
Journal of the American Academy of Religion282

While Bialecki does not explicitly draw out this point, the approach he takes 
in A Diagram for Fire encourages reflection on the nature of what it is to under-
stand a form of religion. In Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough (Byrnwill Press, 
1979), Wittgenstein argues that Frazer’s explanation of magical and religious 
notions is unsatisfactory because it makes these notions appear as “mistakes.” 
Wittgenstein argues that instead of trying to set a distance between us and the 
thing being explained as Frazer does, “We can only describe and say, ‘Human 
life is like that.’” Instead of Frazer’s distancing move, Wittgenstein suggests that 
understanding consists in “the fact that we ‘see the connections’” in the thing 
under observation, so the task in seeking to understand consists in “arrang[ing] 
the factual material so that we can easily pass from one part to another and have 
a clear view of it.” This idea of understanding in terms of describing something in 
such a way that we see the connections and relations within it is what A Diagram 
for Fire does for the Vineyard. By showing us these connections and relations, 
and revealing how they shift, tilt, bend, stretch, and break, the book advances on 
work in the study of religion that has portrayed religion as a network of relation-
ships between heaven and earth through opening up ways of thinking through 
how change happens within a religious movement. The diagrammatic approach 
to religion can be compared with Jonathan Z. Smith’s polythetic definition of reli-
gion (Imagining Religion, University of Chicago Press, 1982), but opens up new 
analytical possibilities through its attention to the dynamism of religiosity. By 
delineating both the abstract diagram and the ways it may be actualized in myr-
iad ways as well as the ways it may break down, Bialecki’s approach opens up a 
new way of theorizing religious change and its interrelations with other forms of 
social and cultural change. As such, the book is of wider significance not only in 
social scientific approaches to religion, but to the study of religion more broadly.

doi:10.1093/jaarel/lfx063 Anna Strhan
Advance Access publication on October 23, 2017 University of Kent

Darkness Falls on the Land of Light: Experiencing Religious Awakenings 
in Eighteenth-Century New England. By Douglas  Winiarski. University 
of North Carolina Press, 2017. 632 pages. $49.95 (hardcover), $29.99 
(e-book).

George Whitefield’s pulpit was built for the road. Six feet tall and sturdily 
constructed, it had hinges throughout its frame that allowed it to be folded for 
transport so the Great Awakening’s greatest orator could bring his message wher-
ever a crowd might gather. And gather they did. Legend claims the preacher used 
his portable pulpit more than two thousand times, while Benjamin Franklin 
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famously estimated that an audience of thirty thousand was able to hear his 
unamplified voice during one open-air sermon in Philadelphia. “It was wonder-
ful to see the Change soon made in the Manners of our Inhabitants,” Franklin 
wrote of Whitefield’s visit to the city in 1739, “from being thoughtless or indif-
ferent about Religion, it seem’d as if all the World were growing Religious; so that 
one could not walk thro’ the Town in an Evening without Hearing Psalms sung in 
different Families of every Street.”

Whitefield’s role as goad to this “Change” in “Manners” is of course well 
known, and the fact that this pulpit survives—in the permanent collection of the 
Texas Baptist Historical Society, and currently on view as part of the “Religion 
in Early America” exhibit at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of 
American History in Washington—is an indication of just how carefully gener-
ations of scholars and religious communities have both safeguarded and curated 
his legacy.

Yet of those untold thousands who crowded open fields, forest revivals, and 
public squares to hear his preaching, precious little remains. The view of American 
religion in the decades preceding the birth of the United States was likely far 
different for those standing around the pulpit than it was for the man within, 
shouting at the masses from above. Who were these devotees of Whitefield—and 
the other great itinerant preachers of the age including Gilbert Tennent, Eleazor 
Wheelock, and Jonathan Edwards—who served as fuel to the awakening’s fire?

Douglas Winiarski masterfully introduces scores of them in his grand yet inti-
mate history of popular religion in eighteenth-century New England, Darkness 
Falls on the Land of Light. Through the diaries, letters, and testimonies of those 
who were sometimes called “Whitfieldarians,” Winiarski offers echoes of “a new 
language of religious experience at the moment of creation” (14–15). Doing so, 
he provides a surprising and fascinating account of the region’s transition from 
Puritanism to evangelicalism, a shift from old to new styles of thought and wor-
ship that set the stage for the dramatic national origin story that was soon to 
begin.

Organized chronologically into five parts, Darkness Falls on the Land of Light 
is a rare sweeping history that does not sacrifice detail for scale. “Provincial New 
Englanders inhabited a world punctuated by sudden deaths, infant mortality, 
natural disasters, epidemic diseases, and imperial warfare,” Winiarski observes. 
“Their devotional writings and practices directly addressed these temporal woes” 
(17). The great strength of the book is beginning with these writings, allowing the 
personal concerns recorded there to remain as weighty within the scholar’s ana-
lysis as they surely were to individual lives as they were experienced.

