatural work in the new birth. “In like manner, the Almighty proceeds in quickening us with spiritual life; we all pass through a course of preparation, though some through a longer [course], and some shorter.”26 The Bible provided the pattern of this “course of preparation.” Moderates noted how Scripture consistently represents salvation as a work of liberation from a bondage that is palpably felt: the Son of Man came to seek the lost; the prodigal son’s repentance came once he realized his oppressive condition apart from his family; the sick seek out the help of a physician, not the healthy; Christ bids those who are weary and heavy laden to come to him.27 From these texts they concluded that sinners must come to experience the oppressiveness of sin in their lives and yearn for salvation in Christ before they are thoroughly prepared to repent and believe the gospel. Thus conviction was a vitally important prerequisite to salvation. “I cannot see,” Jonathan Dickinson wrote, “how any person . . . can receive the Lord Jesus Christ upon gospel-terms, till he is at least brought to some sensible apprehension of the misery of his present state, and of his absolute necessity of a Saviour.”28 Samuel Buell concurred. “[It] doubtless holds true that until Sinners see the Sinfulness of Sin, their lost State by Nature, the spirituality of the Law, their unworthiness of divine Mercy, they will not come to Christ for Salvation; nor are they like to have a Discovery of his Fullness and Glory.”29

			Three related doctrines broadened the moderate evangelical understanding of conviction of sin. The first relates to the Reformed emphasis on the moral law. Moderate evangelicals argued that the law served the purpose of revealing God’s holiness to sinners with the hopes that their consciences would be struck with the devastating sentence of personal guilt and condemnation. Understood to be a “transcript” of God’s holiness, the law was preached to expose the great moral gulf between God and the sinner. John Tennent explains that through the concurring work of the law and the Holy Spirit there arises a “discovery of sin” in the heart where “they see sin in its loathsome nature, [its] deplorable circumstances, and dreadful consequences; they begin to see the holiness of God, the spiritual latitude of his law, and their own corrupt nature; then are they apt to cry out, Who can stand before this great and dreadful God?”30 The source of this “discovery of sin” lay within the individual’s own constitution, the conscience. As a “principle natural to men,” the conscience is designed “to give an apprehension of right and wrong; and to suggest to the mind the relation that there is between right and wrong, and a retribution.”31 Once attuned to the divine law, the conscience becomes “awakened to do its Office, and as it were says to the Sinner, Thou art the Man.”32 Like a spiritual Trojan horse in the sinner’s heart, the wounded conscience became a powerful ally of the moderates’ ministry because, once awakened, it threatened to overthrow the sinner’s inner peace. “I remember in particular,” David Brainerd reminisced about his period of conviction, when “I was walking solitarily abroad, and the Lord opened to me such a sense of my sin and danger that I feared the ground would cleave under my feet and become my grave; and send my soul quick into hell even before I could get home.”33 These experiences were not interpreted as signs of psychological disintegration but as positive indicators of the Spirit’s work aiding the conscience to agree with God’s law. Consequently, the worst thing they argued could happen in such circumstances was to lose these guilty impressions.

			Original sin is the second doctrine that significantly informed the moderates’ understanding of conviction. All the revivalists maintained that the sinner’s natural posture toward God is one of rebellion. “The Heart of every Sinner is naturally shut and bar’d against the Lord Jesus Christ,” John Webb noted. “Christ is not [a] welcome Guest to the Sinner himself.”34 This individual sinfulness, they pointed out, derives from the sin of Adam and Eve, our first parents. Because Adam sinned, the entire human race descending from him is guilty before God and worthy of eternal condemnation. “Upon Adam’s Transgression,” Samuel Blair wrote, “Guilt and Condemnation plainly and necessarily followed upon all the human Race.”35 Because all human beings stand under the guilt and condemnation of original sin, they are rendered spiritually impotent to do anything to change their circumstances. Sinners, in other words, are totally unable to seek God or remedy their situation because a settled bias against God governs the soul. In a sermon on Mark 3:5, where Christ heals a man with a withered hand, Benjamin Colman notes how sinners are “by Nature as this Man [is] with a withered hand; labouring under a moral Weakness and Impotence, thro’ the Loss of those spiritual Powers, which Man was certainly created with.”36 Jonathan Dickinson agreed. In a sermon on the consequences of original sin, he questioned how it is possible

			to deserve the blessing of this renewed nature from God; when your whole conduct is one course of enmity against him, and indignity to him? . . . [If] God have mercy upon your soul, he will bring you to his footstool, with a most humble abasing sense of this your impotent and miserable, guilty and exposed state. He will bring you to be thus poor in spirit, if ever he gives you a title to the kingdom of heaven.37

			In short, spiritual inability before God was the direct byproduct of the moderate evangelicals’ understanding of original sin.

