Make mine Affections Thy Swift Flyers neat
And make my Soul Thy holy Spool to be.
My conversation make to be Thy Reel
And reel the yarn thereon spun of Thy Wheel.

Make me Thy Loom then, knit therein this Twine:
And make Thy Holy Spirit, Lord, wind quills:3

Then weave the Web Thyself. The yarn is fine.
Thine Ordinances make my Fulling Mills.*
Then dye the same in Heavenly Colors Choice
All pinked with Varnished® Flowers of Paradise.

Then clothe therewith mine Understanding, Will,
Affections, Judgment, Conscience, Memory
My Words, and Actions, that their shine may ail
My ways with glory and Thee glorify.
Then mine apparel shall display before Ye
That I am Clothed in Holy robes for glory.
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2. In the lines above Taylor refers to the working
parts of a spinning wheel: the “distaff” holds the
Mnéuzoi mon flax; nrm “flyers” regulate the spinning;
e “spool” twists the yarn; and the “reel” takes
the finished thread. &

3. Le,, be like a spool or bobbin.
4. Where cloth is beaten and cleansed with fuller's
earth, or soap.

JONATHAN EDWARDS
1703-1758

Although it is certainly true that, as Perry Miller once put it, the true life of Jonathan
mms\mwmm is the life of a mind, the circumstances surrounding Edwards's career ar
not without their drama, and his rise to eminence and fall from power remai M,
the most moving stories in American literature. ’ monee
Edwards was born in East Windsor, Connecticut, a town not far from Hartford
n.rm son of the Reverend Timothy Edwards and Esther Stoddard Edwards. There <<Wm~
little doubt from the beginning as to his career. Edwards’s mother was Em daughter
Wm the ww<m~.m=m Solomon Stoddard of Northampton, Massachusetts, one of Hrmmaoﬁ
influential and independent figures in the religious life of New mmﬂm_m:m Western
_SWmmmar:m.m:m clergymen were so anxious for his approval that he was w.oEmnamm
called the “Pope of the Connecticut Valley,” and his gifted grandson, the onl 1
child in a family of eleven children, was groomed to be his heir. . ymee
. Edwards was a studious and dutiful child and from an early age showed remarkable
m_m.nm of observation and exposition. When he was eleven he wrote an essay.on th
mv:s.w spider, which is still very readable. Most of Edwards’s early mm:owaos rM
received at home. In 1716, when he was thirteen, Edwards was admitted to Yale
.Oo:mmow rm. stayed on to read theology in New Haven for two years after his graduation
in H..wwo. Like Benjamin Franklin, Edwards determined to perfect himself, and in on
wm.rum early notebooks he resolved “never to lose one moment of time v:m to im ~O<M
it in the most profitable way” he could. As a student he always Smm at four H.W the

5. Glossy, sparkling. “Pinked”: adorned. '

morning, studied thirteen hours a day, and reserved part of each day for walking, 1t
was a routine that Edwards varied little, even when, after spending two years in New
York, he came to Northampton to assist his grandfather in his church. He married in
1727. In 1729 Solomon Stoddard died, and Edwards was named to succeed him. In
the twenty-four years that Edwards lived in Northampton he managed to tend his
duties as pastor of a growing congregation and deliver brilliant sermons, to write some
of his most important books—concerned primarily with defining the nature of true
religious experience-—and watch his five children grow up. Until the mid-1740s his
relations with the town seemed enviable. :

In spite of the awesome—even imposing—quality of Edwards’s mind, all of his
work is of a piece and, in essence, readily graspable. What Edwards was trying to do
was to restore to his congregation and to his readers that original sense of religious
commitment that he felt had been lost since the first days of the Puritan exodus, and
he wanted to do this by transforming his congregation from mere believers who under-
stood the logic of Christian doctrine to converted Christians who were genuinely
moved by the principles of their belief. Edwards says that he read the work of the
English philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) with more pleasure “than the greedy
miser finds when gathering up handfuls of silver and gold, from some newly discov-
ered treasure.” For Locke confirmed Edwards's conviction that we must do more than
comprehend religious ideas; we must be moved by them, we must know them expe-
rientially: the difference, 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 individual can do warrants his or her salvation—that people are motivated
entirely by self-love, and that it is only supernatural grace that alters their natural
depravity. In his progress as a Christian, Edwards says that he experienced several
steps toward conversion 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
sovereignty.” 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. In his patient
and lucid prose Edwards became a master at the art of persuading his congregation
that it could—and must—possess this intense awareness of humanity’s precarious
condition. 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 the early years Edwards could do no wrong.
His meetinghouse was filled with newly converted believers, and the details of the
spiritual life of Edwards and his congregation were the subject of inquiry by Christian
believers everywhere. But in his attempt to restore the church to the position of
authority it held in the years of his grandfather’s reign, Edwards went too far. When
he named backsliders from his pulpit—including the children and parents 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 every-
where were tired of religious controversy, and the hysterical behavior of a few fanatics
turned many against the spirit of revivalism. 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 pre-
ferred to have no sermons rather than let Edwards preach. For the next seven years
he served as missionary to the Housatonnuck 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
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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 child-
hood, but had two more remarkable seasons of awakening? before I met with
that change by which 1 was brought to those new dispositions and that new
sense of things that I have since had. The 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. 1 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 1 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 some 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 besi

des, 1 had particular secret places of my

own in the woods, where 1 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

with such affections and such a kind

am ready to think, many are deceived

of delight, as I then had in religion, and mistake it for grace.

But in process of time, my convic

tions and affections wore off; and I

entirely lost all those affections and delights, and left off secret prayer, at
least as to any constant performance of it, and returned like a dog to his

vomit, and went on in ways of sin.’

Indeed, I was at some times very uneasy, especially towards the latter part

of the time of my being at college.

¢ Till it pleased God, in my last year at

college, at a time when I was in the midst of many uneasy thoughts about
the state of my soul, to seize me with a pleurisy;” in which he brought me
nigh to the grave, and shook me over the pit of hell.

But yet, it was not long after my recovery before I fell again into my old
ways of sin. But God would not suffer me to go on with any quietness; but
I had great and violent inward struggles: till after many conflicts with wicked
inclinations and repeated resolutions and bonds that I laid myself under by
a kind of vows to God, I was brought wholly fo break off all former wicked

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 thatvol-
wme the Personal Narrative appeared in section IV
as a chapter titled “An account of his conversion,
experiences, and religious exercises, given by

himself.”

. Agitations.

. Le., spiritual awakenings, renewals.

. Emotionally aroused, as opposed to merely
understanding rationally the arguments for Chris-
tian faith. .

5. “As a dog returneth to his vomit, so a fool retur-
neth to his folly” (Proverbs 26.1 1).

6. Edwards was an undergraduate at Yale from
1716 to 1720 and a divinity student from 1720 te
1722, .

7. A respiratory disorder.




