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Was There a Great Awakening in Mid-Eighteenth-Century America?

 Professor of history Patricia U. Bonomi defines the Great Awakening as a period of intense 
revivalistic fervor that laid the foundation for socio-religious and political reform by spawning an 
age of contentiousness in the British mainland colonies.
 Although generations of American schoolchildren have been taught that the British colonies 
in North America were founded by persons fleeing religious persecution in England, the truth is 
that many of those early settlers were motivated by other factors, some of which had little to do 
with theological preferences. To be sure, the Pilgrims and Puritans of New England sought to 
escape the proscriptions established by the Church of England. Many New Englanders, however, 
did not adhere to the precepts of Calvinism and were therefore viewed as outsiders. The Quakers 
who populated Pennsylvania were mostly fugitives from New England, where they had been 
victims of religious persecution. But to apply religious motivations to the earliest settlers of 
Virginia, South Carolina, or Georgia is to engage in a serious misreading of the historical record. 
Even in New England the religious mission of (the first governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony) 
John Winthrop's "city upon a hill" began to erode as the colonial settlements matured and 
stabilized.
 Although religion was a central element in the lives of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
century Europeans who migrated to the New World, proliferation of religious sects and 
denominations, emphasis upon material gain in all parts of the colonies, and the predominance of 
reason over emotion that is associated with the Deists of the Enlightenment period all contributed 
to a gradual but obvious movement of the colonists away from the church and clerical authority. 
William Bradford (the second governor of Plymouth Colony), for example, expressed grave 
concern that many Plymouth residents were following a path of perfidy, and William Penn (the 
founder of Pennsylvania) was certain that the "holy experiment" of the Quakers had failed. Colonial 
clergy, fearful that a fall from grace was in progress, issued calls for a revival of religious fervor. 
Therefore, the spirit of revivalism that spread through the colonies in the 1730s and 1740s was an 
answer to these clerical prayers.
 The episode known as the First Great Awakening coincided with the Pietistic movement in 
Europe and England and was carried forward by dynamic preachers such as Gilbert Tennent, 
Theodore Frelinghuysen, and George Whitefield. They promoted a religion of the heart, not of the 
head, in order to produce a spiritual rebirth. These revivals, most historians agree, reinvigorated 
American Protestantism. Many new congregations were organized as a result of irremediable 
schisms between "Old Lights" and "New Lights." Skepticism about the desirability of an educated 
clergy sparked a strong strain of anti-intellectualism. Also, the emphasis on conversion was a 
message to which virtually everyone could respond, regardless of age, sex, or social status. For 
some historians, the implications of the Great Awakening extended beyond the religious sphere into 
the realm of politics and were incorporated into the American Revolution.
 Patricia U. Bonomi writes from the traditional assumption that a powerful revivalistic force 
known as the Great Awakening occurred in the American colonies in the mid eighteenth century. 
Following a survey of the converging forces that served as precursors to this revivalistic movement, 
she explains that the Great Awakening grew out of clerical disputes among Presbyterians and 
quickly spread to other denominations throughout the colonies, abetted by dynamic itinerant 
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preachers such as George Whitefield. Before the enthusiasm subsided, she concludes, the 
Awakening had instilled a tradition of divisiveness that would affect a number of American social, 
political, and religious structures.