			Election or predestination is the third doctrine that significantly informed their understanding of conviction of sin. As a prominent feature of Reformed theology, the revivalists utilized the doctrine of election to highlight the centrality of God’s work in the salvation process. Every facet of human redemption—­including the complete number of those to be saved and the personal strivings of faith itself—was explicitly decreed by God before the creation of the world and executed in time at his express direction.38 Moderate revivalists defended the unconditionality of election, the view that God elects some for salvation merely on the basis of his own choosing, not on the basis of foreseen faith. They also maintained that the number of the elect is definite (it cannot be added to or detracted from) and that this doctrine mysteriously coheres with human freedom.39

			Preaching election produced a number of practical results that worked to the revivalists’ advantage. Though it is a doctrine of many “mysteries, and abstruse difficulties,” it is not, Cooper noted, purely speculative: “No, it has a powerful influence upon vital religion.”40 Specifically, the doctrine practically exposes the true foundation of the heart, since it “cuts all the sinews of self-dependence, and leaves the sinner no other foundation to cast himself upon, but the sovereign mercy of God, through a redeeming Saviour.”41 Many ministers believed that protesting this doctrine was a sign that that person had not come to terms with God being in complete control of their redemption. It was only when sinners came to take this doctrine to heart that they were in a position to submit to God’s decision and wait for his saving mercy.

			Stepping back for a minute, we can take stock of the full extent of the revivalists’ teaching. While they held that Scripture teaches a period of conviction prior to salvation, these three related doctrines added further depth to their views. God’s law is designed to reveal the holiness of God and the heinousness of sin, all with the goal of smiting the conscience with the profound reality that “I am guilty.” Original sin exposed the vast spiritual poverty of the sinner, resulting in the conclusion that “I am unable.” And once the doctrine of election is internalized, the soul can only conclude that “I must submit to God’s decision, even if it is does not end in my favor.” Together these conclusions maneuvered the sinner’s soul into the very uncomfortable position of guilt and a sense of helplessness. The revivalists did not consider this to be a morose, psychological detour leading sinners away from Christ; rather, they believed it to be a necessary prerequisite to saving faith.

			Practically, how are ministers to counsel a person under a sense of conviction? At first glance, the theological mix described above might be construed as a recipe for spiritual lethargy and inactivity. Proclaiming human inability and divine sovereignty does not initially appear to motivate a person to action. Yet inactivity was the furthest thing from the minds of the moderate evangelical revivalists, because for them inability was not equivalent to inactivity. As a matter of fact their sermons overflowed with earnest calls to sinners to exert themselves on behalf of their salvation. While human effort was not understood to merit salvation in any way, the revivalists envisioned human striving to have a positive effect in bringing the soul into a position where salvation was more likely to take place. “God’s decree does not at all take off the use of our endeavours,” William Cooper directed, “for in the use of the means the very decree it self is to receive its accomplishment.”42 Jonathan Dickinson’s exhortations that sinners exert themselves saturate his writings and play off the seemingly paradoxical tension implicit in striving and inability:

			Labor after a lively impression of your incapacity to produce this grace in yourselves. . . . Let a discovery of this your distressed case quicken you to greater diligence in seeking the influence of the blessed Spirit. . . . And labor to exercise faith in Christ. Though you cannot work this grace in yourselves; yet if ever you obtain it, you yourselves must use and exercise it. The principle is from God; but the act must be your own. If God bring you to exercise this grace, you must be made willing in the day of his power, and act with your free consent.43

			Benjamin Colman agreed: “It is no ways unjust or absurd for God to command us to do those things, which of our Selves we are unable to do, because he is able to make all Grace to abound to us, and to give us an Allsufficiency in all things.”44 Thus the moderates called sinners to vigorous endeavors for the gospel, actions they knew sinners had no power to exert, but ones that they knew God might bless with his gracious intervening. In sum, through the very act of reaching beyond themselves to exert faith, the moderate revivalists noted that God often produced the miracle of belief in sinners who sought after the Lord.45 Consequently, the revivalists called sinners to seek salvation in Christ by vigorously embracing a course of action that they believed rendered salvation more probable. What, specifically, are convicted sinners to do once they come under conviction of sin? The moderate revivalists were unanimous in their answer: apply the means of grace to your life!

