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goes much further. Working with the historic sources on the Raritan

revival, he points out that

it should be noted that the only evidence for an awakening or
revival under Freylinghuysen comes from the Tennents, and their
reports to \{hitefield, Edwards and Prince, which are later quoted
by Messler, and then by numerous other writers. There may have
been some kind of "awakening" in Raritan, but the hard evidence
points onl~ to disaffection and division under Freylinghuysen's
ministry. 2

This stinging re-appraisal of Freylinghuysen's work is tempered by the

earlier observation by Edvlard Miller "that Tennent and Whitefield and

Edwards all endorse Freylinghuysen's doctrines and revival methods

[placing] him in point of time as the head of the revival. "23

So, even if Harmelink's reading of the facts is correct, Freylinghuysen

was perceived to have had a seminal role in the Great Awakening by its

later leaders.

Those later leaders of the Great Awakening have been mentioned

already. They are Jonathan Edwards and George vfuitefield. Edwards

was the great theologian. lihitefield was the great orator. Together,

their influence guided the course of the entire Awakening. Details on

their work will be helpful to the reader at this point before continuing

with the narrative.

Edwards' intellect really dominated all those who were part of

the awakening movement. 24 His theology determined the major direction

of revival theology. Two of his main emphases were on inner religious

experience and inner emancipation. These two bubbled over from the

22Herman Harmelink III, "Another Look at Freylinghuysen and
His 'Awakening,'" Church History 37 (December 1968) :433.

23Miller, p. 546. 24Heimert, American Mind, p. 6.
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religious life of his followers into the'r political life, as well, in

the years soon after the Awakening. 25

Edwards marked a solid "return to the Calvinist insistence on

the absolute controlling power of divine grace." Doing this, he tore

down the careful structures erected by Puritan theology. He emphasized,

too, the glory of God. Edwards believed that all of history was moved

by God for his glorification. It all moved to accomplish God's gracious

design of salvation. As a result of this, he viewed the who Le Awake n+

ing as God's work. He especially felt this way about the progress of

the revival in New England. His Puritan opponents wou Ld have inter-

preted the Awakening as the result of men's renewed dedication to
26God.

Edwards also believed that God was using the Awakening to show

that h.e wanted the American people to build a new society based upon

biblical principles and, so, usher in the new age, the millenium,27 The

end times had already dawned, according to Edwards' perception, and the

Great Awakening was the vehicle the Lord \-JaSusing to usher in these

last days.28 The bringing of the Kingdom of God to America was thus the

focus of all Edwards' thinking. 29 For him, individual humans "we re re-

flections of divine intention, passive receivers of the divine energy

25L. R. Wessel, "Great Awakening; the First American Revolution,"
Christianity Today, August 31, 1973, p. 12, 21.

26patricia Wilson-Kastner, "Jonathan Edwards: History and the
Covenant," AndrevJs University Seminary Studies 15 (Autumn 1977): 205,
207-11, 2l3.

27Heimert, Great Awakening, p. 1 [Roman numeral 50].

28Wilson-Kastner, pp. 213-4,

29Heimert, Great Awakening, p. xJv.
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wh i.ch harmoniously moved them. ,,30 God moved his people to ac t as he

willed, and the Great Awakening was Edwards' proof of this.

What was it that made Edwards so effective when he proclaimed

this message? According to Edward Miller,

It was his unique personality, the cogency of his reasoning, the
transparent honesty of his convictions, the fervor of his religious
emotions, and the tragic earnestness of his delivery, rather than
anything new in his message, that made his sermons so effec-
tive.3l

Under Edwards' preaching, a revival began in Northhampton, Massachu-

setts in December 1734. Some commentators specifically state that

this wo rk was the actual beginning of the Great Awakening. 32

Jonathan Edvlards' co-worker in the Awakening, George White-

field was also a powerful speaker. Whitefield was a rather controver-

sial man. Bumsted and Van de Wetering explain that "he is perhaps

best appreciated today as an early manifestation of 'pop' culture, and

contemporary reactions to him have parallels in the responses engendered

by Elvis Presley, the Beatles, or the Rolling Stones."33 A person with

great symbolic value for revivalists at that time,34 Whitefield depended

a great deal on advance publicity to insure his success as he moved

around the colonies. He was also quite a performer and knew how to mani-

pulate the emotions of his hearers to the desired reEults.35

30Wilson-Kastner, p. 216. 3lMiller, p. 550.

32E.g., Foster, p. 37; Leonard Ellinwood, "Religious Music in
America," in Religious Perspectives in American Culture, ed. by James
Ward Smith and A. Leland Jamison, Religion in American Life, Vol. II;
Princeton Studies in American Civilization, Number 5 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1961), pp. 309-10.

33Bumsted, p. 72. 34Heimert, American Mind, p. 36.