THE HOSANNAS OF The MULTITUDE: THE GREAT AWAKENING IN AMERICA

 The Great Awakening, that intense period of revivalist tumult from about 1739 to 1745 is 
one of the most arresting subjects of American history. The eighteenth century, and the latter part of 
the seventeenth, were of course punctuated with religious episodes that seemed to erupt without 
warning and draw entire communities into a vortex of religious conversions and agitations of Soul. 
Yet those episodes tended not to spread beyond the individual churches or towns in which they 
originated. By the third decade of the eighteenth century, however, a number of currents were 
converging to prepare the way for an unprecedented burst of religious fervor and controversy.
 The two major streams of thought shaping western religious belief in the eighteenth century. 
Enlightenment rationalism and Continental pietism, were by the 1720s reaching increasing numbers 
of Americans through the world of print, transatlantic learned societies, and such recently arrived 
spokesmen as the Anglican moderate George Berkeley, on the one side, and the Dutch Reformed 
pietist Theodore Frelinghuysen, on the other. By the 1730s, American clergymen influenced by the 
spiritual intensity and emotional warmth of Reformed pietism were vigorously asserting that 
religion was being corrupted by secular forces; in their view a conversion experience that touched 
the heart was the only road to salvation. The rationalists demurred, preferring a faith tempered by 
"an enlightened , not raised Affections." This contest between reason and innate grace was in one 
sense as old as Christianity itself. In New England, where it was often cast as a competition 
between Anninjans and Antinomians, only the Calvinists' ability to hold the two elements in 
exquisite balance had averted a schism. Rationalist attitudes... were sufficiently prevalent in the 
eighteenth century South to obstruct the development of heart religion there until the later colonial 
years. In the Middle Colonies, every point of view was heard, though by the 1730s tension was 
rising between the entrenched ministers of more orthodox opinion and incoming clergymen who 
insisted on conversion as the sine qua non of vital religion.
 Adding to currents of religious unease in the early eighteenth century were a number of 
other developments: an accelerating pace of commercial growth; land shortages as well as land 
opportunities; the unprecedented diversity of eighteenth century immigration; and a rapid climb in 
total population. Population growth now created dense settlements in some rural as well as urban 
areas, facilitating mass public gatherings. Moreover, the proliferation of churches and sects, 
intensifying denominational rivalries, and smallpox and earthquake alarms that filled meeting 
houses to overflowing all contributed to a sense of quickening in church life.
 Into this volatile and expectant environment came some of the most charismatic and 
combative personalities of the age. And as the electricity of a Tennent crackled, and the thunder of a 
Whitefield rolled, a storm broke that, in the opinion of many, would forever alter American society. 
The Great Awakening created conditions uniquely favorable to social and political, as well as 
religious, reform by piercing the facade of civility and deference that governed provincial life to 
usher in a new age of contentiousness. By promoting church separations and urging their followers 
to make choices that had political as well as religious implications, the Awakeners wrought 



3

permanent changes in public practices and attitudes. Before it subsided, the revival had unsettled 
the lives of more Americans and disrupted more institutions than any other single event in colonial 
experience to that time. To see how a religious movement could overspill its boundaries to reshape 
cultural understanding and political expectations, we must take a closer look at some of the 
churches and people caught up in the revival.

