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and being rejected by him, the rapturous sweetness of the forgiven 
soul's repose in God, and the joys of the redeemed throughout eternity 
in heaven made the intonations of moral homilies from Arminian 
pulpits seem tasteless and dull. For another, they set the pattern of 
conversion in a mold which New England, for all the experiential 
piety of the founders, had never !mown before. Barely beneath the 
surface were the emotional pressures of the conversion experience, 
which would be released in the next decade with devastating results. 
And lurking in the background of Edwards' break with Stoddardean
ism was the whole controversy over the constitution of the church, the 
way of salvation, and the problem of assurance. It is true enough 
that this early revival was a relatively innocuous affair when judged 
by the tumults left in the wake of the Whitefieldian campaign. Seeds 
were being sown, nevertheless, of tares as well as wheat. 

REVIVALISTIC INNOVATIONS 

The "time of extraordinary dullness in religion" which Jonathan 
Edwards bemoaned during his early years at Northampton came to 
an end with the "great and general awakening" which aroused all 
New England in 1740-42. Presaged by the earlier and more provincial 
revivals, and indirectly influenced by the awakenings that had stirred 
the Middle Colonies since 1726, the revival fires of the fifth decade 
enveloped all of New England: 

There is . . . abundant evidence that this religious turmoil in 
New England was in fact "great and general," that it knew no 
boundaries, social or geographical, that it was both urban and 
rural, and that it reached both lower and upper classes. . .. 
[Numerous revivalists] were the occasion of the Awakening's 
percolating down into every parish, becoming the concern of all 
the clergy and a reality to all the laity.11 

During these years ministers were beset on all sides by inquirers 
after the way of salvation, implored to increase the number of sermons 
and lectures, and impelled to carry the word of life to distant places. 
The increase in church membership has been variously estimated at 
twenty to fifty thousand, and more than a few pastors rejoiced over 
the noticeable elevation of public morals. Within the next twenty 

11. Edwin Scott Gaustad, The Great Awakening in New England (New York, 
1957), pp. 43, 47. Gaustad notes the various social interpretations of the revival 
and cites convincing evidence to support his conclusion that it was widespread and 
of far-reaching influence. 
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years, more than a hundred and fifty new regular Congregational 
churches were gathered. In spite of unfortunate excesses which marred 
the revival and eventually dissipated it in controversy and schism, it 
amply deserves the name by which it is generally known-the Great 
Awakening. 

It is not necessary here to recount the e~citing events of New Eng
land's greatest evangelistic experience. The present aim is rather to 
highlight those aspects of the revival which were quite without 
precedent in the churches of the region and to show how these inno
vations led to controversies that provoked numerous and widespread 
separations from the standing churches. 

Itinerant evangelizing. The spark that lit the conflagration was 
George Whitefield (1714-70), who blazed across the New England 
landscape for six weeks during the fall of 17 40. This evangelistic 
tour, which took him to all the towns of the seaboard and the Con
necticut Valley, set the pattern for revivalism in New England for 
the remainder of the century. 

The tremendous response he received on his first barnstorming 
tour may be attributed to many causes, not the least of which was 
the sheer novelty of it. Neither ministers nor people had ever seen 
anything like it before. A nonplused Hartford pastor confided to his 
diary, "what to think -of the man and his Itinerant preachings I 
scarcely know: the things 'Yhich I know not I pray god to discover 
it to me, wherein I have embraced the truth I pray god that I might 
hold it fast to the end." 12 Puritan New England believed firmly in 
a settled ministry, and the Cambridge Platform had refused to sanc
tion the ordination of men to the church at large. Increase Mathet, 
inveighing against the new "liberal" church in Brattle Street, had 
attacked the pastor's foreign ordination by declaring, "To say that a 
Wandering Levite who has no Flock is a Pastor, is as good sense as 
to say, that he that has no Children is a Father." 13 Under this kind 
of thinking, pastors might exchange pulpits occasionally by mutual 
agreement, or one might assist another in response to an express 
invitation, but New England knew nothing of an itinerant ministry 
of the sort exhibited by Whitefield. It was a radical innovation, and 
set an example destined to be followed by numbers of preachers 
equally zealous for the salvation of souls if not equally effective in 
awakening pious concern. 

12. Diary of the Rev. Daniel Wadsworth, ed. George Leon Walker (Hartford, 
1894), p. 56. 

13. The Order of the Gospel (Boston, 1700), p. 102. 
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Among the first to imitate "the Grand Itinerant" were evangelisti
cally minded pastors, some of whom attributed their own spiritual 
awakening to his visit. Whitefield himself prevailed upon Gilbert Ten
nent, the fiery Presbyterian from New Jersey, to go to New England 
and fan the flame which had been kindled. Tennent was Scotch-Irish, 
educated at the "log college" his father founded at Neshaminy, Penn
sylvania, and already well on his way to becoming the leader of the 
revivalistic party among the Presbyterians of the Middle Colonies. 
After some hesitation, he agreed to leave his churches at New Bruns
wick and Staten Island and go to Boston. Arriving in December 17 40, 
during one of the most severe winters in New England's history, 
he stayed until the following March. Returning through southeastern 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and eastern Connecticut, he reported 
that "divers thousands" had been awakened. By that time some oppo
sition to the revival, or at least to the methods of the revivalists, had 
appeared; and some had asked what right Tennent had to desert his 
own charge and invade a territory where there were already enough 
godly ministers to care for the spiritual needs of the people. 

This did not stop others from carrying abroad the torch of truth. 
There was James Davenport of Southold, Long Isla1,1d, whose ebullient 
evangelizing was such a prime factor in the emergence of separatism 
that he will be discussed in detail later. There was Benjamin Pomeroy 
of Hebron, Connecticut, a veteran itinerant who enjoyed the full con
fidence of Jonathan Edwards. Edwards wrote to Eleazar Wheelock on 
June 9, 1741, requesting "that you and your brother Pomeroy would 
go to Scantic [East Windsor], my father's parish, and preach there 
as_ often as the people will be willing to hear you, and continue so 
doing as long as the concerns of your own parishes will allow of your 
being absent." 14 The legislation of 17 42 outlawed such activities, and 
Pomeroy-unwilling to see souls perish because of an arbitrary law
was arrested several times. Eleazar Wheelock, pastor at Lebanon 
Crank (Columbia) 1735-70, had labored with Pomeroy (his brother
in-law) in Windham and Norwich in 1741. Perhaps Connecticut's 
most energetic evangelist, Wheelock was frequently berated by the 
antirevival party, and members of other churches were sometimes 
suspended for going to hear him. His labors in behalf of the revival 

14. David McClure and Elijah Parish, eds., Memoirs of the Reverend Eleazar 
Wheelock (Newburyport, 1811), p. 210. Edwards also invited them to North
ampton, though recognizing that other pulpits had been closed to them. Daniel 
Wadsworth noted that Wheelock and Pomeroy, along with Jedediah Mills of Ripton, 
were "the principle Itinerant preachers among us" (Diary of Wadsworth, p. 72). 
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were so constant and extensive that in 1741 "he preached a hundred 
more sermons than there are days in the year." 15 In the fall of that 
year he made a veritable Whitefieldian tour, preaching across Rhode 
Island, up to Boston, back through Dedham, Medfield, Bellingham, 
and Uxbridge, and then home. The Connecticut Valley also had fre
quent opportunities to hear him. 

In eastern Connecticut the numerous pastors who promoted the 
revival had the willing assistance of Jonathan Parsons, pastor at Lyme 
1731-45. As the result of Tennent's visit, Parsons experienced hi 1741 
a conversion which not only gave him assurance of personal salvation 
but con~inced him of the correctness of Calvinistic principles. He 
burned his previous sermons as unworthy of preservation and began 
to preach awakening doctrines with such power that neighboring 
ministers soon sought his help. His zeal cost him his pastorate, how
ever: the antirevival faction at Lyme secured his dismissal in 1745. 
Upon the recommendation of Whitefield (ever his close fiiend) he 
went to Newburyport, Massachusetts, to become the pastor of a group 
of separatists who eventually constituted the First Presbyterian Church 
of that town. 