			The means of grace were a set of spiritual exercises that moderate evangelical revivalists prescribed to sinners seeking God’s mercy. These exercises were basic spiritual disciplines—such as prayer, study of the Word, diligent attendance at worship services, and personal moral reformation—and were designed to draw the soul into a humble posture where God might produce the miracle of faith. The emphasis on the word might is key, because the revivalists argued that the means of grace were not automatic conduits of divine grace. “There is no certain or infallible connection,” John Blair wrote, “between the most diligent and earnest attendance on the means of grace that unregenerate sinners are capable of, and their obtaining the saving grace of God. The issue of the matter is entirely from the sovereign mercy of God.”46 At the same time, they wanted to avoid the opposite extreme, which affirmed that God grants salvation ex nihilo to individuals who have no desire for salvation, no preparatory convictions, and no knowledge of gospel truths. Rather, their position was that God’s normal course was to grant salvation to individuals in the context of employing the means of grace because the means specially fit the soul to receive Christ. God, in other words, does not work salvation because of the means of grace, yet he rarely ever works salvation in sinners without them. Through the means sinners come to an experiential acquaintance with their sin, their guilt, and their great need of salvation. They also gain a notional knowledge of scriptural truths and an acute awareness that they lack true faith. These become the intellectual and experiential materials that form a natural foundation on which a supernatural work of grace can be built should God’s sovereign hand so move. This point explains the moderates’ zealous advocacy of their use. “If we be partakers of Christ at all,” Dickinson notes, “it must be by an active reception; by a faith accompanied with earnest, diligent seeking him in the ways of God’s appointment.”47

			Lists of the various means of grace populate the exhortation sections of many sermons from the period. They reveal the great spiritual activism to which the moderate evangelicals called sinners. Gilbert Tennent briefly surveys the basic range of directives in a sermon on divine mercy: “Attend with diligence upon the preached word. . . . Bewail your sins against the mercies of God. . . . Try to reform your lives. . . . Pray earnestly and frequently to God for mercy, in the name of Christ, with fear and hope.”48 In an earnest plea that sinners “make it [their] present and active care, to obtain a saving conversion unto God,” Jonathan ­Dickinson gives numerous directions to anxious souls seeking God. These include exhortations to meditate on the misery of their condemned state, to labor “after a humbling sense of your utter inability to relieve and save yourselves,” to resolve to cast their soul on God’s sovereign mercy, and to persevere in “a constant and diligent attendance upon all the means of grace, in order to have this change wrought in you.”49 Knowing that one’s fate lies in the hands of God, the convicted sinner ultimately was exhorted to entreat the Lord for the gift of faith. “Who knows but the Lord may have mercy on, may abundantly pardon you?” Whitefield urged. “Beg of God to give you faith. And, if the Lord gives you that, you will by it receive Christ, with his righteousness and his all.”50

			As more individuals came under a powerful sense of conviction during the awakening, two issues arose that called for pastoral discernment. The first had to do with the degree of experiential conviction required before an individual was prepared to receive God’s grace. This issue arose because it became clear to many pastors that not everybody experienced conviction in the same way or to the same degree. One individual passes through a period of great spiritual anguish, while others are “wrought on in a more gentle and silent Way.”51 Some come under conviction suddenly, “by a more forcible impression, filling the soul with greatest agony and distress,” while others’ convictions are “more gradually brought on; and with lower degrees of terror and amazement.”52

			When they addressed this problem, moderate evangelical revivalists generally focused their attention on the nature of the conviction process an individual ­experienced rather than on other factors, such as the intensity of conviction or a specific way one ought to experience it.53 Joseph Sewall strongly cautioned against using one person’s experience of conviction as a yardstick for determining the authenticity of someone else’s experience, because numerous variables are at play in different people’s lives, variables that will generate different conviction processes. Those converted in childhood might not remember their conviction, and the conviction of a scoundrel will most likely be more intense than that of an individual raised with a “pious education.” In the final analysis, what mattered to Sewall was a recognition and wholehearted embrace of the fundamentals: the sinners’ abhorrence of their own sin, a willingness to submit to Christ and trust in his righteousness, and a desire to see God as their greatest good. “I say, these Persons ought not to distress themselves, because they can’t give such a distinct Account of the Time and Manner of this Work of Conviction, as some others can.”54