PRESBYTERIAN BEGINNINGS

 The Great Awakening began not as a popular uprising but as a contest between clerical 
factions. Thus only those churches with a "professional" clergy and organized governing structure, 
the Presbyterian, Congregational, Dutch Reformed, and eventually the Anglican, were split apart by 
the revival. The newer German churches and the sects, having little structure to overturn, remained 
largely outside the conflict. These events have usually been viewed from the perspective of New 
England Congregationalism, though the first denomination to be involved in the Awakening was 
the Presbyterian Church in the Middle Colonies. All of the strains and adjustments experienced by 
other colonial denominations over a longer time span were compressed, in the Presbyterian case, 
into the fifty years from the beginning of Ulster immigration around 1725 to the Revolution. Thus 
the Presbyterian example serves as a kind of paradigm of the experience of all churches from their 
initial formation through the Great Awakening and its aftermath. It reveals too how a dispute 
between ministers rapidly widened into a controversy that tested the limits of order and introduced 
new forms of popular leadership that challenged deferential traditions.
 Presbyterians looked to the future with reasonably high hopes by the third decade of the 
eighteenth century. To all appearances they possessed a more stable and orderly church structure 
than any of their middle colony competitors. Unlike the Anglicans, they required no bishop to 
perform the essential rites of ordination and confirmation; nor did they suffer quite the same 
shortage of misters as the German churches. The supply of Presbyterian clergy,  if never adequate, 
had at least been sufficient to support the formation of a rudimentary governing structure. Three 
presbyteries and the Synod of Philadelphia were in place before the first wave of immigration from 
Ulster reached the Delaware basin, enabling the twenty-five to thirty ministers active in the Middle 
Colonies to direct growth and protect professional standards in the period of expansion after 1725. 
Congregations were under the care of laymen ordained to the office of "elder" and, when available, 
ministers. Supervising presbyteries in each region maintained oversight of local congregations and 
ordained and disciplined the clergy. At the top was the synod, which provided a forum where 
clerical disputes over church doctrine and governing authority could be resolved in camera 
[secretly].
 Yet the controls imposed by the Presbyterian hierarchy were hardly all that they appeared to 
be. Beneath orderly processes were tensions which had been expanding steadily before finally 
bursting forth in fratricidal strife and schism after 1739. Any reading of eighteenth century 
Presbyterian records discloses at least three kinds of strains beneath the surface: between 
parishioners, between people and minister, and within the professional clergy itself.
 The Presbyterian Church was the focal point and mediator of Scotch-Irish community life 
from the late 1720s on, when thousands of Ulster Scots began entering the colonies annually. As the 
westward, migrating settlers moved beyond the reach of government and law, the Presbyterian 
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Church was the only institution that kept pace with settlement. By stretching resources to the limit, 
the synod, and especially the presbyteries, kept in touch with their scattered brethren through 
itinerant preachers and presbyterial visitations. Ministers, invariably the best educated persons on 
the early frontier, were looked to for leadership in both religious and community affairs, and they 
often took up multiple roles as doctors, teachers, and even lawyers. So closely did the Scotch-Irish 
identify with the Kirk [Church] that it was often said they "could not live without it."
 But if the church was a vital center it was also an agency of control Presbyterian minister, 
whom some regarded as a "stiff-necked... [and] pedantick crew" expected to guide their 
parishioners' spiritual growth and moral safety in America as they had done in the Old County, and 
at first, by and large, they succeeded. Congregations gathered spontaneously in Scotch-Irish 
settlements, much as they did in immigrant German communities. A major difference between the 
two societies was that from an early stage lay Presbyterians submitted themselves to clerical 
authority. As soon as a Presbyterian congregation was formed, it requested recognition and the 
supply of a minister from the local presbytery. Often the presbytery could provide only a 
probationer or itinerant preacher for the Sabbath, and many settlements were fortunate to hear a 
sermon one or two Sundays a month. The congregations nonetheless proceeded to elect elders, 
deacons to care for the poor and sick, and trustees to oversee the collection of tithes for the 
minister's salary. The governing "session," comprised of elders and minister, functioned as a kind of 
court, hearing charges and ruling on a variety of matters, including disputes between parishioners 
over land or debt, domestic difficulties, and church doctrine. The main responsibility of the session 
was to enforce moral discipline. Its ailings could be appealed to the supervising presbytery. The 
presbytery minutes consequently have much to tell us about the quality of clerical authority. But 
they also disclose the growing undercurrent of resistance that such authority aroused among the 
freer spirits in the Scotch-Irish settlements. . . . The Great Awakening split the Presbyterian Church 
apart, and through the cracks long suppressed steam hissed forth in clouds of acrimony and 
vituperation that would change the face of authority in Pennsylvania and elsewhere. As the passions 
of the Awakening reached their height in the early 1740s, evangelical "New Side" Presbyterians 
turned on the more orthodox "Old Sides" with the ferocity peculiar to zealots, charging them with 
extravagant doctrinal and moral enormities. The internecine spectacle that ensued, the loss of 
proportion and professional decorum, contributed to the demystification of the clergy, forced 
parishioners to choose between competing factions, and overset traditional attitudes about 
deference and leadership in colonial America.
 The division that surfaced in 1740-1741 had been developing for more than a decade. 
Presbyterian ministers had no sooner organized their central association, the Synod of Philadelphia, 
in 1715 than the first lines of stress appeared, though it was not until a cohesive evangelical faction 
emerged in the 1730s that an open split was threatened. Most members of the synod hoped to 