Winiarski opens by introducing the reader to the terms by which his sub-
jects knew their faith in the early decades of the eighteenth century, the shared 
vocabulary of the “godly walk” and “practical Protestantism” that were common-
place in the iconic churches of New England (17–18). But then he troubles these 
placid waters. In part 2, he introduces new religious voices that would “repudi-
ate the ideal of the godly walk” in favor of the “doctrine of the new birth” (18). 
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Part 3 follows the trajectory of perceptions of spiritual influence to accusations 
of demonic possession investigated by a magistrate who found the line between 
manifestations of demonic stratagems and the holy spirit could be difficult to 
discern. Part 4 considers the case of the New London bonfires as a site of conflict 
between “Spirit-possessed radicals” (19) and those opposed to—and often fearful 
of—the growing revival movement. In part 5 Winiarski tracks the struggles of 
established churches to maintain order as they weathered the Great Awakening’s 
storm, and finally, in an epilogue, the focus shifts to show the influence of all 
these sudden changes within four generations of a single family.

The cumulative effect of this wide-ranging approach is to allow the reader 
to experience the spiritual tumult of the period from a variety of perspectives, 
through the words and deeds of those for whom such events were life changing, 
both for better and worse.

“The meaning of the events they alternately called a ‘great Revival of Religion’ 
or ‘great Religious Commotions’ remained bitterly contested,” Winiarski writes 
(13). While revival meetings would cause some to declare “My heart burnt for 
with love to christ,” as one woman did in 1741 (240), critics of the movement 
“scoffed at such overheated statements and described new converts as being 
‘Infatuated’ by religious concerns” (240). To many of those who witnessed it, 
the Great Awakening was not the blossoming of devotion with enduring social 
benefit, as it is popularly remembered today, but a moral and theological crisis. 
“Many opposers presumed that protracted revival meetings naturally produced 
‘Licenciousness in the people,’” Winiarski notes. That at least one of those in the 
thrall of itinerant revivalists spoke openly of her desire to tear a preacher’s clothes 
off surely did not help alleviate this concern (211).

The book is at its best when Winiarski dramatizes such moments through 
narrative passages rich with novelistic detail, as when he describes the worries of 
Joseph Pitkin, the magistrate featured in part 3, as the troubled man struggles to 
make sense of a spiritual conundrum presented by a young woman who appeared 
possessed following her embrace of a newly energized religious life.

“Across the street from Martha Robinson’s house, Joseph Pitkin sat in a Boston 
tavern, puzzling over her somatic outbursts and meditating on God’s providential 
motive in permitting Satan to conscript her speech,” he writes. “Robinson’s wildly 
contradictory demeanor troubled him the most. Although she behaved like a 
demoniac, Robinson also was a precociously pious young woman who appeared 
to be struggling in the throes of the new birth. She had requested Pitkin’s prayers 
and pious counsel; she was an avid disciple of George Whitefield and Gilbert 
Tennent; and she had joined the Old South Church six months earlier. Could this 
possessed woman also be one of God’s elect?” (230).

Framing his analysis with such urgent questions and dramatic moments, 
Winiarski succeeds in reinvigorating the study of colonial religious life in New 
England. Darkness Falls on the Land of Light illuminates the forgotten struggles 
of faith that brought novel forms of American religion to the fore on the eve of 
the nation’s independence, identifying a spiritual pattern that some would claim 
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was soon replicated in the political realm. “It is not,” he says, “a story or resurgent 
puritan piety but a tale of insurgent religious radicalism.”

Through his exploration of this radicalism from the ground up, rather than 
top down, Winiarski brings new life to eighteenth-century religion. Perhaps as 
significantly, he sets a high bar for the use of compelling narrative and imagina-
tive prose in the writing of early American history. His sources—many unknown 
and unheralded before this work—may lack the physical presence of an object 
like George Whitefield’s traveling pulpit, but through his expert presentation of 
lived experience, he has at last made the stories of the awakened as compelling as 
those of the awakeners.
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The study of the English Reformation—some would prefer to say English 
Reformations—has undergone a veritable series of revolutions since 1980. 
Largely gone are the assumptions, indebted more to the enduring rhetoric of 
Protestant martyrologies than the rigorous study of historical documents, that 
English people by and large disdained the late medieval church and therefore 
welcomed the religious changes they experienced under Henry VIII, Edward 
VI, and Elizabeth I. Earlier accounts depicted the Reformation as gradually, and 
for the most part smoothly culminating in the triumph of a distinctively English 
brand of Protestantism: the Anglican via media of Richard Hooker’s Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity (1603). Over the course of the last three decades, however, 
scholars who identify themselves as revisionists (or, more recently, postrevision-
ists) have argued for the vitality of traditional religion in England, shown how 
hesitant many people were to abandon the old faith, and demonstrated that “uni-
formity” was more often an ideal than reality. Along the way, a “religious turn” 
has led scholars to take increasingly seriously the specifically theological claims 
for which partisans on all sides of the English Reformation argued, fought, lived, 
and died.

Yet notwithstanding all these developments, as well as the myriad scholarly 
books and articles in which they have been contested, few have attempted to step 
back and survey the course of the Reformation anew. None has done this more 
effectively than Peter Marshall, the author of Heretics and Believers. His new book 
offers a roughly chronological account of the English Reformation that takes 
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