35Bumsted, pp. 74-5.
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Some of his success, too, depended on the fact that he was

riding the crest of a wave of interest in "revivals already in progress,

as well as .. the sensation which he had recently excited in
36

England." To continue the interest, Whitefield taught other would-

be evangelists his successful methods by his example. His itinerancy

naturally helped multiply the number of people who could hear him, and

the number of budding preachers who could learn from him. One of the

great advantages of itinerancy was that a preacher, including Edwards

and Whitefield, could preach the same ex tempore sermon over and over

again without boring his audience. :'3'7A man who heard 'ioJhitefield

preach in Maryland in 1739 said that the texts were different, but

after slightly different introductions the rest of the sermons were

almost verbatim copies. Another of Whitefield's listeners made this

estimation of his preaching: "In short, he has the best delivery

w[i]th the Worst Divinity that I ever mett with [sic].,,38 That is

perhaps a result of constant itinerant preaching. The critique was pro-

bably echoed many times over by some of those who heard other pro-

Awake n i.ng itinerants preach.

Whitefield, the young Anglican itinerant preacher, is said to

have "tied all theod Lff us e threads together, turning isolated instances

into a general phenomenon, the Great Awaken irig ;" In other words, in

spite of the work of Freylinghuysen, Edwards and others, there really

was no Great Awakening until Whitefield arrived. Nobody disputes the

36Miller, p. 551. 37Bumsted, pp. 76-7.

38Richard J. Cox, "Stephen Bordley, George Whitefield, and the
Great Awakening in Maryland," Historical Magazine of the Protestant
Episcopal Church 46 (September 1977) :305, 307.
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pre-eminent place of Hhitefield in the Awakening. The only dispute,

again, is whether his revivalistic predecessors loomed large enough to

be credited with actually beginning the Awakening. Whitefield arrived

when the position of religion as an influential force in the life of

the people of the colonies was at low--eb b . This position had been

eroding for some time and hit bottom in the l730s.39 The quickening

of religious faith and practice that spread through New England (and

later all of the American colonies) as a result of George Whitefield's

preaching, and that came after the revival begun by Edwards' preach-

ing, was called a "great and general Awakening" by historian Edwin Scott

Gaustad.40 This Great Awakening became the standard by which other re-

vivals are measured in America.

This "intercolonial nonsectarian movement . . . that spiritually

awakened the different groups with varying degrees of intensity and

effectiveness,,,4l was active in different parts of colonial America at

different times. The first phase of the Great Awakening was the series

of preliminary, mainly local revivals that took place under Freyling-

huysen and Tennant42 in New Jersey, and under Edwards in New England.43

When George Whitefield came on the scene in 1739, the Awakening entered

39Bumsted, pp. 72, 55. 40Foster, p. 37.

41H. ~~haley, "First Great Awaken.Lrig;" Moody Monthly, June
1975, pp. 48-9.

42Gilbert Tennent was born on February 5, 1703 in Ireland.
Educated by his Presbyterian clergyman father after their immigration,
he entered the ministry. Associated with Freylinghuysen in New Jersey,
he was an ardent supporter of the kiakening. In 1743, he organized
followers of the Awakening in Philadelphia into a Presbyterian congre-
gation. He died there on July 23, 1764.

43Strang, p. 66.
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its second phase, becoming an intercolonial movement.44 Following his

arrival, the Awakening went through a number of other phases. First

was the period of Whitefield's strong influence in urban centers during

1739 and 1740. Then other clergy began to emulate him. Next, the

revival spread to smaller cities and the countryside so that, by 1742,

most of the region north of Virginia was affected. By 1743 there was

a tripartite division of the Awakening's energy: a) bitter debate in

New England; b) a "diffused continuation'! in the South; and c) continu-

ing work on the frontier. 45 The Awakening had peaked and was nowdis·-

sipating.

Just as there is debate concerning the starting date of the

Awakening, so, naturally, is there debate on its length. One has writ-

ten that it "continued throughout the colonies for a period of over

sixty years." Another, that it "continued strong for 15 years,,,46 and

(in the same article!) that it lasted "from 1720 to 1760.,,47 A nar-

rower opinion considers "the period 1740 to 1745 as the years of the

Great Awakening proper,,,48 while another describes it as "the religious

revival that swept through the American colonies between 1739 and

1742," a still shorter period.49

This apparent confusion may be blamed, as was the difference on

dating the start of the Awakening, on the amorphous nature of the Awak-

ening as a popular movement. Ther~fore, one writer can state that "the

revival stopped almost as suddenly as it began, ,,50 wh i.I.e another counters

44Miller p. 55l. 45Bumsted p. 72. 46Stanfield, p. 330., ,

47Strang, p. 24. 48Bumsted, p.iv ..

49Heimert, Great Awakening, p. xiii. SOHhaley, p. 49.
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that "the work gradually declined after 1741, though waves of religious

interest continued to pass over the colonies and important revivals

here and there were of occasional occurrence.,,5l The former focuses on

the narrow definition, while the latter on the broad.

Bumsted and Van de Wetering may have the last word on this

subject, however, when they writ~ the following:

The Great Awakening never really ended; it moved from peak to peak
of religious excitement. No other chronological period, however,
equals in importance the first burst of enthusiasm. Ideas and
techniques were then developed which would serve revivalism for
over a century.52

This super-inclusive view is echoed in some interpretations of the Jesus

Movement. The idea that either phenomenon "never really ended" is

definitely the minority view, however,

Leaders and Followers

The Great Awakening did not grow up in anyone part of the

colonies independent of any other expression of the revival. Those

who listened to Whitefield had "a sense of participation in an inter-

colonial experience. ,,53 The Awakening touched people from all wa Lksr-

of life in these colonies. The groups of people who heard Whitefield,

for example, speak in various cities were made up of all social strata.