			A second issue that called for discernment had to do with the physical results that emerged from the intense convictions some individuals experienced during revivals. Sometimes the preaching was so convicting that “bodily effects” could be viewed among the crowd: persons crying out in the middle of a sermon under sharp pangs of conscience, or individuals so overcome with terror that they trembled and lost their ability to sit up or stand. Samuel Blair noted extraordinary responses from his preaching in the summer of 1740: “Several would be overcome and fainting; others deeply sobbing, hardly able to contain, others crying in a most dolorous manner, many others more silently weeping. . . . And sometimes the soul exercises of some, thought comparatively but very few, would so far affect their bodies, as to occasion some strange, unusual bodily motions.”55

			The moderate evangelicals addressed this problem with a mixture of wonder and caution. In a 1742 sermon, Joseph Sewall called his listeners to judge these surprising bodily manifestations by their effects and not write them off merely because of their extraordinary nature. Scripture, he noted, indicates that God produced similar effects, such as the Philippian jailer’s trembling response to Paul and Silas (Acts 16) and the multitude that was deeply affected by Peter’s sermon (Acts 2). He warns that we should not “presume to confine the free Spirit of God” by disregarding bodily effects completely, nor are we to “excite these Screamings.” Rather, gospel ministers are “to set the Terrors of the Law and gracious Invitations of the Gospel before Men in the most powerful Manner they are able; and then leave it to the only wise God to take his own Way, who can if he pleaseth order these Things to the awakening of others.”56 This required restraint and vigilance on behalf of the minister and an intimate awareness of his people’s religious impressions through spiritual conferencing and counsel.

			Overall, the moderates’ elaborate doctrine of conviction represented an expansion of the experiential dimensions of Calvinism. Sinners must not just know but come to experience deeply the doctrines of law, sin, and predestination in their lives. Awakened sinners must actively employ the means of grace with a hopeful expectation that God might work true faith into their hearts. This process was often a lengthy affair, lasting days, weeks, or even months. What, we might ask, were they waiting for?

			Conversion: The sinner’s discovery of Christ. The reason the conviction process was so lengthy was that most would-be converts were waiting to discern the marks of the new birth in their hearts. For them, the experience of conversion did not commence with one’s decision for Christ, as is common among today’s evangelicals. Rather, it began when one discerned new principles of spiritual life within the heart: a new awareness of the beauty of Christ, new desires to love God, and a firm commitment to follow God’s holy law. These principles, moderates taught, cannot be the product of human decision or natural principles; they can only be wrought in the soul by God’s direct supernatural intervention. Because this spiritual transformation, technically known as regeneration, was discerned mainly through an examination of spiritual experiences, the revivalists went to great lengths to delineate the differences between legitimate and illegitimate conversion experiences. This section will examine the theology behind this delineation. First, we will explore their theoretical understanding of God’s work of regeneration in the heart, where he brings new life to the individual. Second, we will examine how this plays out “on the ground” in the actual experience of conversion.

			Moderate revivalists embraced a comprehensive understanding of regeneration, one that goes much deeper than an outward profession of faith or external conformity to Christian morality.57 Rather, regeneration is the implantation of a new principle of life in the soul, wrought instantaneously by the Holy Spirit, where the subject subsequently possesses new capacities of spiritual perception and action. “Regeneration,” summarized Jonathan Dickinson, “is a new, spiritual, and supernatural principle; wrought by the Spirit of God in all the faculties of the soul, inclining and enabling unto the exercise of a life of faith in Christ; and new obedience to God.”58 John Blair agreed: “Regeneration is the communication of a principle of spiritual life to the soul of a sinner, naturally dead in trespasses and sins, by the agency of the Holy Spirit.”59 In their description of regeneration they emphasized two important and interrelated concepts: the notion that regeneration is instantaneous and the notion that it is a supernatural work of the Holy Spirit.

