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Edwardsean revivalism was only one of several factors in this develop-
ment, of course. My point is not that it caused later events, but that it
provided a framework for harnessing the Puritan outlook to the conditions
of a new age. Its impact appears, for example, in the revision of the
concepts of Adamic naturalism and franslatio imperii, “‘the Westward
course of empire.” Traditionally, the return to nature meant a static condi-
tion (whether pastoral or utopian); whereas the “Westward course of
empire” implied a cyclical view of history, the recurrent rise and fall of
civilizations. In Enlightenment America, these conflicting views were
absorbed into a wholly progressive outlook, and transformed into alterna-
tive modes of cultural affirmation. When colonial writers sang of a New
World paradise, they were not thinking of Adam’s garden. They envisioned
the new end-time Eden, where a gathering of new Adams would complete
God's grand design. Far from being nostalgic or primitivistic, their para-
dise was to be the result of a series of reformations in history, and there-
fore a fulfillment of social as well as spiritual norms. And if by other
standards “Eden,” “paradise,” and “God's design,” as they repeatedly used
these terms, were merely metaphors for secular achievements, for Amer-
icans they also served as reminders that here, as nowhere else, the secular
was infused with special teleological meaning.

The same teleology was imposed upon the classical concept of trans-
latio imperii. Edwards (following the Puritans) had recast this into a
variation of Daniel’s apocalyptic scheme of the “four empires,” and by
and large it was the Puritan-Edwardsean version that the eighteenth-
century colonists adopted, transferring their proof-text as they did so from
scripture to the story of America. The westward star of empire meant
much more to them than the movement of civilization from East to West.
It signaled the “complete fulfillment” of “the various ancient prophecies.”
It was the morning star heralding the triumphant sun/Son that (in
Edwards’ words) would “rise in the West, contrary to the course of . . .
the world.” And this holds true for everything that empire, West, and
fulfillment evoked in eighteenth-century America. Libertarianism was not
just a better way of life, but “‘the long-promised glory”; the prospects of
free trade and open competition called to mind the “beauties of IM-

MANUEL'S LAND”; Westward expansion promised the endless bounty of
“the kingdom of the latter days.” It was not a matter of attaining inno-
cence, more land and wealth, the refinements of high culture. These were
tangible proof of something greater. Elsewhere, such advances might make
(temporarily) for a good society. In the New world, as a mid-century
English traveller marveled, the “course of empire” entailed a new “idea,
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strange as it was visionary,” that at some approaching “‘destined moment
... America is to give law to the rest of the world.”

I don’t know precisely to what extent the Edwardseans were responsible
for tha.lt strange, visionary idea. What seems clear is that they sanctioned
the union of sacred history, local progress, and spiritual self-fulfiliment, and
so established the terms in which Yankee Americans could usurp’ the
types of scripture for national ends. In the long view, the Great Awakening
for all its apparent failure as a religious movement, succeeded in makin :
the evangelical mode central to the culture. In an immediate sense itg
concept of mission fed into the rhetoric of the French and Indian V’Var
The r.esult was a triumph equally for English foreign policy and for'
Amerlcag millennialism. Extending the old techniques to accommodate
commercial and territorial aspirations—clothing imperialism as holy war
—the mid-eighteenth-century clergy summoned the colonists to an Anglo-
Prqtestant errand into the Catholic wilderness. The French were “the goff—
spring of that Scarlet Whore”;, French Canada *‘the North American
Babylon”; and the invasion itself a “grand decisive conflict between the
L.amb and beast,” preview of Armageddon. From the siege of Louis-
bourg (1745) to the Peace of Paris (1763), all of New England, as
Nat.han Hatch has shown, was gripped in “millennial optimism.” Ha,tch
noting the infusion of new concepts, claims that this “civil mille;lnialism’:
ma'rked a radical departure in colonial eschatology. His claim is no more
va.hd, I believe, than that which has been made for Edwardsean post-
mll.lem?ialism; but he is right about the mood of the times. Libera]spand
reYlvallsts from Massachusetts to Virginia, including Edwards’ old antag-
onist Char.les Chauncy, joined in chorus. The downfall of French Canadi
lhe'y'predlcted, would bring a “most signal revolution in the civil anci
‘r‘illglous slatg of things in this world”; victory meant nothing less than
niafsizfsgghshmem of the scripture-prophecies relative to the Millen-