Next to Wheelock and Parsons, eastern Connecticut's most active 
revivalist was Andrew Croswell, pastor at North Groton 1736-48. 
The most notable event of his peregrinations was a visit in 17 43 to 
Plymouth, Massachusetts, where he held a protracted meeting (also 
an innovation of this period )-throwing the town into great excite
ment and disorder and resulting speedily in a separation. Soon after
ward Croswell assumed pastoral charge of a number of separatists 
at Boston. Samuel Buell, though not a settled pastor until1746 when 
he was installed at Easthampton, Long Island, 16 was active in eastern 
Connecticut, especially at Canterbury, and at Fairfield in the west; 
and in the fall of 17 42 he journeyed up the Connecticut River and 
spent two or three weeks at Northampton, where his preaching com
mended him highly to Jonathan Edwards. From there he swung ov~r 
into eastern Massachusetts, passing through Braintree and Boston, and 
ended with a riotous revival in Newbury. Philemon Robbins, the 
largehearted evangelical pastor at Branford, preached as far north 

15. F. D. Avery, "Historical Discourse," '[he 150th Anniversary of the Congrega
tional Church in Columbia, Connecticut, October 24th, 1866 (Hartford, 1867), 
p. 10. 

16. Jonathan Edwards preached the sermon. Buell had been ordained-ir
regularly, some thought-as minister at large by the New Haven Association in 
September 17 42. 
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as Grafton, Massachusetts, and even accepted (at the peril of his legal 
status) an invitation from the Baptists at Wallingford in 1742. Amos 
Munson, another of the young ministers "getting into that way" ·of 
itinerant preaching, was jailed "for holding forth at Colchester con
trary to Law." 17 

Revival fires in the Bay Colony were fanned by the energetic efforts 
of such itinerating pastors as John White of 'Gloucester, Joseph Emer
son of Malden, and Nathaniel Rogers of Ipswich. Jonathan Edwards 
engaged in this ministry as far as he was able, though only by invita
tion, and encouraged others to do likewise. His best-known sermon 
( thoJ.Igh not most typical! ) , "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," 
was preached not at Northampton but on an evangelizing excursion 
to Enfield on July 8, 1741. Massachusetts' most widely traveled itiner
ant was perhaps Daniel Rogers (brother to Nathaniel), a Harvard 
tutqr awakened by Whitefield and ordained as an evangelist at large 
in York, Maine, in July 1742. The Boston Evening Post for November 
22, 17 42, denounced the proceedings as unlawfu11y designating Rogers 
"to be a vagrant preacher to the people of God in this land; contrary to 
the peace of our Lord the King and Head of his Church and to the 
good order and constitution of the churches in New England as estab
lished by the Platform." 18 Notwithstanding this attack, Rogers' fame 
reached as far as Connecticut, where he was urged to come by Eleazar 
Wheelock. 

It was by such men that Whitefield's novel example of itinerant 
evangelizing became a primary means of spreading the revival to 
every parish. As a radical innovation in New England religion that 
seemed so disruptive to the traditional order of the churches, it soon 
became a cause of extreme alarm to the conservatives and a prime 
issue in the controversies that erupted in the-wake of the Awakening. 

Dramatic conversion. The Puritan founders of New England, with 
a doctrine of conscious conversion, insisted on a public profession of 
personal regeneration as prerequisite to church membership. But in 
the general decline of experimental piety and through the working 
of ,the Halfw~y Covenant,. the doctrine ·of conversion became greatly 
attenuated. Before the Great Awakening, even those who maintained 

17. Diary of Wadsworth, pp. 73, 89. Munson (Yale College 1738) was licensed 
by the New Haven Association but never ordained. He became an original member 
of the Separate church in New Haven in 1742. 

18. Quoted in Thomas Franklin Waters, Ipswich in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony (Ipswich, 1917), 2, 122. Rogers later became pastor of the Separate church 
in Exeter, New Hampshire. 
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some sort of emphasis on conversion held that it was so subtle and 
inward as not to be cognizable by another person-if indeed by one
self! Anyone who subscribed to the creed of the churches and lived 
a respectably moral life was presumed to be converted. The Great 
Awakening marks a recovery of the doctrine of conscious conversion, 
even setting "experience" over "profession" in a way that the early 
Puritans had never known. Jonathan Edwards himself articulated 
this doctrine in such a way as to erect a normative pattern for re
ligious experience among the revivalists. 

Edwards applied his idealistic principle of reality not only- to the 
external world but to the human soul, and coupled it with Calvin's 
insistence on the ministry of the Holy Spirit as inner witness. The re
sult was a statement of the direct action of the Spirit upon the soul 
as a basis for the doctrine of conversion. Edwards' "Narrative of Sur
prising Conversions" describes the earlier Northampton revival and 
portrays three well-defined stages through which the subjects of it 
passed. The first is characterized by fear, anxiety, and distress at one's 
sinfulness in the sight of a holy God: 

Persons are first awakened with a sense of their miserable condi
tion by nature, the danger they are in of perishing eternally, and 
that it is of great importance to them that they speedily escape, 
and get into a better state. Those that before were secure and 
senseless, are made sensible how much they were in the way to 
ruin in their former courses .... [Some] set themselves seriously 
to meditate on those things that have the most awakening tend
ency, Qn purpose to obtain convictions; and so their awakenings 
have increased, till a sense of their misery, by God's Spirit setting 
in therewith, has had fast hold of them.19 

This distress is more than "mere legal terrors" arising from threats 
of punishment over transgressions of God's law. 'Ihat is part of the 
picture, but such convictions proceed from "a high exercise of grace, 
in saving repentance, and evangelical humiliation; for there is in it.a 
sort of complacency of soul, in the attribute of God's justice, as dis
played in the threatenings of eternal damnation to sinners." And in 
this state sinners tend to confess that God's justice would not be com
promised if thyy were to be damned forever. Indeed, "some express 
themselves, that they see the glory of God would shine bright in 

19. Narrative of Surprising Conversions (first published 1737), in The Works 
of President Edwards (New York, 1881), 3, 240. This is the standard Worcester 
edition, with minor revisions; all subsequent citations will be from it. 
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their own condemnation; and they are ready to think that if they are 
damned, they could take part with God against themselves, and would 
glorify his justice therein." 20 

The second 'stage is absolute dependence on the
9
sovereign mercy 

of God in Jesus Christ. The conviction of sin, with zts accompanying 
terror of damnation, ''has seemed most evidently to be, to make way 
for, and to bring to, a conviction of their absolute dependence on his 
sovereign power and grace, and universal necessity of a Mediator, 
by leading them more and more to a sense of their exceeding wicked
ness and guiltiness in his sight; the pollution and insufficiency of their 
own righteousness, that they can in no wise help themselves." 21 The 
realization of human sinfulness points to the fact that the damnation 
of all would be just; the realization of divine sovereignty points to 
the fact that the salvation of any is wholly dependent on grace. Some 
were convinced, Edwards observes, that God "might justly bestow 
mercy on every· [other] person in the town, and on. eyery [other] 
person in the world, and damn themselves to all eternity.'~ 22 There 
can be no quarrel with the way in which a sovereign God bestows 
or withholds his mercies, which are totally undeserved in any case. 

Those upon whom grace is bestowed, however, experience the 
third stage in conversion, namely a sense of relief from their distress 
under conviction of sin and a sense of joy at being accepted of God. 
To those so favored there comes an abiding assurance of eternal sal
vation, a "calm of spirit" because of the "special and delightful mani
festation" of God's grace made to the soul. This is the joy which 
possessed the new converts; and their numbers, along with the re
joicing of the mature saints, caused Edwards to say that in 1735 
"the town seemed to be full of the presence of God; it never was so 
full of love, nor so full of joy; and yet so full of distress as it was 
then.'' 23 The time of extraordinary dullness in religion had come to 
a very sudden stop.24 

There were, of course, individual differences in the conversion ex
perience, and Edwards notes them carefully. But in "Spite of these 
differences the general pattern is the same. The three-stage process 

20. Ibid., pp. 246-47. Samuel Hopkins later made "willingness to be damned 
for the glory of God" almost a dogma. 

21. Ibid., p. 242. 
22. Ibid., p. 246. 
23. Ibid., p. 235. 
24. The remainder of the Narrative is composed largely of the testimonies of new 

converts regarding their new-found joy in salvation. It is worth noting that in spite 
of "the delightful sense of the safety of their own estate, and that now they are out 
of the danger of hell," no antinomian tendencies appeared. 
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of conversion became normative in the Great Awakening and in 
subsequent revivalism, and those who could not or would not pass 
through it were in time denounced as unconverted. 