model American Presbyterianism along orderly lines, and in 1729 an act requiring all ministers and 
ministerial candidates to subscribe publicly to the Westminster Confession had been approved. In 
1738 the synod had further ruled that no minister would be licensed unless he could display a 
degree from a British or European university, or from one of the New England colleges (Harvard or 
Yale). New candidates were to submit to an examination by a commission of the synod on the 
soundness of their theological training and spiritual condition. The emergent evangelical faction 
rightly saw these restrictions as an effort to control their own activities. They had reluctantly 
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accepted subscription to the Westminster Confession, but synodical screening of new candidates 
struck them as an intolerable invasion of the local presbyteries' right of ordination.
 The insurgents were led by the Scotsman William Tennent, Sr., and his sons, William, Jr., 
Charles, John, and Gilbert. William, Sr. had been educated at the University of Edinburgh, 
receiving a bachelor's degree in 1693 and an M.A. in 1695. He may have been exposed to European 
pietism at Edinburgh, where new ideas of every sort were brewing in the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century Though ordained a minister of the Anglican church in 1706, Tennent did not 
gain a parish of his own, and in 1718 he departed the Old World for the New. When he applied for a 
license from the Synod of Philadelphia in 1718, Tennent was asked his reasons for leaving the 
Church of England. He responded that he had come to view government by bishops as anti-
scriptural, that he opposed ecclesiastical courts and plural benefices, that the church was leaning 
toward Arminianism, and that he disapproved of "their ceremonial way of worship." All this 
seemed sound enough to the Presbyterians, and Tennent was licensed forthwith. Having a strong 
interest in scholarship and pedagogy. Tennent built a one-room schoolhouse in about 1730 in 
Neshaminy, Bucks County, the Log College, as it was later derisively called, where he set about 
training young men for the ministry Exactly when Tennent began to pull away from the regular 
synod leadership is unclear but by 1736 his church at Neshaminy was split down the middle and the 
anti evangelical members were attempting to expel him as minister.
 In 1739 the synod was confronted with a question on professional standards that brought the 
two factions closer to a complete break. When the previous year's synod had erected commissions 
to examine the education of all ministerial candidates not holding degrees from approved 
universities, Gilbert Tennent had charged that the qualification was designed "to prevent his father's 
school from training gracious men for the Ministry. Overriding the synod's rule in 1739, the radical 
New Brunswick Presbytery licensed one John Rowland without reference to any committee, though 
Rowland had received "a private education"-the synod's euphemism for the Log College. Sharply 
criticizing the presbytery for its disorderly and divisive action, the synod refused to approve 
Rowland until he agreed to submit himself for examination, which he in turn refused to do.
* * *
 Since education was central to the dispute, it is unfortunate that no Log College records 
have survived to describe the training given the remarkable group of men that came under William 
Tennent, Sr.'s tutelage. We do know that they emerged to become leaders of the revivalist 
movement, and would in turn prepare other religious and educational leaders of the middle and 
southern colonies. The little existing evidence casts doubt on the synod's charge that Tennent and 
his followers were "destroyers of good learning" who persisted in foisting unlettered Log College 
students upon an undiscriminating public. As Gilbert Tennent insisted, the insurgents "desired and 
designed a well qualified Ministry as much as our Brethren. To be sure, their theological emphasis 
was at variance with that of the Old Side clergy, and there may have been parts of the traditional 
curriculum they did not value as highly, as had been true with the innovative dissenting academies 
in Britain. But as competition between the two factions intensified, restrained criticism gave way to 
enmity. Thus when the synod charged that Gilbert Tennent had called "Physicks, Ethicks, 
Metophysicks and Pnuematicks [the rubric under which Aristotelian  philosophy was taught in 
medieval universities near Criticks, and consequently useless," its members could not resist adding 
that he did so "because his Father cannot or doth not teach them."
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 Yet there is much that attests to both William Tennent, Sr.'s learning and his pedagogical 
talents. That he was a polished scholar of the classics, spoke Latin and English with equal fluency, 
and was a master of Greek was confirmed by many who knew him. He also "had some 
acquaintance with the. . . . Sciences." A hint of the training Tennent offered comes from the 
licensing examination given his youngest son Charles in 1736 by the Philadelphia Presbytery, 
among whose members were several who would later emerge as chief critics of the Tennents. 
Young Charles was tested on his "ability in prayer [and] in the languages," in the delivery of a 
sermon and exegesis, and on his answers to "various suitable questions on the arts and sciences, 
especially Theology and out of Scripture." He was also examined on the state of his soul. Charles 
Tennent was apparently approved without question.
 The strongest evidence of the quality of a Log College education comes, however, from the 
subsequent careers and accomplishments of its eighteen to twenty- one "alumni." Their deep 
commitment to formal education is demonstrated by the number of academies they themselves 
founded, including Samuel Blair's "classical school" at Faggs Manor in Pennsylvania, Samuel 
Finley's academy at Nottingham, and several others. Two early presidents of the College of New 
Jersey (Princeton) were Samuel Finley and Samuel Davies (the latter having been educated by Blair 
at Faggs Manor). Moreover, the published sermons and essays of Samuel Finley, Samuel Blair and 
Gilbert Tennent not only pulse with evangelical passion but also display wide learning. In the 
opinion of a leading Presbyterian historian the intellectual accomplishments of the Log College 
revivalists far outshone those of the Old Side opposers, among whom only the scholarly Francis 
Alison produced significant writings. As George Whitefield observed when he visited Neshaminy 
in 1739 and saw the rough structure of logs that housed the school: "All that we can say of most 
universities is, that they are glorious without."
* * *