Significantly, Edwards himself adopted essentially the same view of the
war. From his wilderness exile at Stockbridge he exulted in every hopeful
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scrap of news. His “Account of Events Probably Fulfilling the Sixth Vial”
__fulfilling, that is, the last of the prophecies before those concerning the
advent of New Jerusalem—includes reports culled from a host of local
newspapers in Boston and New York. Nothing, it would seem, was too
petty, too flagrantly secular or self-seeking, to contribute to his calcula-
tions. The capture of French ships, increases in New England’s “trade
and acquisitions,” signs of commercial, military, and moral decline in
France, political «“distress” in French Canada, the (piratical) seizure of
French stores of gold, provisions, merchandise, and armaments—every
fact that touched upon the war was pregnant with prophetic meaning, as
much an image or shadow of things to come as was any fact of scripture.
«“The late wonderful works of God in America,” Edwards wrote to a
Scottish correspondent after the battle of Cape Breton, were hastening the
completion of the divine plan. They bespoke “‘an extraordinary spirit of
prayer given the people of God in New England, with respect to this
undertaking, more than any public affair within my remembrance.”
Clearly, “the Most High has made his hand manifest, in a most apparent
and marvelous manner . . . it being perhaps a dispensation of providence,
the most remarkable in its kind, that has been in many ages . . . and a great
argument . . . that we live in an age, wherein divine wonders are to
be expected.”!!

Edwards' enthusiasm about the French and Indian War is a striking
testament to the continuities between revivalist and civil millennialism.
But the war contributed in its own right toward broadening the scope of the
rhetoric. The revivalists had enlarged the errand to include the visible
saints not only of Massachusetts but of all the English colonies. The
established clergy from 1745 to 1763 went further still. In mobilizing the
“patriotic inhabitants of Protestant America,” they associated “our Sion”
with “our Colonies” in a wholly secular sense. The basis of their plea was
not only religion but specifically the civic traditions of Anglo-America—
not only Protestantism, that is, but English libertarianism. To some
extent, this issued in a heightened sense of loyalty to “the mother country.”
Britain was the source of colonial liberties, and the writings of this decade
continually celebrate that legacy. But as Paul Varg has observed, they
also speak over and again of America and Americans, and increasingly
they extol “the founding fathers, who left England” in order to enjoy
“the blessings of freedom” in a «New Canaan of Liberty.” A Canaan of
Liberty! The phrase offers a convenient index to the growth of the myth.