This view of conversion as the sole way of salvation is what gave 
such pointed urgency to the message of the itinerant evangelists. They 
were out to produce conviction for sin, to portray the justice of God in 
the damnation of sinners, anci to present Christ as the sinner's only 
hope. On their efforts, they thought, hinged the eternal destiny of 
multitudes of perishing people. Hence their preaching was directed at 
one aim: the conversion of sinners in the cognizable pattern enunci
ated by Edwards. They preached, as has every evangelist since, for 
decisions. Here also the inimitable Whitefield exerted a powerful
and novel-influence. In the last analysis it is not Edwards the theo
logian but Whitefield the preacher who founded the revival tradition. 
His unsurpassed oratorical gifts and theatrical arts combined with a 
sincere devotion to Christ and concern for souls to give him a most 
remarkable power over his vast audiences. The persuasive power of 
b.is messages made up for their lack of variety and depth. His sermon 
on "The Kingdom of God" ends with a compelling appeal which is 
doubtless typical of his procedure everywhere: 

Had I a thousand tongues, they should be employed in inviting 
sinners to come to Jesus Christ! Come, then, let me prevail with 
some of you to come along with me. Come, poor, lost, undone 
sinner, come just as you are to Christ, and say, If I be damned, I 
will perish at the feet of Jesus Christ, where never one perished 
yet. He will receive you with open arms; the dear Redeemer is 
willing to receive you all. Fly, then, for your lives. The devil is 
in you while unconverted; and will you go with the devil in your 
heart to bed this night? God Almighty knows if ever you and I 
shall see one another again. In one or two days more I must go, 
and, perhaps I may never see you again till I meet you at the 
judgment day. 0 my dear friends, think of that solemn meeting; 
think of that important hour, when the heavens shall pass a 
way with a great noise, when the elements shall melt with fervent 
heat, when the sea and the grave shall be giving up their dead, 
and all shall be summoned to appear before the great God. . . . 
Come to Christ, and the Lord Jesus Christ will give you a king
dom that no man shall take from you.25 

25. Quoted in Charles Dargan, A History of Preaching (Grand Rapids, 1954 re
print), 2, 314-15. The eschatological element here greatly increases the urgency of 
the invitation, but it should be noted that Whitefield generally emphasized the love 
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When appeals like this followed the convincing assertion that all men 
are sinners and under the curse of God's wrath, that the righteous life 
and substitutionary death of Christ are the sinner's only hope, and 
that salvation is the ·free gift of sovereign grace granted to those who 
cast themselves in complete trust upon Christ, it is not remarkable 
that converts were numerous. 

Gilbert Tennent, who followed close on Whitefield's trail through 
New England, sought to feed the flames of revival by stoking the fires 
of hell. And the difference in his emphasis was matc,hed by a cor
responding difference in vocal powers: 

Unlike the mellow-voiced Whitefield, who controlled the emo
tions of his audiences by subtle inflections, dramatic pauses, and 
effective modulation of intensity, Tennent, with his strident, un
musical voice, could only flail away at his hearers. His pugnacious 
Scotch-Irish nature lacked the gentleness necessary for persuasion. 
His sole technique was to stamp and yell in an endeavor to ter
rorize individuals into conversion. Whitefleld reached the out
skirts of the largest crowds by means of perfect enunciation and 
energetic vocal projection; Tennent frequently so lost himself 
in his passions that he became incoherent.26 

This is the verdict of a speech professor, and though so overdrawn as 
to be almost a caricature of Tennent, it points up an important dif
ference between Whitefield and his most immediate co-worker in 
keeping New England astir with traumatic religious excitement. De
spite their differences, however, Tennent's aim was precisely the same 
as Whitefield's-he preached for decisions. · 

He seem'd to have no regard to please the Eyes of his Hearers 
with agreeable Gesture, nor their Ears with Delivery, nor their 
Fancy with Language; but to aim directly at their Hearts and 
Consciences, to lay open their ruin'ous Delusions, shew them 
their numerous, secret, hypocritical Shifts in Religion, and drive 
them out of every deceitful Refuge wherein they made them
selves easy, with the Form of Godliness without the Power.27 

and grace of God much more than the preachers whom New Englanders were ac
customed to hearing. 

26. Eugene E. White, "Decline of the Great Awakening in New England: 1741 
to 1746," New England Quarterly, 24 (1951), 36. 

27. Thomas Prince, The Christian History (Boston, 1745), 2, 385. 
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To the critics of the revival he appeared as "a monster, impudent & 
noisy," who brayed beastlike that sinners were "damn'd, damn'd, 
damn'd!" 28 But whether searching or scathing, the sermons had the 
same effects as Whitefield's pleadings or Edwards' imprecations: they 
produced conversions. 

It is unnecessary to multiply illustrations from the preaching of 
revivalists who followed in the wake of Whitefield and Tennent. 
Whether an Edwards was meticulously reading a closely reasoned 
argument for awakening doctrines or an overwrought Davenport was 
haranguing his hearers to "Come to Christl" each in his own way 
was seeking to elicit a conscious conversion experience. It is said that 
the ministry of Whitefield alone resulted in the converting of more 
than twenty Massachusetts ministers. These, and others who were 
awakened shortly afterward-to say nothing of the horde of lay ex
horters who swarmed into the work of evangelism-laid aside their 
dull homilies on "God's Controversy" and began to preach with new 
verve on God's judgment and his grace to converted sinners. The per
sonal quality of religious experience which had characterized the 
first generation of Puritans returned to churches that had long ceased 
troubling themselves over whether a visible saint was a real saint. 
There was now a way to tell the sheep from the goats, and a way to 
bring more sheep into the fold. 

Emotional extravagance. If the fundamental principle of the Great 
Awakening was insistence on personal conversion, its most striking 
characteristic was religious excitement. The emotional outbursts which 
eventually discredited the revival have led some to regard it as ".a 
tempest of ungoverned passions that swept over the colonies, leaving 
wreckage everywhere in the alienations and divisions in families, 
neighborhoods, and churches, the undermining of cherished institu
tions, and a relapse into indifference, debauchery, and irreligion." 29 

This is because too many historians have seen tl:j,"' Awakening through 
the eyes of Charles Chauncy, perhaps the most prejudiced observer 
of the whole movement, and have not corrected his one-sided report
ing with the many sober accounts of genuine revival from some of 
the most eminent and pious ministers in New England. But there 

28. Timothy Cutler, letter dated Sept. 24, 1743, quoted in White, p. 37. Cutler's 
earlier judgment of Tennent was milder; see William Stevens Perry, ed., Historical 
Collections Relating to the American Colonial Church (Episcopal] (Hartford, 1873), 
3, 355. 