In modern parlance, the appearance of one of the well-known itinerants

would be called a "media event," something everyone wanted to see.

There are, however, contemporary descriptions of the listening crowds

that "make it quite clear" that the bulk of the hearers were members of

51Miller, pp. 552-3. 52Bumsted, p. 162.

53Heimert, Great Awakening, p. xxxv.
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the lower social classes.54 It was generally clear that the well-

to-do members of coloniffisociety were less well-disposed towards the

Awakening than those whose accumulation of worldly goods was not so

great.55 The real appeal was "to the young and to oppressed minori-

ties'.'56who turned to religion in droves.

There are no hard figures to use in counting the numbers of

people involved in the Awakening. Estimates run from "thousands" to

"half a million," though the total population of the colonies was only

about a million at the time. According to Bumsted and Van de

Wetering, there were more males than females converted during the

Awakening. They also assert that more Blacks and Native Americans

were converted to Christianity at this time than in earlier periods.

Over the long run, however, the Awakening probably did not draw more

people into New England churches than''Would have been gained without

the Awakening. Many, or most, of those who did stay with the churches

after the revival fires cooled likely would have joined anyway.57

The farther south one went, the less likely it was that anyone

would have become involved in the Awakening.58 In Maryland, for ex-

ample, the Great Awakening appeared only as small local revivals. The

Roman Catholic heritage of this colony may well have something to do

with this, but Whitefield blamed it on a lack of spiritual leadership,

the scattered population and the poor quality of the clergy there.59

South of Maryland, the families on large plantations "were almost

54Bumsted, pp. 12-3. 55Heimert, American Mind, p. 10.

56Bumsted, p. 138. 57Ibid., pp. 128-30, 133, 132.

59Cox, pp. 297-8.58Ib'd .l ., p. lV-V.
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totally immune to the call of revivalism.,,60 Their traditional ties

with established Anglicanism, the distances between plantations, and

their reticence about mixing with the "lower classes" may have added

to their distaste for the revival.

In sum, then, the Great Awakening seems to have reached a pre-

dominantly youthful audience, one that was socially disadvantaged, one

that had been outside the church but may well have joined the church

later even without the revival. They were reached because Awakening

preachers made direct appeals to them where they were, both physically

and spiritually. Within this group of adherents, there were differ-

ences of opinion. There were two main factions, one more thorough-

going than the other.

The more conservative group, led by Jonathan Edwards, Thomas

P " d J h D" k" 61 " h "1 h 1 " 1r i.nce an onat an lC a.nsori , s aw t e r ev i.va as t e ogi.c a out-

growth of the past.,,62 They were the ones who had been preparing

their flocks with the influences toward revival mentioned earlier.

Among both Presbyterians and Congregationalists, these men brought the

feeling that the Great Awakening was the next step in the growth of

religion at that time. This position also signalled an acceptance of

60Bumsted, p. 16.

61Thomas Prince was born in Sandwich, MA on May 15, 1687. He
was graduated from Harvard in 1709 and served Old South Church in Bos-
ton, 1718-1758. His career included the publication of many of his
writings. He died in Boston on October 22, 1758. Jonathan Dickinson
was born in Hatfield, MA on April 22, 1688. A Yale graduate, he be-
came a Congregational clergyman in 1709. He was the first president of
the College of New Jersey, now known as Princeton. He died in Elizabeth-
tnwn, NJ on October 7, 1747.

62Bumsted, p. 98.
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the ideas of the Age of Enlightenment. That is, John Locke's63 views

clearly influenced political development in the colonies, but were also

crucial in the evolution of religious thought· among:the Awak~n~r$.

"Defending 'the system' by synthesizing the old and the new has long

been a motivating force for major intellectual figures." The moderate

leaders of the Great Awakening were motivated by the same spirit when

they worked Locke's epistemology and views on the freedom of the will

into their theology.64

The extremists in the Awakening were less interested in "de-

fending the system" than were others. They "were more ready to accept

the implications of social disruption inherent in the excitement of

revival." Two of their emphases were the full support of itinerancy

and regular attacks on established preachers as unconverted.65 These

twin thrusts of those completely given to the Awaken Ing were aimed at

breaking the hold the established churches had on religious life in

the colonies.

Opposition

There was opposition to the Awakening everywhere, even from

the beginning. Few, however, dared to speak out against it until the

excesses so strongly supported by the one wing grew to the point where

they could be identified and catalogued.66 There were three major

63John Locke, an influential English philosopher, was born on
August 29, 1632. Graduating from Oxford, he became involved in govern-
ment service and found time to write voluminously in philosophy, poli-
tics and religion. His political ideas were quite influential among
the founding fathers of the United States. He died on October 28, 1704.

64Bumsted, pp. 103-4. 65Ibid., pp. 106-15. 66Ibid., p.116.