			First, by noting that regeneration is an instantaneous work, the moderate revivalists underscored the radical division between converts and the rest of humanity. Just as there was no midpoint between death and life when Jesus called Lazarus from the tomb, so there is no halfway house between non-Christian and Christian status. Consequently, there can be no gradual phasing into a Christian state.60 Regeneration occurs in an instant. Their affirmation of this point, however, did not eliminate all elements of gradualism in their revival theology, since most moderates acknowledged that it takes time to discern the reality of one’s own regeneration. Samuel Davies noted that “the principle of life might be very weak at first, like the life of a new-born infant, or a fetus just animated in the womb.”61 Though aware of new spiritual insights and desires, such persons might remain confused as to whether they have been converted or not. Samuel Blair tells the account of a young woman who, after a lengthy period of conviction, had experienced “considerable sweetness” in contemplating the gospel. Yet because she had misconceptions about the nature of faith, she could not agree with Blair that she had been regenerated.62 In sum, while moderate revivalists affirmed the instantaneous nature of regeneration, they also maintained that coming to an experiential conviction of it is sometimes a gradual affair.63

			Second, by emphasizing that regeneration was the implanting of a “supernatural principle” in the soul, the moderates directed attention to the supernatural origins of regeneration. Mere nature cannot produce supernatural results, they argued, and hence no human activity can effect regeneration. Whitefield noted that “in order to make Christ’s redemption complete, [it is necessary] that we should have a grant of God’s Holy Spirit to change our natures and so prepare us for the enjoyment of that happiness our Saviour has purchased by his precious blood.”64 Because regeneration is God’s work alone, moderates followed the Reformed tradition in concluding that the soul is entirely passive in it.65

			Paradoxically, while they indicated that the soul is passive in regeneration, this did not mean that the human subject is inactive in it. God’s regenerating work is accompanied by human exertion: saving faith, evangelical repentance, and love for God are all spiritual activities expressed during the context of God’s regenerating action. Thus from the human perspective there is spiritual activity occurring during the moment of regeneration. Dickinson explains this subtle distinction with reference to faith, illumination, and regeneration:

			Though regeneration be considered, as being in order of nature previous to faith; yet in order of time, they are always together. The same time that the eyes of the soul are opened, they look to Jesus, as the author of our eternal salvation. The same time that this new creature is formed, it lives; and acts faith in the Son of God. Whence we are said to be created in Christ, (Eph. ii. 10) i.e. to be immediately united to him by faith, at our new creation. Upon this account, the new birth and faith in Christ are spoken of in Scripture, as mutually implying each other.—The Divine light which shines into the soul in regeneration, not only gives a feeling apprehension of our own lost and perishing condition: But such a view of Christ’s readiness to save; and his abundant fullness to supply all our wants, as constrains us to consent to the gospel offer; and encourages us to trust all our interests in his hands.66

			Jonathan Edwards agreed. In a brief note on “efficacious grace,” he observes that “we are not merely passive in it, nor yet does God do some and we do the rest, but God does all and we do all. God produces all and we act all. For that is what he produces, our own acts. God is the only proper author and fountain; we only are the proper actors. We are in different respects wholly passive and wholly active.”67 In short, while the soul is passive in the work of regeneration, it nonetheless is vitally active in the context of God’s work because the exertions of repentance and faith are the direct results of the Spirit’s exertions.

			It is at this point where the discussion transitions from the divine perspective (regeneration) to the human (the experience of conversion). The doctrine of conversion, or turning to God in repentance and faith, was generally understood by the moderates to be the flip side to regeneration. “Now this, when considered as the effect of the Holy Spirit’s agency, enabling or causing the soul to turn to God, is called regeneration; but when considered as an activity essential to spiritual life, and formally as the soul’s act, is called conversion; but these are only different views and respects of the same thing.”68 While not every revivalist articulated the doctrine of conversion in the same manner, an overarching consensus can be observed in their writings as to its essential components. Conversion first begins when the mind is opened to a new and often aesthetic awareness of the gospel. This spiritual illumination is followed by a transformation of the will, where there arises a resolution to part with sin (repentance) and a willingness to trust Jesus Christ (faith). While they distinguished these diverse components in the conversion process, the moderates noted that these phases were a packaged deal, the result of God’s one work of regeneration.69