But the distinction that the Log College men would achieve was still unknown in 1739, 
when the New Brunswick Presbytery defied the synod by licensing John Rowland. It was at this 
juncture, moreover, that the twenty-six-year-old English evangelist, George Whitefield, made his
sensational appearance. Whitefield's visits to New Jersey and Pennsylvania in the winter of 
1739-1740 provided tremendous support for the Presbyterian insurgents, as thousands of 
provincials flocked to hear him and realized, perhaps for the first time, something of what the 
American evangelists had been up to. The public support that now flowed to Tennent and the New 
Side exhilarated its members, inciting them to ever bolder assaults on the synod.
 The revivalists had to this point preached only in their own churches or in temporarily 
vacant pulpits, but that winter they began to invade the territory of the regular clergy. This action 
raised the issue of itinerant preaching, perhaps the thorniest of the entire conflict, for it brought the 
parties face to face on the question of who was better qualified to interpret the word of God. It was 
in this setting that Gilbert Tennent was moved on March 8,1740 to deliver his celebrated sermon, 
The Danger of an Unconverted Minister, to a Nottingham congregation engaged in choosing a new 
preacher. It was an audacious, not to say reckless, attack on the Old Side clergy, and Tennent would 
later qualify some of his strongest language. But the sermon starkly reveals the gulf that separated 
the two factions by 1740. It also demonstrates the revivalists' supreme disregard for the traditional 
limits on public discussion of what amounted to professional questions. . . .
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 In this influential and widely disseminated sermon Tennent set forth the three principal 
issues over which Presbyterians would divide: the conversion experience, education of the clergy, 
and itinerant preaching. While his tone may have owed something to Whitefield's recent influence 
humility was never a strong point with the evangelist, it also reflected the growing self<confidence 
of the insurgents, as a wave of public support lifted them to popular heights. During the synod of 
1740 the anti revivalist clergy, in a demonstration of their reasonableness, agreed to certain 
compromises on the issues of itinerancy and licensing, but when the revivalists continued to 
denounce them publicly as carnal and unconverted, their patience came to an end.
 The break between Old Side and New Side Presbyterians came during the synod of 1741 
when a protest signed by twelve ministers and eight elders demanded that the revivalists be 
expelled from the synod. In a preemptive move, the New Side clergy voluntarily withdrew from the 
Philadelphia Synod to their presbyteries, where their work continued with great zeal and met with 
success that would outshine that of their rivals. In 1745 the evangelical party, joined by other 
friends of the revival from the Middle Colonies, formed the Synod of New York, which would 
sustain a lively existence until 1758 when the Presbyterian schism was finally repaired.
* * *
Disagreements over theological emphasis, professional standards, and centralized authority were 
the most immediate causes of the Presbyterian schism, but other differences between Old and New 
Sides had the effect of making the conflict sharper. Disparities in education, age (and therefore 
career expectations), and cultural bias are of special interest.
 The twelve Old Sides who moved to expel the revivalist radicals in 1741 have sometimes 
been labeled the "Scotch- Irish" party for good reason. Nine were born in Northern Ireland, and two 
in Scotland (the birthplace of the twelfth is unknown). All were educated abroad, mainly in 
Scotland, and especially at the University of Glasgow. Most came to the colonies between the ages 
of twenty-eight and thirty-two, after having completed their education. The typical Old Side 
clergyman was about forty-two at the time of the schism. The New Side ministers who formed the 
Synod of New York in 1745 numbered twenty-two. Of the twenty-one whose places of birth can be 
ascertained, ten were born in New England or on eastern Long Island, one in Newark, New Jersey, 
eight in Northern Ireland (including Gilbert, William, Jr., and Charles Tennent), one in Scotland, 
and one in England. Most of those born abroad emigrated to the colonies during their middle teens; 
Charles Tennent was but seven, and the oldest was William Robinson, the son of an English Quaker 
doctor, who emigrated at about twenty-eight after an misspent youth. The educational profile of the 
New Side preachers is in striking contrast to that of the Old. Of the twenty-two, nine received 
degrees from Yale College, two were Harvard men, and ten were educated at the Log College. One 
had probably gone to a Scottish university. The typical New Side minister was about thirty-two at 
the time of the schism, or a decade younger than his Old Side counterpart.
 Several tendencies suggest themselves. The Old Sides, more mature than their adversaries, 
were also more settled in their professional careers; further, their Scottish education and early 
professional experiences in Ulster may have instilled a respect for discipline and ecclesiastical 
order that could not easily be cast aside. They knew it was difficult to keep up standards in 
provincial societies, especially the heterodox Middle Colonies where competition in religion, as in 
everything else, was a constant challenge to good order. Still, it was irritating to be treated as 
intruders by the resident notables, or by such as the Anglicans, who pretended to look down on the 