11 Jonathan Edwards, Apocalyptic Writings. Stephen J. Stein, ed. (New Haven:
Yale Univ. Press, 1977), 254-57, 267. 261, 449, 459.
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The Puritans had justified the errand by reference to the Israelite exodus
Eighteenth—century Americans justified both the Israelites and the Puritans'
by reference to their own progress. And having done so, they invoked
the example of the Bay emigrants in order to inspire their countrymen
to still greater deeds. “Liberty was the noble errand of our fathers a)éross
the Atlantic”; they “set the seas and skies, Monsters and savages, Tyrant
and Devils at Defyance, for the sake of liberty.” So adapted anci re)i'isedS
the legend of the Puritan founders belonged unequivocally to all whité
Protestant colonists. As “the children of Israel [were] led out of Egypt,”
cried Theodorus Frelinghuysen of New York in 1754, “So [wereﬁ}l;;lr
Ancestors brought over from Europe to this land.” And z,ns “God Almight
[gave] them the Land of the Heathen,” so now He intends to give Fregn })1,
Canada to the forces of Protestant America.!? )
The message was repeated steadily through the war years, and it was
accompgmed, as of old, by the figural rhetoric of probation’ During the
last, critical stage of the conflict, the ministers tended to mute-their thrgeats
But no sooner was peace declared than they resumed the lament in fuli
force.. The battles just past, they warned, did not resolve the issue. Far
from it: the real crisis had only begun. Like the revivalists, they sav‘v evi-
dence v.vherever they looked of degeneracy, and the thunder, of their moral
corr.lpla.mt continued into the Revolutionary era. Popery, corruption
f1e110301es and luxuries abounding, rampant lust, gaming i’dlenessp anci
intemperance—all the “enormities” enumerated by the éynod of’1679
and the sermons ‘of 1740 returned in the orations of the 1760s and 1770s
'tI;lhe cause was mdepen.dence now, not British-American Protestantism:
e social ideal a republic, not an Enlightened monarchy. And of course;
the enemy assumed another, subtler, and more perfidious form. Th
English King, rather than the French, was now the instrument c;f the
Scarlet Whore; England rather than French Canada was the modenel:
Babylon; the danger within came from European fashions and royal
rather than from Indians, Jesuits, or heretics. el seent
Anfl yet the rhetoric, while dramatically enlarged in its applications, ha
essentially thc.z same structure. Never did the voice of Jeremiah séunc?
I;lore l‘o‘ud.ly in the land than in the springtime of the republic. It may
e the “Will of Heaven,” wrote John Adams on the eve of independence
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that “Americans shall suffer Calamities still more wasting and Distresses
yet more dreadful. . . . The Furnace of Affliction produces Refinement, in
States as well as Individuals.” That was July 3, 1776. Not long before,
he had heard a minister predicting that God would “come with a
vengeance’ upon the Jand—and “the whole prophecy,” Adams told his
wife, “filled and swelled the bosom of every hearcr.” He knew that in
saying this he was not instructing but confirming Abigail in her faith.
She herself had comforted him often enough about the ambiguities of
God’s wrath with His chosen. Both of them realized that, by “the
intention of Heaven,” it was through ~all the gloom,” by means of *‘blood
and treason,” that the nation’s “deliverance [would] be wrought out . . . as
it was for the children of lsrael.” Declension, doubt, political and eco-
nomic reversal—as they detailed the afflictions of God’s Country it all
amounted once again to the “day of Israel’s trials.” Both of them could
endorse the promise, emblazoned in rough print on a Vermont Thanks-
giving broadside, that “God would yet make us glad, according to the
Days wherein we have been afflicted, and the Time in which we have
seen Evil.”13

The Vermont broadside is characteristic of a host of civic as well as
clerical writings—treatises, orations, pamphlets—which, having detailed
every local iniquity, sound an urgent summons for covenant renewal and
concert of prayer. And as Gordon Wood has observed, it was a summons
that generated millennial frenzy out of the very process of self-doubt.
Increasingly during the 1760s and early 1770s, patriot leaders drew on the
image of a “chosen band, removed from the depravations . . . of Europe,”
going forth to receive “the heathen . . . for an inheritance and these
uttermost parts of the earth [for] a possession.” Increasingly, they invoked
what they construed to be the libertarian legacy of the Puritan founders.
And increasingly, they spoke of the emerging conflict for independence
in apocalyptic terms. When in 1774 Thomas Jefferson revived the fast-
day ritual, he noted with some surprise that “the effect thru’ the whole
colony was like the shock of electricity, arousing every man & placing him
erect.”” He learned the lesson well enough to return to those rhetorical
devices on other important public occasions, from his exhortations during
the Revolutionary era to his Second Inaugural Address. Tom Paine must

