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went into the canoe, and Mr. Rogers paddled about 100 yards up the creek
by the shore side, turned into the swift stream and dexterously steering her
in a moment we come to the other side as swiftly passing as an arrow shot out
of the bow by a strong arm. I stayed on the shore till he returned to fetch our
horses, which he caused to swim over, himself bringing the furniture in the
canoe. But it is past my skill to express the exceeding fright all their transac-
tions formed in me. We were now in the colony of Massachusetts and taking
lodgings at the first inn we come to, had a pretty difficult passage the next day
which was the second of March by reason of the sloughy® ways then thawed
by the sun. Here I met Capt. John Richards of Boston who was going home,
so being very glad of his company we rode something harder than hitherto,
and missing my way in going up a very steep hill, my horse dropped down
under me as dead; this new surprise no little hurt me, meeting it just at the
entrance into Dedham from whence we intended to reach home that night.
But was now obliged to get another horse there and leave my own, resolving
for Boston that night if possible. But in going over the causeway at Dedham
the Bridge being overflowed by the high waters coming down, I very narrowly
escaped falling over into the river horse and all which "twas almost a miracle
I did not—now it grew late in the afternoon and the people having very much
discouraged us about the sloughy way which they said we should find very dif-
ficult and hazardous, it so wrought on me being tired and dispirited and dis-
appointed of my desires of going home, that I agreed to lodge there that night
which we did at the house of one Draper, and the next day being March 3d
we got safe home to Boston, where I found my aged and tender mother and
my dear and only child in good health with open arms ready to receive me,
and my kind relations and friends flocking in to welcome me and hear the
story of my transactions and travails, I having this day been five months from
home and now I cannot fully express my joy and satisfaction. But desire sin-
cerely to adore my great Benefactor for thus graciously carrying forth and
returning in safety his unworthy handmaid.
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6. Muddy.

JONATHAN EDWARDS
1703-1758

Although it is certainly true that, as the critic Perry Miller once put it, the real life of
Jonathan Edwards is the life of a mind, the circumstances surrounding Edwards’s
career are not without their drama, and the story of his rise to eminence and fall from
power remains one of the most moving in American literature.

Edwards was born in East Windsor, Connecticut, a town not far from Hartford, the
son of the Reverend Timothy Edwards and Esther Stoddard Edwards. There was lit-
tle doubt from the beginning as to his career. Edwards’s mother was the daughter of
the Reverend Solomon Stoddard of Northampton, Massachusetts, one of the most
influential and independent figures in the religious life of New England. Western
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Massachusetts clergymen were SO anxious for his approval that he was sometimes
. teering her called the “Pope of the Connecticut Valley,” and his gifted grandson, the only male
sty 'S h g child in a family of eleven children, was groomed to be his heir. o
parrow S . Edwards was a studious and dutiful child and from an early age showed remarkable
piect 0 fetc'h our gifts of observation and exposition. When he was eleven he wrote an essay, still very
fus jture in the readable, on the flying spider. Most of Edwards's early education was at home. In
i their transac- 1716, when he was thirteen, Edwards was admitted to Yale College; he stayed on to
Lais.and taking read theology in New Haven for two years after his graduation in 1720. Like Benjamin
the next day Eranklin, Edwards determined to perfect himself, and in one of his early notebooks
« then thawed he resolved “never to lose one moment of time, but to improve it in the most proﬁtable
s g0ing home, way” he could. As 2 student he always rose at four in the morning, studied thirteen
‘b hitherto, hours a day, and reserved part of each day for walking. It was a routine that Edwards
droppe d down varied little, even when, after spending two years in New York, he came to Northamp-
ot the ton to assist his grandfather in his church. He married in 1727. In 1729 Solomon
l_tjus . Stoddard died, and Edwards was named to succeed him. In the twenty-four years that
that nlght. Edwards lived in Northampton he managed to tend his duties as pastor of a growing
jn, resolving congregation and deliver brilliant sermons, to write some of his most important
iy at Dedham books—concerned primarily with defining the nature of true religious experience—
At rynarrowly and watch his eleven children grow up. Until the mid-1740s his relations with the
st 2 miracle town were harmonious.
s very much In spite of the awesome-—even imposing—quality of Edwards’s mind, all of his work
lnd very dif- is of a piece and, in essence, readily graspable. Edwards was trying to restore to his
ited and dis- congregation and to his readers that original sense of religious commitment that he
. ght felt had been lost since the first days of the Puritan exodus to America, and he wanted
BWMarch 3d to do this by transforming his congregation from mere believers who understood the
. logic of Christian doctrine to converted Christians who were genuinely moved by the
IR principles of their belief. Edwards says that he read the work of the English philoso-
{.t_':we ey pher John Locke (1632—1704) with more pleasure “than the greedy misex finds when
,_h‘car the gathering up handfuls of silver and gold, from some newly discovered treasure.” For
hs from Locke confirmed Edwards’s conviction that we must do more than comprehend reli-
iesire sin- gious ideas; we must be moved by them, we must know them experientially: the dif-
orth and ference, as he says, is like that between reading the word fire and actually being
burned. Basic to this newly felt belief is the recognition that nothing that an individ-
. al can do warrants his or her salvation—that people are motivated entirely by self-