29. Charles Hartshorn Maxson, The Great Awakening in the Middle Colonies 
(Chicago, 1920), p. 139. One should not infer that this is Maxson's verdict, how
ever. 
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certainly was a strong emotional charge in the kind of preaching that 
has been described, which should not be surprising in view of the 
fact that most serm6ns before the Awakening were directed to the 
head rather than to the heart. The revivalists' emphasis on experience 
required, by its very nature, a highly individual approach which ad
dressed itself to the emotions. This was defended by the theologian of 
the revival. The heart of true religion is holy affection, Edwards in
sisted: "our people do not so much need to have their heads stored, 
as to have their hearts touched." 30 

Hearts were mightily touched: 

In many places, people would cry out, in the time of public wor
ship, under a sense of their overbearing guilt and misery, and 
the all-consuming wrath of God, due to them for their iniquities; 
others would faint and swoon under the affecting views which 
they had of GOD and CHRIST; some would weep and sob, and there 
would sometimes be so much noise among the people, -in par
ticular places, that it was with difficulty that the preacher could 
be heard. In some few instances, it seems, that the minister has 
not been able to finish his discourse, there had been so much 
crying out and disturbance.s1 

Whitefield himself was no stranger to these manifestations. But in 
spite of the excesses of some of his followers, he plainly tried to keep 
the emotional responses of his own audiences within bounds. Thomas 
Prince reported, "I don't remember any crying out, or falling down, or 
fainting, either under Mr. Whitefield's or Mr. Tennent's Ministry all 
the while they were here [in Boston]; tho' many, both Women and 
Men, both those who had been vicious, and those who had been moral, 
yea, some Religious and Learned, as well as Unlearned, were in great
Concern of Soul." 32 

The need for control became apparent early in the revival. Jonathan 
Edwards noted that the awakening of the forties was accompanied by 
stronger emotions than that of 1735. Jerking, fainting, crying out, all 

30. "Some Thoughts on the Revival of Religion in New England ( 1742)," Works, 
3, 336. Edwards expanded this in A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections ( Bos
ton, 17 46). The early Puritans rather distrusted emotion, fearing that it might 
outrun or completely deceive the mind. 

31. Trumbull, Complete History of Connecticut, 2, 155-56. 
32. Christian History, 2, 386. Chauncy's account of the disturbances under Ten

nent in Boston is most certainly overdrawn; see A Letter from a Gentleman in Boston, 
to Mr. George Wishart (Edinburgh, 1742), pp. 12-13. 
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ppeared.33 This was most pronounced in eastern Connecticut, where 
Jonathan Parsons began to notice "plentiful weeping, sighs and sobs" 
in his congregation at Lyme on March 29, 1741. A few weeks later, 
preaching in a neighboring parish, he observed more powerful dis
turbances: 

When Sermon was over, I cou'd better take notice of the Cause; 
and the Language was to this Purpose, viz. Alas! I'm undone; 
I'm undone! 0, my sins! How they prey upon my Vitals! What 
will become- of me? How shall t escape the Damnation of Hell, 
who have spent away a golde~ Opportunity under Gospel Light, 
in Vanity? -And much more of the like Import. -'Tis true, Out
cries were new and surprising at that Time: but knowing the 
Terrors of the Lord, I was satisfy'd that they were but what 
might be reasonably accounted for; if Sinners were under a true 
Sense of their Sins, and the Wrath of a Sin-hating God: And 
therefore I did not use any Endeavours to restrain them at that 
Time; but the greater Number cried out of themselves and their 
Vileness, the more I rejoyced in Hope of the good Issue.34 

The same happened in many other places. When some of the more 
volatile revivalists fastened on these outbursts as indispensable evi
dences of God's working, controversy became inevitable. 

Even so, perhaps the saner leaders of the revival might have kept 
it under control had not the fanatical James Davenport injected him
self into the situation at this critical juncture. The clerical friends 
of the Awakening, who were without exception opposed to all the 
excesses which formed the staple of Davenport's ministry, make it 
perfectly clear that although there were powerful emotions at work, 
there had been no hysteria before his ill-starred appearance. Chauncy 
indeed soon made a blanket indictment of the entire revival on the 
ground that Davenport's vagaries differed from the novelties of White
field only in degree~ But there seems to be enough qualitative differ
ence between the two men to warrant the speed with which the re
vivalistic pastors tried to dissociate themselves from Davenport. It is 
important, then, to give detailed attention to this man whom many 
condemned but none could ignore. 

33. Edwards' letter to Prince, Christian History, 1, 371. 
34. Letter to Prince, ibid., 2, 135; italics mine. Parsons' 'sermon Needful Caution 

in a Critical Day (New London, 1742) inveighs against lay exhorting, ignorant en
thusiasm, spiritual pride, and rash judging, but makes no mention of emotional out
bursts. Evidently he still regarded them as indispensable evidence of the Spirit's 
working. 
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James Davenport (1716--57) was a grandson of the saintly founder 
of New Haven and a son of the learned and pious pastor of Stamford, 
Connecticut. Graduating from Yale (the youngest in his class) in 
1732, he remained to study theology under Elisha Williams. During 
his years at college he was intimate with Eleazar Wheelock, Benjamin 
Pomeroy, Daniel Bliss, Aaron Burr, Jonathan Barber, and David Ferris. 
Ferris later became a Quaker minister, and during his college days 
evidently adhered to inner light doctrines enough to influence the 
"holy club" which he gathered around him then. He was nine years 
older than Davenport, and had been one of the leaders in the New 
Milford revival of 1727; he was fond of insisting on the immediate 
operation of the Holy Spirit to produce sudden, conscious conversion 
and to work the assurance of salvation within the believer's heart. 
He denounced as false a ministry that adhered to the letter rather 
than the spirit, and a worship that was performed in the will of the 
creature rather than in the power of the Creator.35 How far Davenport 
at this time adopted Ferris' notions is unknown. He appears to have 
retained the confidence of his tutors sufficiently to be recommended 
to a pastorate at Southold on Long Island, where he was installed in 
1738.36 

Here he was only twelve miles from Oyster Ponds, where Jonathan 
Barber was pastor. When news of the evangelical revival in England 
and of Whitefield's spectacular meetings in America reached them, 
both reacted strongly. Barber initiated a series of revival meetings in 
his own parish, and soon claimed a commission to preach abroad the 
things the Holy ·Spirit had revealed to him. At about the same time, 
Davenport confessed to similar impressions. He gathered his parish
ioners together and addressed them feverishly for almost twenty-four 
hours straight. The preacher collapsed (nothing is said of the hearers), 
and when he recovered began to distinguish those in his congregation 
whom he deemed converted from those still unregenerate. The former 
he called "brother," the latter "neighbor," and these he excluded from 
the Lord's Supper. In 1740 he visited Philadelphia to make the ac-

35. Memoirs of David Ferris, pp. 20-39. Ferris withdrew from Yale shortly be
fore graduating in order not to receive his ministerial credentials "from the hand of 
man." 

36. Chauncy (Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion in New-England, 
Boston, 1743, pp. 202, 207, 212--13) attributed Davenport's later "enthusiasm" to 
the influence of Ferris. "Enthusiasm" may be defined as belief in immediate in
spiration by divine or superhuman power; it leads to acting on impulses thought 
to come directly from the Holy Spirit. In extreme cases it may lead to a sort of 
frenzied possession. The Puritan establishment in New England feared nothing 
more than the vagaries it attributed to the working of "enthusiasm." 
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quaintance of Whitefield and Tennent, and imbibed the spirit of the 
New Side Presbyterians who at that time were greatly exercised by 
"the danger of an unconverted ministry." The next several months he 
spent in. strenuous evangelistic efforts in eastern Long Island. In the 
fall he accompanied Whitefield on a preaching tour from New York 
to Philadelphia. 

By mid-1741 Davenport was immersed in the spirit of the Great 
Awakening. He had had an opportunity to feel the intensity of 
the revival in the Middle Colonies; he had travelled with the 
great Whitefield; and in addition to these experiences, he carried 
the conviction in his heart that he had himself been granted a 
divine commission. Davenport was like a musket primed to be 
fired as soon as a target was brought into its line of fire. He found 
such a target in New England.37 

Davenport's assault on southern Connecticut was the point at which 
the note of hysteria was added to the high fever of spiritual excite
ment. He arrived in New London on July 18, 1741, and preached his 
first sermon that evening: 

Divers women were terrified and cried out exceedingly. When 
Mr. Davenport had dismissed the congregation some' went out 
and others stayed; he then went into the broad alley [aisle], which 
was much crowded, and there he screamed out, "Come to Christl 
come to Christ! come away!" Then he went into the third pew 
on the women's side, and kept there, sometimes singing, some
times praying; he and his companions all taking their turns, and 
the women fainting and in hysterics. This confusion continued till 
ten o'clock at riight. And then he went off singing through the 
streets.38 

Davenport next went to the North Parish in New London, where he 
announced his great fear that pastor David Jewett was unconverted. 
Then on July 23, "Mr. Davenport preached at Groton 4 or 5 days & 
mighty works followed. near 1000 hearers (near the old meetinghouse) 
from all quarters held the meeting till 2 Clock at night & Some Stayed 

37. Lawrence N. Jones, "James Davenport: Prodigal of the Great Awakening" 
(Unpublished MS, Yale Divinity School), p. 15; quoted by permission. I confess 
here my indebtedness to this perceptive paper in interpreting the enigmatic Daven
port. 