" John Adams, Adams Family Correspondence, L. H. Butterfield, ed. (Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1963-73), 2:28: John and Abigail Adams, Familiar Letters,
Charles Francis Adams, ed. (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1876), 306, 403;
Thomas Chittenden, broadside, quoted in Mason L. Lowance. Jr.. Introduction to
Early Vermont Broudsides, John Duffy. ed. (Hanover. N. H.: Univ. Press of New

England, 1975), xvil.
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have learned the same lesson, to judge by his otherwise startling recourse
to that language in Common Sense. 1 refer to his use of biblical precedents
to his emphasis on providence, and above all to the figural blueprint hc;
presents for American exceptionalism, with due emphasis on the landmarks
of early New England christianography: a fallen Old World (harboring a
Romish Antichrist), an Egyptian England (in bondage to a “hardened
sullen-tempered pharaoh™), and a New Canaan charged “by the desi r;
of Heaven” with “the cause of all mankind.™!4 ’
No doubt these Enlightenment heroes capitalized on the work of the
“plack regiment,” that “numerous, learned and respectable body,” as
the Revolutionary historian David Ramsay described the New En’g]and
clergy, “who had a great ascendancy over the minds of their hearers
They connected religion and patriotism, and in their sermons and pra elrs.
represented the cause of America as the cause of Heaven.” To var))/lin
d.egrees, most of the leading Revolutionaries—not only the clerics but sucﬁ
disparate political thinkers as Washington, Hamilton, Sam Adams, David
Humphreys, and Elias Boudinot—responded in similar fashion’ Their
.appea]s for unity, sounded from military camp, scholar’s study ar;d polit-
ical platform, affirm the same typology of mission: the Hebr;w exodus
Ne».v England’s errand, America’s destiny. Athens and Rome offered ;;
variety of practical incentives or warnings for the republic. As before
sacred history provided the controlling metaphors. Recent historian;
have Feminded us that the first proposals for the Seal of the United States
submltteq by Franklin and Jefferson, featured Moses leading the choser;
people; it might be added that the symbol adopted instead was widel
interpreted in just this way. “If any should be disposed to ask,” saig
Efjwards’ disciple David Austin, “what has become of the eagle on, whose
wings the persecuted woman [Rev. 12:14] was borne in to the’ American
w1lder'n§:ss, may it not be answered, that she hath taken her station upon
the ’C1v1l Seal of the United States”? So indeed it was answered (topno
one’s surprise) by Samuel Sherwood on the eve of revolution. Invoking
the same text from Revelation, Sherwood proceeded to link this to the
corresponding commemorative and proleptic passages in the Old Testa-
ment: “Ye have seen what I did unto the Egyptians, and how I bare you
upon eagles’ wings. . . . Now therefore . . . ye shall be unto me . . .yan
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holy nation” (Exod. 19:4-6), and “shall mount up with wings as eagles”
(Isa. 40:31). Then, making explicit the figural import of all three texts,
Sherwood announced to his election day audience of May, 1776:

When that God, to whom the earth belongs, and the fulness thereof, brought
his church into this wilderness, as on eagles” wings by his kind protecting
providence, he gave this good land to her, to be her own lot and inheritance
forever. He planted her as a pleasant and choice vine; and drove out the
Heathen before her. He has tenderly nourished and cherished her in her infant
state. and protected her amidst innumerable dangers. . . . God has, in this
American quarter of the globe, provided for the woman and her seed. . . .
He has wrought out a very glorious deliverance for them, and set them free
from the cruel rod of tyranny and oppression . . . leading them to the good
land of Canaan, which he gave them for an everlasting inheritance.?®