8

Presbyterians as "men of small talents and mean education." There was security in knowing that the 
first generation of Presbyterian leaders had been educated and licensed in accordance with the most 
exacting Old World criteria. But the tradition must be continued, for succeeding generations would 
gain respect only if the ministry were settled on a firm professional base. Though Harvard and Yale 
were not Edinburgh and Glasgow, they did pattern their curricula after the British universities and 
to that extent could serve until the Presbyterian Church was able to establish a college of its own. 
And only if Presbyterian leaders could control the education and admission of candidates to the 
ministry might they hold their heads high among rival religious groups. A professional ministry was 
thus crucial to the "Scotch-Irish" party's pride and sense of place.
 The New Side party, on the other hand, cared less about professional niceties than about 
converting sinners. Its members were at the beginning of their careers, and most, being native born 
or coming to the colonies in their youth, were not so likely to be imbued with an Old World sense 
of prerogative and order. They never doubted that an educated clergy was essential, but education 
had to be of the right sort. By the 1730s Harvard and Yale were being guided, in their view, by men 
of rationalist leanings who simply did not provide the type of training wanted by the revivalists. 
Thus the New Sides chafed against the controls favored by their more conservative elders, controls 
that restricted their freedom of action, slowed their careers, and were in their opinion out of touch 
with New World ways.
 The anti-institutionalism of the revivalists caused some critics to portray them as social 
levelers, though there were no significant distinctions in social outlook or family background 
between Old and New Sides. But as with any insurgent group that relies in part on public support 
for its momentum, the New Sides tended to clothe their appeals in popular dress. At every 
opportunity they pictured the opposers as "the Noble & Mighty" elders of the church, and identified 
themselves with the poor and "common People" images reinforced by the Old Sides' references to 
the evangelists' followers as an ignorant and "wild Rabble."
 The revivalists may not have been deliberate social levelers, but their words and actions had 
the effect of emphasizing individual values over hierarchical ones. Everything they did, from 
disrupting orderly processes and encouraging greater lay participation in church government, to 
promoting mass assemblies and the physical closeness that went with them, raised popular 
emotions. Most important, they insisted that there were choices, and that the individual himself was 
free to make them.
 The people, it might be suspected, had been waiting for this. The long years of imposed 
consensus and oversight by the Kirk had taken their toll, and undercurrents of restlessness had 
strengthened as communities stabilized and Old World values receded. Still, the habit of deferring 
to the clergy was deeply rooted in Presbyterian culture, making inertia an accomplice of church 
authority. By 1740, however, with the clergy themselves, or a part of them, openly promoting 
rebellion, many Presbyterians "in imitation of their example," as it was said, joined the fray. The 
result was turbulence, shattered and divided congregations, and a rash of slanderous reports against 
Old Side clergymen. Most such charges were either proved false or are deeply suspect, owing to 
their connection with the factional conflict. But aspersions against the ministerial character had 
now become a subject of public debate, suggesting that the schisms of the Awakening were 
effectively challenging the old structures of authority. . . ..
* * *
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So volatile had the revival become that it could no longer be contained within a single region. Thus 
when George Whitefield carried the crusade northward, the tumults and divisions that had seized 
the Presbyterian Church spread to the Congregational meetinghouses of New England.