38. Diary of Joshua Hempstead of New London, Connecticut (New London, 
1901), p. 379. The original is much mutilated at this point; therefore, I have quoted 
the above passage from the restoration in Frances Manwaring Caulkins, History of 
New London, Connecticut (2d ed. New London, 1860), p. 454. 
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all night under the oak tree & in the meeting house. about 60 Wounded, 
many Strong men as well as others."' 811 At Stonington on July 24 
there were a hundred conversions, and hundreds more "cryed out." 
The following day was Sunday, and, when pastor Nathaniel Eells, 
Jr., refused him the meetinghouse, Davenport held forth under the 
trees; "but he was So Sever in Judging & Condemning Mr Eells that 
many of the People in the Assembly withdrew into the meetinghouse 
where Mr Eells preacht to them as he was wont to do." 40 At Westerly, 
across the Rhode Island line, Davenport stirred up considerable ex
citement and counted several Indians among his converts. 

The results were not so spectacular at Lyme, where Davenport 
preached in Jonathan Parsons' pulpit, nor at Saybrook, where pastor 
William Hart refused him the pulpit. Denouncing Hart as a blind 
guide, a wolf in sheep's clothing, Davenport preached in the field. 
Everywhere he aroused resentment and suspicion among the ministers 
by demands to examine them on their experimental knowledge of 
Christ. TMse who submitted rarely received his endorsement, and 
those who refused were openly denounced as unconverted. He won a 
hearing at New Haven because of his descent from the famous 
founder and his reputation for uncommon sanctity in spite of reported 
idiosyncrasies. After pronouncing pastor Joseph Noyes unconverted, 
on very frivolous grounds, he was excluded from the First Church. 
Nevertheless, he remained in town, preaching to a coterie of admirers, 
some of whom reported trances and visions under his influence; and 
then he departed to winter in Southold. 

The following spring Davenport resumed his westerly course across 
southern Connecticut, accompanied by Benjamin Pomeroy and some 
zealous laymen. This brought him to Ripton parish, Stratford, where 
he ran afoul of the colony's new law against itinerant preaching. 
Joseph Blackleach and Samuel Adams carried before the Assembly at 
Hartford a complaint that 

Mr. ~avenport had come into their parish between the 21st and 
25~h of May, 1742, and with "one Pomeroy," and several ''Eleter
ate" men, had acted in a strange and unaccountable manner, and 
with many expressions unwarranted from the word of God; did 
affright and terrify the people, and put them into ubnost con
fusion, contention, hate, and anger among themselves.u 

39. Diary af Joshua Hempstead, p. 380. 
40. Ibid. 
41. E. B. Huntington, History of Stamford, Connecticut (Stamford, 1868), p. 

385. 
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The Assembly was in a severe mood, having just passed "An Act for 
Regulating Abuses and Correcting Disorders in Ecclesiastical Af
fairs." 42 Jonathan Law, who had just succeeded Joseph Talcott in the 
governor's chair, was a vigorous opponent of revivalism and in no 
disposition to indulge its promoters. Hartford itself was substantially 
antirevivalist. During the two-day trial, which was held in the First 
Church, the town was in an uproar: 

As the arrested ministers came out on to the meeting-house 
steps on the conclusion of the first day's hearing, Davenport be
gan a vehement harangue to the crowds about the door. The 
sheriff took hold of his sleeve to lead him away. He instantly fell 
a praying, "Lord! thou knowest somebody's got hold of my sleeve. 
Strike them, Lord, strike them!" Mr. Pomeroy also called out to 
the sheriff, "Take heed how you do that heaven-daring action; 
the God of Heaven will surely avenge it on you. Strike them, Lord, 
strike them!" 

The partisans on either side rushed in to aid or to resist the 
sheriff. For a while it looked as if the prisoners would be snatched 
away from him. But they were finally taken to a neighboring 
house; the disappointed portion of the mob crying out, "We will 
have five to one on our side to-morrow." The night was little less 
than a riot. An angry multitude gathered round the house where 
the two ministers were taken, and were with great difficulty dis
persed by the magistrates. In the morning forty militia men were 
ordered on duty to suppress disorder.43 

The verdict was a foregone conclusion, although the sentence was re
markably lenient. The Assembly decreed that "the said Davenport is 
under the influences of enthusiastical impressions and impulses, and 
thereby disturbed in the rational faculties of his mind, and therefore 
to be pitied and compassionated, and not to be treated as otherwise 
he might be." 44 They ordered him deported to Southold, which was 
done immediately. 

In Boston three weeks later Davenport was, if anything, at an even 
higher pitch. The friends of the revival had more to fear from this in
trusion than its enemies. Thomas Prince writes of it as the time when 

42. See below, pp. 59-62. 
43. George Leon Walker, History of the First Church in Hartford (Hartford, 

1884), pp. 303-04. 
44. Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut, ed. Charles J. Hoadly (Hart

ford, 1874), 8 (1735--43), 483. 
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the showers of blessing that began with the visit of Whitefield "un
expectedly came to an unhappy Period." 45 Davenport arrived at 
Charlestown on Friday, June 25, reports Prince. Sunday morning he 
worshiped and communed with the church there, but stayed home in 
the afternoon because he feared the minister was unconverted. This 
"greatly alarmed us." On Monday he was summoned to the ministers' 
meeting at Boston to testify concerning his reputed practices. The 
ministers were satisfied as to his personal piety and probable useful
ness in the ministry, but they felt constrained to publish a "Declara
tion" against his acting on impulses, judging ministers, singing in the 
streets, and encouraging private brethren to preach and pray in public. 
They voted to refuse him their pulpits because his "usefulness in the 
church is . . . obstructed by his being deeply tinctured with a spirit 
of enthusiasm." 46 Shortly after this, according to Prince, 

Mr. Davenport thought himself obliged to begin in his public 
Exercises to declare against Us also; naming some as unconverted, 
representing the rest as Jehoshaphats in Ahab's Army, and exhort
ing the People to separate from us; which so diverted the Minds of 
many from being concern'd about their own Conversion, to think 
and dispute about the Case of others; as not only seem'd to put 
an awful Stop to their Awakenings, but also on all Sides to roil 
our Passions and provoke the Holy Spirit in a gradual and dread
ful Measure to withdraw his Influence.47 

Barred from the churches, Davenport took to the fields-as Whitefield 
had done-and addressed "pretty large Assemblies" daily on the Com
mon. If the report of his conduct in Boston is only partly true, Prince's 
reference to the "unhappy Period" is understandable. Often after an 
incredibly boisterous meeting, Davenport would lead a large mob 
through the streets, all singing at the top of their voices in such dis
orderly fashion that it shocked the sensibilities of the whole town. 
He was arrested, tried, and judged «non compos mentis, and therefore 
... not guilty." 48 As before, he was deported. 