* * *

The Church’s Flight into the Wilderness was the most popular and
inflammatory sermon of 1776, the clerical counterpart of Tom Paine’s
Common Sense, and far more representative than Common Sense of what
was to become the dominant culture of the new nation. The figural out-
look it sets forth is a telling example of both continuity and change. Almost
a century and a half before, in the spring of 1630, John Cotton had chosen
the same texts (from Exodus, Isaiah, and Revelation) to instruct the
Arbella passengers about their venture into the New World. But whereas
God's Promise to His Plantations uses the authority of tradition (the stand-
ard view of the eagle as Christ) to justify the venture, Sherwood takes that
justification, rather than the tradition behind it, as his authority. Ultimately,
he appeals not to church tradition, and not even to the Bible, but to the
American experience; and in doing so he virtually reverses the hermeneutic
process—turns figuralism inside-out. Sherwood’s authority is the country’s
progress, his text the Puritan past, his exegetical framework the prophecies
of America’s future. Hence the ease with which he interprets the eagle as
the Puritan spirit of liberty, figura of the spirit of '76. The radical Whigs,
he is saying, are the children of promise, as Joshua was the heir to Moses:
it is all one grand spiral of fulfillment from theocracy to democracy.
Though he includes thc Reformation and forecasts the millennium, as
Cotton does, Sherwood describes the main redemptive events in terms of
the growth of colonial society. The sacred point of origin is the Puritan
settlement; its climax, the impending war of independence.

15 David Ramsay, History of the American Revolution (Lexington, Ky.: Downing
and Phillips, 1815), 1:243; David Auslin, The Millennium (Elizabethtown, N. J.,
1794), 415; Samuel Sherwood, The Church's Flight (New York, 1776), 22-24.
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thrice removed. For the Puritans the errand carried forward the biblical
exodus; for Edwards, the revival brought to fruition the Puritan errand;
for the Whig preachers, the Revolution unveiled the meaning of exodus,
errand, and revival. The flight of Noah, the wanderings of Abraham, the
desert march of Israel, the formation of the early church, the revolt of
Luther and Calvin against Rome: to all this the Revolution stood as anti-
type. Like the Incarnation, it marked a qualitative change in the spiral of
human history. A new era had begun with the discovery of the New
World, and the Revolution confirmed it, precisely as Christ had confirmed
the new era of faith. In doing so, He had invoked the authority of scrip-
ture, but it was His mission that defined and explicated the prophecies.
Such too was the relation between Old and New Israel. Now that the
Americans had fulfilled the covenant, their magnalia Dei would continue,
in the image of the Revolution, “to the end of time.”

It would be another generation or so before the typology of America’s
mission could be fully rendered——before Washington could be enshrined as
savior, his mighty deeds expounded, his apostles ranked, the Judas in
their midst identified, the Declaration of Independence compared to the
Sermon on the Mount, the sacred places and objects (Bunker Hill, Valley
Forge, the Libery Bell} properly labeled. It would take several decades for
the Constitution to be duly ordained (in Emerson’s words) as “the best
book in the world” next to the New Testament, and for the Revolution to
be “‘indissolubly linked” (as John Quincy Adams put it} with “the birthday

.. of the Savior,” as being the social, moral, and political correlative of
“the Redeemer’s mission on earth” and thus “the first irrevocable pledge
of the fulfillment of the prophecies, announced directly from Heaven.”
But the pattern was well cstablished by the end of the eighteenth
century. And fittingly enough, a key figure in its establishment was
Edwards’ grandson, Timothy Dwight, a leading member of the black
regiment, signer of the Declaration of Independence, Enlightenment
intellectual, Connecticut wit, libertarian, Calvinist, and patriot Whig.
“This great continent,” Dwight exclaimed, “is soon to be filled with the
praise, and piety, of the Millennium; Aere, is the stem of that wonderful
tree whose topmost boughs will reach the heavens.”

The period is now on the wing in which “the knowledge of the LORD shali
fill the earth as waters fill the sea.” . . . Another sun, rolling around the
great Centurial year will, not improbably, have scarcely finished his progress,
when he shall see the Jew “reingrafted into the olive, from which he was
broken off.” . . . Think of the manner in which God bare your fathers in
this land on eagles wings, Recal[l] their numerous deliverances. . . . A work,
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