The "DIVINE FIRE" KINDLED IN NEW ENGLAND

 Whitefield's initial visit to Boston in September 1740 was greeted with tremendous interest, 
for the "Grand Itinerant" was the first figure of international renown to tour the colonies. During an 
eleven day period he preached at least nineteen times at a number of different churches and outdoor 
sites, including New South Church where the huge crowd was thrown into such a panic that five 
were killed and many more injured. Fifteen thousand persons supposedly heard Whitefield preach 
on Boston Common. Even allowing for an inflated count, these were surely the largest crowds ever 
assembled in Boston or any other colonial city. As Samuel Johnson once said, Whitefield would 
have been adored if he wore a nightcap and preached from a tree. Whitefield's tours outside of 
Boston, and then into western Massachusetts and Connecticut, were attended by similar public 
outpourings. No one, it seems, wanted to miss the show. In December Gilbert Tennent arrived in 
Boston, having been urged by Whitefield to add more fuel to the divine fires he had kindled there. 
Tennent's preaching, which lacked Whitefield's sweetness but none of his power, aroused a popular 
fervor that matched or exceeded that inspired by the Englishman.
 Most Congregational ministers, including those at Boston, had welcomed Whitefield's tour 
as an opportunity to stimulate religious piety. Tennent's torrid preaching may have discomfited 
some, but it was not until 1742 that three events led to a polarization of the clergy into "New Light" 
supporters and "Old Light" opposers of the Great Awakening. First came the publication in Boston 
of Tennent's sermon, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, which one Old Light would later 
blame for having "sown the Seeds of all that Discord, Intrusion, Confusion, Separation, Hatred, 
Variance, Emulations, Wrath, Strife, Seditions, Heresies, &c. that have been springing up in so 
many of the Towns and Churches thro' the Province...." Another was the publication of Whitefield's 
1740 Journal, in which he criticized "most" New England preachers for insufficient piety and 
observed of Harvard and Yale that "their Light is become Darkness." The final provocation was the 
arrival in Boston on June 25,1742 of the Reverend James Davenport, a newly fledged evangelist 
what already had Connecticut in an uproar and would soon have ail Boston by the ears.
 Davenport had been expelled from Connecticut on June 3 after being adjudged "disturbed in 
the rational Faculties of his Mind." Now the twenty-six- year old evangelist was determined to 
share his special insights with the people of Boston. Forewarned about Davenport's odd behavior, 
the ministers of Boston and Charlestown (the majority of whom favored the Awakening) requested 
that the intruder restrain his "assuming Behavior... especially in judging the spiritual State of 
Pastors and People," and decided not to offer him their pulpits. Davenport was undeterred. He 
preached on the Common and in the rain on Copp's Hill; he proclaimed first three and then nine 
more of Boston's ministers "by name" to be unconverted; and he announced that he was "ready to 
drop down dead for the salvation of but one soul." Davenport was followed, according to one critic, 
by a "giddy Audience ... chiefly made up of idle or ignorant Persons" of low rank. To some of 
Boston's soberer citizens the crowd appeared "menacing," and one newspaper essayist found 
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Davenport's followers "so red hot, that I verily believe they would make nothing to kill Opposers." 
Such was the anarchy threatened by religious enthusiasm....
 In the months that followed, New Englanders, like middle-colony Presbyterians before 
them, would witness and then be drawn into a fierce struggle between the two factions, as their 
once decorous ministers impugned the intelligence and integrity of their rivals in public sermons 
and essays. The Old Light writers were especially bellicose, losing no opportunity to rebuke the 
"enthusiastic, factious, censorious Spirit" of the revivalists. Schisms were threatened everywhere, 
and as early as 1742 some congregations had "divided into Parties, and openly and scandalously 
separated from one another." As the Connecticut Old Light, Isaac Stiles, warned, the subversion of 
all order was threatened when "Contempt is cast upon Authority both Civil and Ecclesiastical." 
Most distressing to those who believed that "Good Order is the Strength and Beauty of the World," 
was the Awakening's tendency to splinter New England society.
"Formerly the People could bear with each other in Charity when they differed in Opinion," 
recalled one writer, "but they now break Fellowship and Communion with one another on that 
Account."
 Indeed, awakened parishioners were repeatedly urged to withdraw from a "corrupt 
ministry." "0 that the precious Seed might be preserved and separated from all gross Mixtures!" 
prayed the Connecticut New Light Jonathan Parsons. And spurred on by Parsons and other New 
Lights, withdraw they did. In Plymouth and Ipswich, from Maine to the Connecticut River Valley, 
the New England separatist movement gained momentum from 1743 onward....
 The Great Awakening, as Richard Hofstadter put it, was "the first major inter colonial crisis 
of the mind and spirit" in eighteenth century America. No previous occurrence in colonial history 
compared with it in scale or consequences. True, the flood tide of evangelical fervor soon subsided, 
but nothing could quite restore the old cultural landscape. The unitary ideal of the seventeenth 
century continued to be eroded in the post-Awakening years by further church separations. 
Moreover, as the Reverend William Shurtleff noted in 1745, the "dividing Spirit is not confined to 
those that are Friends" of the revival. Nor was it confined to the religious sphere. That "dividing 
Spirit" would be manifested everywhere after midcentury in the proliferation of religious and 
political factions.