Daunted neither by this verdict nor by the ecclesiastical council at 
Southold, which on October 7 censured him for neglecting his respon
sibility to his own people, Davenport went next to New London on 

45. Christian History, 2, 406. 
46. The Declaration was published in Boston July 1, 1742. It is quoted in full 

in Tracy, Great Awakening, p. 242. 
47. Christian History, 2, 408. 
48. Tracy, p. 248. 
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March 2, 17 43, "sent from God" to purify and perfect the organization 
of a group of his followers who had withdrawn from the church there. 
"His mind was in a state of fervid exaltation, amounting to frenzy. 
Bodily ailments and overstrained faculties had so disordered his rea
son that he could no longer keep within the bounds of order and 
propriety." 49 He first ordered his devotees to burn all their wigs, 
fine clothes, and jewelry, in order to cure them of "idolatrous love of 
worldly things." He then demanded that they bring all their "unsafe" 
religious books, and on Sunday evening, March 6, he led the company 
down to the wharf, where they set fire to works by such authors as 
William Beveridge, John Flavel, Increase Mather, Benjamin Colman, 
Joseph Sewall, and Jonathan Parsons! They marched around the pyre 
shouting "Hallelujah!" and "Glory to God!" declaring that "as the 
smoke of those books ascended up in their presence, so the smoke of 
the torment of such of their authors as died in the same belief, was 
now ascending in hell." 5o 

For Davenport this was the zenith of his fanaticism and the nadir 
of his career. He returned home exhausted-physically, mentally, 
spiritually. For the first time in over three years he began to come to 
himself, and soon was writing to Solomon Williams and Eleazar 
Wheelock 51 requesting to be shown the error of his ways. Williams 
wrote a dissuasive on judging ministers as unconverted, Wheelock on 
invasions of the ministerial office by laymen. The arguments were no 
more than those Davenport had faced countless times, but now he 
was ready to be convinced. Immediately he published his Confession: 
and Retractations, in which he professed to be "fully convinced and 
persuaded that several Appendages to this glorious Work are no es
sential Parts thereof, but of a different and contrary Nature and Tend
ency, which I promoted under a misguided Zeal and the influence of 
a false Spirit." 52 He reproduced at the end a letter he had written to 

49. Caulkins, History of New London, p. 454. 
50. Tracy, p. 249. Miss Caulkins remarks that "this ebullition of misguided zeal 

appears to have operated on the troubled minds of those engaged in it, like a storm 
upon the moody atmosphere, dispersing the mists, calming the air, and cooling the 
temperature. From this period the New Light party in New London took reason and 
discretion for their guides and interpreted more soberly the suggestions of con
science and the commands of Scripture" (History of New London, p. 455). 

51. Settled pastors in good standing and both strong friends of the revival. 
Wheelock's wife was Davenport's sister. 

52. Confession and Retractations (Boston, 17 44), p. 3. Benjamin Colman in
sisted, with good reason, that "Appendages to" be changed to "Things in the Time 
of" and that "essential" be deleted. Davenport acquiesced and published his revision 
with the two letters from Wheelock and Williams later the same year. 
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Jonathan Barber, then superintendent of Whitefield's orphanage in 
Georgia, confessing deep and lasting humiliation over the debacle at 
New London in March 1743: 

I was to my Shame be it spoken, the Ringleader in that horrid 
Action; I was, my dear Brother, under the powerful Influence of 
the false Spirit almost one whole Day together, and Part of sev
eral Days. The Lord shewed me afterwards [enthusiasm again!] 
that the Spirit I was then acted by was in it's Operations void of 
true inward Peace, laying the greatest Stress on Externals, neg
lecting the Heart, full of Impatience, Pride and Arrogance; altho' 
I thought in the Time of it, that 'twas the Spirit of God in an high 
Degree; awful indeed! my Body especially my Leg much dis
order'd at the same Time [a footnote here adds, '1 had the long 
Fever on me and the cankry Humour raging at once."], which 
Satan and my evil Heart might make some Handle o£.53 

The remaining four years of Davenport's pastorate at Southold were 
spent in comparative quietness. He was drawn into closer relations 
with the New Side Presbyterians and in 1748 was accepted into the 
Presbytery of New York. He engaged in supply preaching in New 
York and New Jersey, made a preaching tour to Virginia with Samuel 
Davies in 1750, and in 1754 was installed as pastor at Hopewell and 
Maidenhead, New Jersey. Two years after Davenport's death (1757), 
Samuel Davies, then president of the College of New Jersey, wrote 
to Eleazar Wheelock, "I have often talked you over, as a familiar sub
ject, especially with my once favorite friend, Mr. Davenport, now a 
blessed inhabitant of heaven." 54 

One cannot contemplate such a fascinating figure without some 
attempt at analysis and interpretation. There certainly was some 
physical frailty that tormented him as a "thorn in the flesh." In college 
he had suffered a breakdown that forced him to drop out for two or 
three months; in his itinerations he was assisted constantly by one 
whom he called his "armor-bearer"; in New London his leg .troublE!, 
'1ong fever," and "cankry humour" were especially bothersome. This 
febrile state of body, says Tracy, 

predisposed him to unnatural and unhealthy mental excitement; 
and on the other hand, his splendid dreams, sleeping and waking, 
of himself as a great reformer and a special favorite of God, his 

53. Ibid., pp. 6-7. The recantation affected few of his followers, who denounced 
him as having gone over to the opposers. The brew was now too heady to be capped. 

54. McClure and Parish, Memoirs of Wheelock, p. 219. · 

-
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want of sleep while he spent whole nights in prayer, his exces
sive pulpit labors and the mental efforts they required, the sight 
of the multitudes that gathered around him, and of the effect 
which he produced upon them, their outcries, faintings, convul
sions, all bearing witness to his power,-all these things acted 
through his mind upon his nerves, or upon his nerves directly, 
and kept up the fever.55 

Something more than this, however, may be required to explain a 
man who-though twice pronounced judicially insane-promised so 
much in his youth, led numbers to an apparently genuine saving 
knowledge of Christ, and died in the good graces of leaders in a 
church noted for its strictness in approving ministers. It appears that 
he was subject in an unusual degree to the influence of those who 
were to him "prestiged others." Not a creative spirit himself, his forte 
was enlarging-sometimes to an excess that resulted in caricature
upon the characteristics he admired in others. Thus at crucial periods 
in his life his course was given a decisive turn by associations with 
such men as David Ferris, Whitefield, Tennent, Jonathan Barber, 
Williams, and Wheelock. When this personality twist combined with 
a propensity to revel in popular acclaim, i.e. to become himself a 
person of prestige to others, all the necessary forces existed to cata
pult him onto the center of the stage, where unfortunately he lacked 
the depth and balance to sustain himself. 

It is probable that he suffered from deep inferiority feelings which 
he expressed in terms of superiority as evidenced by his aggres
sive, non-conciliatory attitudes toward persons who disagreed with 
him. On the other hand, he longed for acceptance at the hands 
of the "prestiged others," and when the opposition from this 
quarter became so strong, and when the accolades of the crowd 
were only a mental echo in a sickroom, he retreated from his 
extreme position in order to "belong" again. Perhaps Davenport 
was not insane, but he was certainly deeply neurotic.56 · 

Whatever personal needs Davenport was seeking to fulfill in his 
blazing course across New England in those hectic years, he infused 
into the Great Awakening an emotional extravagance that eventually 
dissolved it in countless controversies among the churches. 

55. Great Awakening, p. 252. 
56. Jones, "James Davenport," p. 44. Even in his retreat to a more moderate 

position, Davenport had a model in Gilbert Tennent, who expressed regret for his 
early rashness in a letter to Jonathan Dickinson on Feb. 12, 1742. 
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Lay participation. Another innovation which the revival brought 
into the church way of New England was a much larger opportunity 
for the common man to participate in religious affairs. The social 
leveling effects of the Great Awakening have been noted by many 
writers. Its emphasis on individual responsibility ignored class and 
geographical boundaries; each man stood before God as a sinner in 
need of salvation, and each man was required to respond in personal 
terms. This made the whole movement essentially democratic, and 
gave a tremendous new importance to the common man.57 Eventually 
it was to weaken the autocratic parish system and exalt local church 
autonomy in an unprecedented way. By uniting large numbers of 
people in all the colonies in common emotional experiences, it was 
even to awaken a national self-consciousness. Indeed, Whitefield 
should be reckoned as America's first really national figure. The re
viv;al he fostered encouraged men to criticize entrenched conservatism 
and eventually to revolt against constituted authority, and thus sharp
ened the sensibilities that led to the Declaration of Independence. 
Not without reason has the Great Awakening been called "our national 
conversion." 58 

One of the more important immediate results of the revival was 
that it opened numerous new avenues for religious expression on the 
part of laymen. And they were not slow to enter them. Immediate in
spiration by the Holy Spirit of all who had experienced the new birth 
meant that any truly converted man might preach the gospel. Ignor
ing the ancient Puritan insistence on a qualified and approved minis
try, numbers of newly awakened converts hastened to share their 
experiences with others and exhort them to receive Christ, to such 
an extent that settled pastors cried in alarm that their office was being 
invaded. And the same upsurge in individualism which impelled zeal
ous laymen to "go everywhere preaching the word" also guaranteed 
them a hearing; for, in the general uprising against the old parish 
despotism, men insisted '<>n their right to seek and find such spiritual 
food and guides as suited their own personal needs. In a day when 
organized religion was controlled by the few, it is not too much to 
say that the itinerant lay preachers fulfilled a social as ·well as a re-

57. This in no way denies what was said (see above, p. 8) concerning the 
social and geographical non-particularify of the revival. Many of the aristocracy 
were "awakened" too, but in terms of sheer numbers the response of the masses is 
obviously a new force to be reckoned with. 