			For the moderate revivalists, true conversion begins when the mind is “savingly enlightened” to see gospel truths as they really are. Jonathan Dickinson employed multiple terms to describe this phenomenon: the mind comes to a “lively view,” a “realizing sight,” or a “sensible discovery” of “divine things.”70 Based on Scripture verses that speak of “seeing” and “knowing” God in a special way, they maintained that knowledge via spiritual illumination was qualitatively different from mere intellectual assent to the truths of the gospel, though they often confessed difficulty in articulating the precise nature of this difference.71 The illumined soul, Edwards explained, has “a true sense of the divine excellency of the things revealed in the Word of God, and a conviction of the truth and reality of them.” This knowledge possesses a beauty that is “divine and godlike,” rendering it virtually impossible to deny. “This evidence, that they, that are spiritually enlightened, have of the truth of the things of religion, is a kind of intuitive and immediate evidence. They believe the doctrines of God’s Word to be divine, because they see divinity in them.”72 No new knowledge or spiritual faculties are given to the illumined soul.73 Rather, the revivalists spoke of this knowledge in aesthetic terms, where converts love what they perceive in the gospel. Whereas before their regeneration the gospel message was merely an intellectual set of propositions, now that same knowledge is loved for its inherent beauty and worth. “Formerly,” John Tennent indicates, “the face of Christ was veiled from the soul, as the face of Moses from the Israelites; but now he sees something of his peerless beauty, and transcendent excellency. . . . Christ is to him as the apple tree among the trees of the woods, as the rose of Sharon, and the lily of the valley. . . . All other enjoyments are as dross in comparison to him.”74

			Edwards likened this difference to that of two kinds of people beholding a country landscape. The natural person beholds the trees and fields as in the night, when objects are very faint “and therefore he has but little notion of the beauty of the face of the earth.” The spiritual person, by contrast, sees the landscape under the brilliance of the daytime sun, “where the ideas appear with strength and distinctness; and he has that sense of the beauty of the trees and fields given him in a moment.” No matter how hard the natural person tries to study the nighttime landscape, his resulting knowledge would still be colorless and abstract, not the rich, affecting visage beheld by the daytime observer.75

			With the mind illuminated, the will consequently shifts into gear by expressing a twofold response: turning away from sin (repentance) and depending on Christ for salvation (faith). Moderate evangelicals first described faith as possessing both intellectual and volitional aspects, implying an affectionate assent of the mind to the contents of the gospel, the free consent of the will to embrace Christ, and a complete dependence on him for deliverance.76 “Faith in Christ,” Jonathan Dickinson summarized, “is such an assent to the Christian revelation, as brings us heartily and fully to receive him as he is therein exhibited to us, and to depend on him only for salvation upon gospel terms.”77 Because faith and illumination are two sides of the same coin, and because they are the first acts of a regenerate soul, faith becomes the foundation of genuine, evangelical repentance.78

			Like faith, the moderates described true repentance in all-encompassing terms primarily because the nature of regeneration is all-encompassing. Having truly seen the glory of God in the gospel of Christ, the enlightened soul, drawn to Christ in faith, simultaneously senses the intrinsic evil of sin and the utter incompatibility of sin with God’s holy ways. A sense of profound shame, grief over personal sin, and godly sorrow arises in the heart, leading to a hatred of sin and a thorough resolve to rid the heart of its presence.79 This first act of evangelical repentance, accompanied by spiritual illumination and faith in Christ, lays in the soul a new foundation for a life of penitent faith. “In short, every true penitent is a critic upon his own heart; and there he finds constant cause for repentance while in this imperfect state.”80

			These descriptions of true faith and repentance suggest the existence of criteria that helped moderate revivalists distinguish between true conversions and false. The fundamental difference noted between the two lay in that true conversions arise from spiritual illumination, whereas false conversions do not. True repentance and faith “see” the glory of God, the amiableness of Christ, the pleasantness of faith, and are drawn after these spiritual objects in love. False repentance, by contrast, is not motivated by love but by fear, which leads a person merely to seek relief from guilt and punishment. Such persons do not hate sin itself but merely its punishment. “It is not sin they hate, but hell,” observed Samuel Davies. “Were it possible for them to enjoy their sins, and yet be happy, they would never think of repenting.”81 Whitefield, similarly, noted how worldly sorrow can generate great religious emotions of apparent remorse, as in the cases of Esau and Judas. Yet in the end, “their sorrow was only extorted by a fear of hell, and a despairing sense of impending ruin.”82 Ultimately, false faith does not seek continual subjection to Christ but rather finds contentment only in a loose and general hope of mercy. Once again Jonathan Dickinson nicely summarizes this fine distinction:

			Here then you see an apparent Difference between a true and a false Faith; the one realizes the great Truths of the Gospel by a lively and feeling Discovery of them, giving the Light of the Knowledge of the Glory of God in the Face of Jesus Christ. The other gives by a lifeless and unactive Assent to these important Truths.—The one influences the Heart and Affections, and by beholding with open Face, as in a Glass, the Glory of the Lord, changes the Soul into the same Image, from Glory to Glory; the other only swims in the Head, and leaves the Heart in a State either of Security or Despondency.—The one is an abiding Principle of divine Life, from which there flow Rivers of living Water: The other is transient and unsteady, and leaves the Soul short of any spiritual Principle of Life and Activity.83

			It took time to discern these criteria in people’s hearts, a point that accounted for lengthy conversion experiences. The common sentiment was that one dare not claim that God had accomplished his work in the heart until these kinds of motions were identified in the soul. This created a few wrinkles for pastoral discernment, since some individuals presumed to be gracious when they really were not, while others refused to acknowledge their salvation even when the minister thought they should be rejoicing. In his narrative of the 1737 revival at New Londonderry, Samuel Blair related examples illustrating both of these problems, noting how one man of fifty years of age, “a sober professor” of Christianity, had for many years believed himself to be converted when Blair thought otherwise. By contrast, another woman enjoyed spiritual sweetness in pondering the gospel and the person of Christ for two years before she was finally convinced that God had regenerated her heart. In handling these different cases, Blair would be frank with those he deemed unconverted. Conversely, with individuals who he believed were truly converted, he remained “very cautious of expressing to people my judgment of the goodness of their states,” presumably because converts’ search for assurance forged in their souls a process vital to their spiritual maturity.84

			The difficulties in distinguishing true spiritual experiences from counterfeit occupied much of Jonathan Edwards’s writing. In a brief pamphlet titled “Directions for Judging of Persons’ Experiences,” he lists key indicators of a true work of the Spirit in the soul for use in spiritual conferencing. Evangelical conviction, he noted, does not merely tantalize the imagination or the speculative understanding, but is soundly wrought in the frame of an individual’s will and heart, leading to a hatred of sin. The truly convicted sinner is convinced of sins of heart and life and agrees with God’s justice in their condemnation. Evangelical illumination must be grounded in a sense of the beauty and excellency of divine things—the sufficiency and excellency of Christ—which engenders joy in God, a longing for holiness, and a willingness to bear all things for the sake of Christ.85 Edwards’s list, which was sort of a sketch of his volume on the Religious Affections, was indicative of the kind of discernment ministers employed during the awakening when determining the validity of the Spirit’s work in an individual.

			Discernment was also on the minds of those undergoing conversion. Hannah Heaton (1721–1793), a young Connecticut farm woman, came under deep conviction of sin after hearing Whitefield and Tennent preach. Her period of conviction included wrestling with suicidal thoughts, believing that she had committed the unpardonable sin, and lamenting over her humanity: “Oh how i did invy toads or any creature that had no souls to perish eternally.” After some time she attended a local worship service, where “the power of god [came] down. Many were crying out [on] the other side of the room what shall I do to be saved? . . . A great melting of soul [came] upon me” as she came to see the justice of God in her damnation in a new light. “It seemd to me i was a sinking down into hell. I thot the flor i stood on gave way and i was just going but then i began to resign.” In her resignation she came to accept her eternal fate—“lord it is just if i sink in to hell”—and for a few moments she noted a quiet calm: “I was nothing i could do nothing nor i desired nothing.” Hearing someone quote Matthew 11:28 (“Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden”), she sensed a new thirst after Christ and began to plead for divine mercy. Just then a new view of Christ was opened to the eyes of her soul. “Me thot i see jesus with the eyes of my soul stand[ing] up in heaven. A lovely god man with his arms open ready to receive me his face full of smiles he lookd white and ruddy and was just such a saviour as my soul wanted.” Subsequently, Heaton’s heart melted in mourning over the fact that she had been refusing the Savior for so long. A love for Christ inflamed her soul—“Jesus appeared altogether lovely to me now. My heart went out with love and thankfulness and admiration”—and she began going about the room inviting others to Christ.86 Heaton’s firsthand account of the spiritual illumination that subsequently drew her lovingly to Christ mirrors the conversion pattern that moderate revivalists preached.