- 1825 love, and that it is only supernatural grace that alters their natural depravity. In his

il progress as @ Christian, Edwards says that he experienced several steps toward real
Christian commitment but that his true conversion came only when he had achieved
a “full and constant sense of the absolute sovereignty of God, and a delight in that sov-
ereignty.” The word delight reminds us that Edwards is trying to inculcate and
describe a religious feeling that approximates a physical sensation, recognizing always
that supernatural feelings and natural ones are actually very different. The word links
him to the transatlantic community of those who recognized sentiment as the basic
emotion that connects individuals to each otherin manifold ways. In his patient and
lucid prose Edwards became a master at the art of persuading his congregation that
it could—and must—Ppossess this intense awareness of humanity’s precarious condi-
tion. The exaltation that his parishioners felt when they experienced delight in God’s
sovereignty was the characteristic fervid emotion of religious revivalism.

For fifteen years, beginning in 1734, this spirit of revivalism transformed compla-
cent believers all along the eastern seaboard. This period of new religious fervor has
been called the “Great Awakening,” and in its early years Edwards could dono wrong.
His meetinghouse was filled with newly converted believers, and the details of the spir-
itual life of Edwards and his congregation were the subject of inquiry by Christian
believers everywhere as his works describing his own experience in the revivals were
widely published and distributed in a period of expanding print culture. But in his
attempt to restore the church to the position of authority it held in the years of his
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grandfather’s reign, Edwards went too far. When he named backsliders from his pul-
pit—including members of the best families in town—and tried to return to the old
order of communion, permitting the sacrament to be taken only by those who had
publicly declared themselves to be saved, the people of the town turned against him.
Residents of the Connecticut Valley everywhere were tired of religious controversy,
and the hysterical behavior of a few fanatics turned many against the spirit of revival-
ism. On June 22, 1750, by a vote of two hundred to twenty, Edwards was dismissed
from his church and effectively silenced. Although the congregation had difficulty
naming a successor to Edwards, they preferred to have no sermons rather than let
Edwards preach. For the next seven years he served as missionary to the Housaton-
nuck Indians in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, a town thirty-five miles to the west of
Northampton. There he wrote his monumental treatises debating the doctrine of the
freedom of the will and defining the nature of true virtue: “that consent, propensity,

and union of heart to Being in general, that is immediately exercised in a general good

will.” It was in Stockbridge that Edwards received, very reluctantly, a call to become

president of the College of New Jersey (later called Princeton). Three months after

his arrival in Princeton, Edwards died of smallpox, the result of the inoculation taken

to prevent infection,

Personal Narrative!

I had a variety of concerns and exercises about my soul from my childhood;
but had two more remarkable seasons of awakening? before I met with that
change, by which I was brought to those new dispositions, and that new sense
of things, that I have since had. T he first time was when I was a boy, some
years before I went to college, at a time of remarkable awakening in-my
father’s congregation. I was then very much affected? for many months, and
concerned about the things of religion, and my soul’s salvation; and was
abundant in duties. I used to pray five times a day in secret, and to spend
much time in religious talk with other boys; and used to meet with them to
pray together. I experienced I know not what kind of delight in religion. My
mind was much engaged in it, and had much self-righteous pleasure; and it
was my delight to abound in religious duties. I, with sorne of my schoolmates
joined together, and built a booth in a swamp, in a very secret and retired
place, for a place of prayer. And besides, I had particular secret places of my
own in the woods, where I used to retire by myself; and used to be from time
to time much affected. My affections seemed to be lively and easily moved,
and I seemed to be in my element, when engaged in religious duties. And I
am ready to think, many are deceived with such affections, and such a kind
of delight, as I then had in religion, and mistake it for grace.
But in process of time, my convictions and affections wore off, and 1
entirely lost all those affections and delights, and left off secret prayer, at least

1. Because of Edwards’s reference to an evening
in January 1739, this essay must have been written
after that date. Edwards's reasons for writing it are
not known, and it was not published in his lifetime.
After his death his friend Samuel Hopkins had
access to his manuscripts and prepared The Life
and Character of the Late Rev. Mr. Jonathan
Edwards, which was published in 1765. In that vol-
ume the “Personal Narrative” appeared in section
IV as a chapter titled “An account of his conver-

sion, experiences, and religious exercises, given by
himself.” The text here is.from the Yale University
Press Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 16, edited by
George Claghorn.

2. Le; spiritual awakenings, renewals. “Exei-
cises”; agitations,

3. Emotionally aroused, as opposed to merely
understanding rationally the arguments for Chris-
tian faith,
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4. “As a dog returneth to his vo
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5. Edwards was an undergrac
1716 to 1720 and a divinity st
1722,

6. A respiratory disorder.