58. H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (Hamden, Conn., 
1956), p. 126. Cf. also Alice M. Baldwin, The New England Clergy and the Amer
ican Revolution (Durham, N.C., 1928), pp. 57-58, 80-81. 
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ligious need. It was through zealous groups of awakened laymen that 
the Great Awakening became a people's movement. 

It is not possible to state now just where and when lay exhorters 
first appeared. They were certainly in full strength shortly after James 
Davenport's first assault on Connecticut. Joseph Fish, pastor at North 
Stonington 1732-81, says that Davenport "was a great encourager, 
if not the first setter up, of public exhorters." Fish regarded these as 
a great threat to orderly religion because they engaged not merely 
in private "encouragement of the brethren" but also in authoritative 
public discourse much like ministers. Though they were "raw and on
skilful, in the word of righteousness," they spake very boldly; and 
soon were preferred by the ignorant people to the "letter-learned 
rabbis, scribes and pharisees and unconverted ministers" which Daven
port had taught them to contemn. "And thus the exhorters came into 
credit, among the multitudes of people; who chose rather to hear 
them, than their old teachers." 59 

On the other hand, Andrew Croswell, .the most zealous and head
strong of the Connecticut revivalists, claimed priority in this respect, 
although he later had second thoughts about the wisdom of it. ·On 
May 17, 1743, he wrote to Thomas Prince: 

I may hereafter print something about the times, showing wherein 
I have seen reason to alter my judgment, particularly with refer
ence to exhorters. For though I was the first in New England that 
set them up, I now see, too late, that the tendency of their ways 
is to drive learning out of the world, and to sow it thick with the 
dreadful errors of Anabaptism, Quakerism, and Antinomianism.60 

Regardless of who may claim credit for opening this Pandora's box, 
exhorters soon were swarming everywhere. Jonathan Parsons, early 
in 1742, gave a long section in his Needful Caution in a Critical Day 
to warning his congregation against them. Later that same year a 
committee of the Connecticut legislature, appointed to investigate "un
happy Circumstances" at Yale College, reported that some of the 
students had fallen into the errors of the enthusiasts and were going 

59. The Church of Christ a Firm and Durable House (New London, 1767), 
p. 119. Jonathan Parsons wrote to Thomas Prince on April 14, 1744, that Daven
port doubtless had been the agent of much good; but some of his practices had a 
hurtful and divisive tendency, "among which was his encouraging persons in a 
Lay Capacity to set up as the Heads of public Assemblies" (Christian History, 2, 
154). 

60. Letter printed in Boston Evening Post, May 30, 17 43. 
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about New Haven and the neighboring towns exhorting after the man
ner of the itinerants. 61 The stern command of the legislature that the 
rector take immediate steps to get the students in hand may be under
stood in the light of the disorderly aspect of most of the lay-led meet
ings. On December 20, 1742, Joshua Hempstead of New London at
tended such a meeting and reported: 

Mr. Allin of New London was to come & failed them & after Long 
waiting the young men 2 of them Newlight Exhorters begun their 
meeting & 2 or 3 Women followed both at once & there was Such 
medley that no one could understand Either part untill near night 
Mr Fish came amongst them and Soon began to Pray & one of the 
Women Speakers kept on praying and Exhorting at the Same 
time for Several minutes till at Leqgth She grew Silent & Mr fish 
had all the work to himself who made a .short Discourse & So Dis
mist us.62 

In cultured eastern Massachusetts things were no better. Charles 
Brockwell, Anglican rector at Salem, wrote to the Secretary of the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, February 18, 1742: "It is 
impossible to relate the convulsions into which the whole Country 
is thrown by a set of Enthusiasts that strole about harangueing the 
admiring Vulgar in extempore nonsense, nor is it confined to these 
only, for Men, ·women, Children, Servants, & Negros are now become 
(as they phrase it) Exhorters." 63 Charles Chauncy noted that they 
were "most commonly raw, illiterate, weak and conceited young Men, 
or Lads" who "pray with the People, call upon them to come to Christ, 
tell them they are dropping into Hell, and take upon them what they 
imagine is the Business of preaching." 64 

Whereas Chauncy and the Anglicans sought to fasten on Whitefield 
the responsibility for all the extesses of the revival, most of its friends 
regarded Davenport as the author of the extravagances which overdid 
-and thereby undid-the good work. The vagaries he· fostered had by 
this time a full head of steam, and his Confessions and Retractations 

61. Franklin Bowditch Dexter, ed., Documentary History of Yale University 
(New Haven, 1916), pp. 356-58. 

62. Diary of Joshua Hempstead, pp. 402-03. Fish, who is quoted above, was 
pastor at N. Stonington and a genuine friend of the revival. His experience here 
may demonstrate the problems faced by such men in seeking tb keep religious en
thusiasm within bounds. 

63. In W. S. Perry, Historical Collections, p. 353. 
64. Letter to Wishart, pp. 9-10. 
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(1744) had no quieting effect whatsoever. Benjamin Colman of Boston 
prayed fervently that ministers who had been misled might be righted, 

as well as many poor and miserable Exhorters who have sprung 
up under 'em, like Mushrooms in a Night, and in the Morning 
tho't themselves accomplish'd Teachers and called of GOD to be 
so; may awake at length out of their Dream, or rather Delirium, 
and despise their own Image . . . till like Mr. Davenport they 
be seen to abhor themselves, repenting in Dust and Ashes, for 
the unknown Injury they have done to the Work of GOD thro' 
the Land.65 

The first rash of wildness soon passed, though not without leaving 
irreparable damage in its wake, and even the groups who withdrew 
from the standing churches to enjoy the ministrations of unlettered 
(and sometimes unordained) preachers soon found it necessary to 
place a few restrictions on the "improvement" of ministerial gifts. 
There remained, however, a strong deposit of laicism in the churches 
which owed their renascence if not their origin to the Great Awaken
ing. 

Ministerial factions. A final innovation which New England faced 
in the Great Awakening was the unprecedented spectacle of an openly 
divided clergy. There had been some rather deep differences during 
the first century of American Puritanism, but the ministry had pre
sented to the public a fairly united front. Previous controversies had 
waxed warm enough, but nothing had ever run a line of cleavage be
tween opposing ministerial factions as did the revival of the 17 40s. 
Beginning with the questions raised by those who doubted the validity 
of emotional demonstrations and who were disturbed at the threat to 
ecclesiastical order posed by the itinerant evangelists and lay ex
horters, the opposers of the revival soon began to assert openly that 
the whole movement was spurious. Friends of the revival tried to 
maintain its genuineness despite certain unfortunate extravagances. 
Each side drew up its manifestoes, criticisms, and apologies. Party 
lines hardened, and New England saw for the first time in its history 
a clerical house divided against itself. 