POSTSCRIPT  

 Was There a Great Awakening in Mid-Eighteenth-Century America?
Butler's critique of efforts to link the Great Awakening with the American Revolution is part of a 
longstanding debate. He suggests that there is not enough evidence to support, for example, 
William McLoughlin's thesis that the revivals were a "key" that opened the door to the War for 
Independence. He emphasizes the regional element in revivalist activities, suggesting that they did 
not have a broad impact. If Butler is correct, however, there is still room to argue that the 
Revolution was not without its religious elements.
 In his book Religion in America: Past and Present (Prentice Hall, 1961), Clifton E. 
Olmstead argues for a broader application of religious causes to the origins of the American 
Revolution. First, Olmstead contends that the Great Awakening did foster a sense of community 
among American colonists, thus providing the unity required for an organized assault on English 



11

control. Moreover, the Great Awakening further weakened existing ties between the colonies and 
England by drawing adherents of the Church of England into the evangelical denominations that 
expanded as a result of revivalistic Protestantism. Second, tensions were generated by the demand 
that an Anglican bishop be established in the colonies. Many evangelicals found in this plan 
evidence that the British government wanted further control over the colonies. Third, the Quebec 
Act, enacted by Parliament in 1774, not only angered American colonists by nullifying their claims 
to western lands, but it also heightened religious prejudice in the colonies by granting tolerance to 
Roman Catholics. Fourth, ministers played a significant role in encouraging their parishioners to 
support the independence movement. Finally, many of the revolutionaries, imbued with the 
American sense of mission, believed that God was ordaining their activities. From Patricia U. 
Bonomi, Under the Cape of Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America (Oxford 
University Pness, 1986). Copyright: 1986 by Patricia U. Bonomi. Reprinted by permission of 
Oxford University Press, Inc. Notes omitted.