			David Brainerd’s conversion narrative demonstrates a similar pattern. In 1739, Brainerd, the future missionary to Native Americans, grew concerned over his soul’s eternal destiny and began to seek God. After several months of employing the means of grace, he came under a deep sense of conviction yet grew increasingly vexed over his spiritual inability. “I could not find out how to believe or come to Christ, nor what faith was.” After consulting Solomon Stoddard’s Guide to Christ, Brainerd was greatly helped by the author’s directions on conviction, but when it came to trusting in Christ, “he failed, he did not tell me anything that I could do that would bring me to Christ, but seemed at last to leave me as it were with a great gulf between me and Christ, which I seemed to have no direction to get through.”87 This lack of direction, of course, was by design, for it was intended to draw the soul’s posture face-to-face with its spiritual impotence. In his helpless distress Brainerd gradually came to recognize “that I deserved nothing but damnation,” and he began to lose hope in the efficacy of prayer and spiritual duties.88 It was at this time in July 1739 that Brainerd found himself attempting to pray one evening when something new happened.

			[Then], as I was walking in a dark thick grove, “unspeakable glory” seemed to open to the view and apprehension of my soul. By the glory I saw I don’t mean any external brightness, for I saw no such thing, nor do I intend any imagination of a body of light or splendor somewhere away in the third heaven, or anything of that nature. But it was a new inward apprehension or view that I had of God; such as I never had before, nor anything that I had the least remembrance of it.89

			From this point he came to “wonder” and “admire” at God’s glory and the way of salvation, and he heartily repented and trusted in Christ. While his spiritual struggles would continue throughout his missionary service, a ridge had been crossed in the summer of 1739. He no longer saw himself as a sinner seeking ­salvation but as a convert working out the implications of his salvation in the midst of a tumultuous life and ministry. And like in Heaton’s conversion narrative, the crucial divide was identified as the moment when a new affective view of God was opened to the gaze of his soul, leading to repentance and faith.

			Consolation: The quest for assurance. For the moderate evangelicals, conversion was not the final goal of their ministerial labors among their flocks; Christian maturity was. A common barrier to spiritual maturity for many new converts was their struggle over the assurance of their salvation. Since this problem dealt directly with identifying a work of the Spirit in the heart, the topic frequently surfaced in their writings. Assurance thus became a prominent feature of their revival theology.

			In crafting their position on assurance, the moderates sought to distinguish their views from those of the radical evangelical revivalists. As we shall see in the next chapter, radicals believed that regeneration is such a powerful experience that it is virtually impossible to doubt one’s salvation. Saving faith and assurance of salvation are one and the same experienced reality. Consequently, radicals argued that those who doubt probably do not have true faith. Relatedly, radicals argued that sanctification, though important to the Christian life, provides no evidence that an individual has been justified. Only the experience of faith does. Moderate evangelicals found numerous problems with these positions and responded to them with a doctrine of assurance that acknowledged the coexistence of doubt and faith, one that affirmed the view that assurance is a product of Christian maturity and sanctification. Their broad consensus on assurance involved several features.

			First, moderate revivalists maintained that faith and doubt can simultaneously reside in a converted heart. They offered several reasons for why a genuine Christian might doubt his or her salvation. At the top of the list was spiritual sloth. “We teach,” Solomon Williams wrote, “that ’tis the Duty of all to [make one’s calling and election sure]: And that although there are comparatively few, who attain Assurance, yet it is thro’ their own Sloth and Negligence that they do not.”90 Sinfulness can also cloud a Christian’s confidence, so much so that it is “hard to distinguish between the remains of sin in the children of God, and the reign of sin in refined hypocrites.”91 Certain personality traits, such as meekness or a proclivity to “melancholy” (or depression), might also lead believers to be overly cautious in concluding that they have been saved because of an excessive fear of being self-deceived.92 Together, these points provided solid reasons for concluding that the experience of saving faith should be distinguished from the experience of assurance.
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