Open warfare among the clergy erupted in 1743. In May of that 
year the Massachusetts ministers gathered for their annual meeting 
in Boston. For some reason it was poorly attended, and the anti-

65. A Letter from the Reverend Dr. Colman of Boston, to the Reverend Mr. 
[Solomon] Williams of Lebanon (Boston, 1744), p. 4. 
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revivalists found themselves a bare majority. Seizing their advantage, 
they composed against considerable opposition and protest a declaration 
which was speedily published as The Testimony of the Pastors of the 
Churches in the Province of the Massachusetts-Bay in New-England, 
at Their Annual Convention in Boston, May 25, 1743. Against Several 
Errors in Doctrine, and Disorders in Practice, Which Have of Late 
Obtained in Various Paris of the Land; as Drawn up by a Committee 
Chosen by the Said Pastors, Read and Accepted Paragraph by Para
graph, and Voted to be Sign'd by the Moderator in Their Name, and 
Printed. 66 The errors in doctrine testified against were: following secret 
impulses believed to be from the Holy Spirit (enthusiasm), believing 
that assurance is the essence of saving faith, and denying that sanctifi
cation is any evidence of justification ( antinomianism). The disorders 
in practice objected to were: itinerant preaching, lay exhorting, ordina
tion of persons at large with no specific .charges, separations from the 
standing churches, judging the unconverted\ (especially ministers), 
and emotional extravagance in religious meetings. The document was 
signed only by the moderator of the convention, Nathaniel Eells of 
Scituate, which implied that the testimony represented the consensus 
of all the ministers. This was far from the case. Gaustad observes that it 
':almost certainly represented a minority opinion. That it called atten
tion to and disapproved of many errors and disorders was not the prin
cipal point of contention. The objection was rather to its failure to offer 
any words of praise or thanksgiving for the genuine good done by the 
revival, thereby tacitly declaring that there had been no real Awaken
ing." 67 

Within a week the prorevivalists served notice of a c6unterconven
tion to bear witness to "the remarkable Work of God" and, at the same 
time, to caution against admitted errors in doctrine and disorders in 
practice. Some ninety ministers met in July and prepared The Testi
mony and Advice of an Assembly of Pastors of Churches in New
England, at a Meeting in Boston July 7, 1743. Occasion'd by the Late 
Happy Revival of Religion in Many Parts of the Lund. To Which Are 
Added, Attestation-s Contain'd in Letters from a Number of Their 
Brethren Who Were Providentially Hinder' d from Giving Their Pres
ence. 68 After giving their reasons for believing the revival genuine, they 
admit there have been unfortunate excesses and proceed to warn 
against enthusiasm, antinomianism,. and Arminianism. They caution: 

66. Boston, 1743. 
67. Great Awakening in New England, p. 63. 
68. Boston, 17 43. 
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That Laymen do not invade the Ministerial Office, and under a 
Pretence of Exhorting set up Preaching; which is very contrary to 
Gospel Order, and tends to introduce Errors and Confusion into 
the Church. -That Ministers do not invade the Province of others, 
and in ordinary Cases preach in another's Parish without his 
Knowledge, and against his Consent .... That People beware of 
entertaining Prejudices against their own Pastors, and don't run into 
unscriptural Separations. -That they don't indulge a disputatious 
Spirit, which has been attended with mischievous Effects; nor dis
cover a Spirit of Censoriousness, Uncharitableness, and rash fudg
ing the State of others.69 

This was signed by sixty-eight ministers, fifteen of whom went on rec
ord as desiring a stronger protest against itineracy. In addition there 
were twenty letters from forty-three other ministers not in attendance, 
including twelve from eastern Connecticut, making 111 in all. Since this 
group testifies against essentially the same errors and disorders as the 
other, it is apparent that the reluctance of the antirevivai-party to ad
mit that there was any good mixed with the errors was the real point 
of dispute. "By the end of 1743, it was evident that the New England 
clergy was divided not on the question of whether there were errors 
in doctrine and disorders in practice attending the revival, but on the 
question of whether, notwithstanding these errors and disorders, the 
revival was a work of God." 70 

Of the four hundred ministers in New England Ezra Stiles estimated 
that one hundred and thirty were "New Lights-& of these only 30 
violent." 71 Probably an equal number were active opposers, the rest 
uncommitted. But the ministry which had heretofore presented a 
reasonably solid front was now openly divided. In the emergence of 
aggressive parties, ministet·s who had sought to remain neutral were 
drawn perforce to one side or the other. Those who favored the revival 
were designated derisively as "New Lights," because of their insistence 
on the necessity for conscious conversion as the coming of Christ into 
the soul; this was uncomfortably similar to the "inner light" descrip
tive of Quakers and other enthusiasts, than whom none were more 
feared and despised by the established churches. Opponents of the 
revival by contrast were known as "Old Lights," which soon became 

69. Ibid., p. 11. 
70. Gaustad, p. 69. 
71. Extracts from the Itineraries and Other Miscellan:es of Ezra Stiles, D.D., 

ed. Franklin Bowditch Dexter (New Haven, 1916), p. 414. 



34 THE CHURCHES AND THE GREAT AWAKENING 

synonymous with rationalism in theology and with the substitution of 
morality for religion. "Such distinguishing names of reproach," wrote 
Jonathan Edwards in 1742, "do as it were divide us into two armies, 
separated, and drawn up in battle array, ready to fight one with an
other; which greatly hinders the work of God," and "tends greatly to 
widen and perpetuate the breach." 72 

The full development of ecclesiastical fragmentation saw the emer
gence of three, rather than two, parties. After 1743 the Old Lights 
under the highly vocal leadership of Charles Chauncy forsook all sem
blance of reserve and moderation and followed a course of indiscrimi
nate and intransigent opposition. These men constituted the core of the 
Arminian movement out of which Unitarianism later developed.73 At 
the other extreme there were those who went all out for itineracy and 
lay preaching, emotional manifestations as evidence of the Spirit's 
presence, dramatic conversion and extreme censoriousness toward 
those who were deemed unconverted, and enthusiastic impulses as the 
rule of judgment and action. These took their initial cue from James 
Davenport, but their momentum was soon so great that they were un
affected by the retreat of their idol to a more moderate position. 

The middle party ·comprised those who had recognized the hand of 
God in the revival and had participated wholeheartedly in it, seeking 
at the same time to restrain the excesses which were the targets of so 
much Old Light criticism. Besides Edwards, such men as Bellamy and 
Wheelock served as leaders of this group in Connecticut. Among the 
pastors of eastern Massachusetts perhaps Thomas Prince, who served 
as chief intelligencer of revival news, should be named, though others 
were more active as revival preachers. This was the party which strove 
to convince the world that this was indeed God's work, however 
much it may have been marred by human imperfection and folly. Its 
members rejoiced at the genuine transformations in lives and churches 
even while they bore testimony against the errors which mingled so 
disastrously with the revival. 74 

72. "Thoughts on the Revival of Religion in New England," Works, 3, 407. 
73. Cf. Conrad Wright, The Beginnings of Unitarianism in America (Boston, 

1955). 
74. For a different description of party alignment in terms of theological differ

entiation after the Great Awakening, see George Park Fisher, A Discourse, Com
memorative of the History of the Church of Christ in Yale College (New Haven, 
1858), pp. 6-7. He delineates the positions as traditional Calvinism ("more a life
less tradition than a vital, intelligent faith"), departures from Calvinism ("called by 
their opponents, without proper discrimination, Arminians"), and Edwardsean re
vivalism ( the "New Divinity," or "New England Theology"). 
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The conservative New Lights have been bompared to the English 
Puritans, who sought to reform the Establishment from within, while 
the radicals who withdrew to form separate churches have been 
likened to the early English separatists.75 There is much truth in this. 
The same factors-extreme individualism and biblical literalism
were operating to produce the centrifugal forces that soon shattered 
the homogeneous pattern of New England's church way. Inured to 
both the aspersions of their enemies and the appeals of their friends, 
th~ extreme New Lights would not be restrained. As bearers of a new 
"reformation without tarying for anie," they soon withdrew to form 
churches where the innovations of the Great Awakening might be nor
malized-if not stereotyped. 

75. M. Louise Green, The Development of Religious Liberty in Connecticut 
(Boston, 1905), p. 238. 




