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The Reverend John Lowell smiles, or so it appears. At the very least, he  
bestows a benevolent gaze on three other ministers who are seated to his left 
at a long table bestrewn with clay pipes and quill pens. There is a punch bowl, 
too, suggesting a convivial gathering. Another trio of clergymen sits opposite 
them, a book propped open and papers spread before them. Lowell, who claims 
the head of the table, looks like a man with lots to be happy about, including 
the ivory-handled walking stick he proudly displays. A gift, perhaps, from a 
grateful member of the parish in prosperous Newburyport, Massachusetts, 
that he has pastored for many years. Along the way, he also acquired a hand-
some, gambrel-roofed house, and he recently engaged a local limner to paint 
this portrait of himself and his clerical colleagues on a wood panel over the 
fireplace in his dining room. It announces his eminence, his refinement, and, 
even more emphatically, his enlightened views about religion. Framing the 
clerical conclave is a stone arch bearing a Latin inscription which translates, 
“In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity.”

But before you can say “peaceable kingdoms,” Douglas L. Winiarski suggests 
an alternate interpretation: wish fulfillment. And after learning the backstory, 
one of many that he unfolds with grace and discernment in this fine book, 
you’re a believer. Newburyport, like many places in New England, experi-
enced bitter religious divisions in the wake of the revivals George Whitefield 
sparked in 1740. When the limner did his work in about 1744, Lowell, far from 
sitting in the catbird seat, had lost a considerable portion of his congregation. 
At first, he welcomed the revivals, but when his authority came under attack 
from itinerant preachers, he closed his pulpit to them. That alienated some 
of his parishioners, who retaliated by forming a Separate or “Strict” Congre-
gational church, and their new minister, Jonathan Parsons, built it into one of 
the biggest anywhere in New England. It became a veritable shrine because, 
on his last trip to New England, Whitefield died in Parsons’s home and the 
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church crypt became his final resting place. Meanwhile, Lowell’s church bled 
members and languished. In Winiarski’s view, then, Lowell’s prized painting 
was “an ironic emblem of his era,” one commemorating a bygone world (p. 
374). At the time of its fashioning, religious division rent New England, claim-
ing clerical prestige and solidarity among its casualties. Don’t be fooled by 
Lowell’s beaming in Parsons’s direction: most likely he was fantasizing about 
the damage an ivory-handled cane could inflict on an egregious enthusiast. 
So much for charity. 

This painted panel—known as an “overmantel” to material-culture aficio-
nados—is one of the staggering array of sources that Winiarski has enlisted to 
craft his narrative. If you pride yourself on being an archive rat, make room 
for the person who belongs at the head of your table. The author of Darkness 
Falls on the Land of Light has hunted up every diary, church record, scrap of 
correspondence, newspaper and magazine article, and material artifact bearing 
on lay piety in provincial New England. As for the secondary literature, no 
book has escaped his notice; no article, even those buried deep in local histori-
cal journals, has eluded him. A good thing, too, because it takes a scholar as 
indefatigable, ingenious, and omnivorous as Winiarski to tackle this elusive 
subject. Overmantel aside, his quarry is not the clergy of eighteenth-century 
New England but the laity. 

The First Great Awakening is, in Winiarski’s view, no historians’ fiction but 
rather a “historical fulcrum,” the tipping point of a polarization of religious 
ideals and experiences among ordinary New Englanders (p. 9). He takes as 
his starting point the decades preceding those revivals, from about 1680 to 
1740, an era once consigned by Perry Miller to the depths of declension into 
commercialism, Arminianism, and secularism. Winiarski sees these years 
differently, as a time when New England was truly “a gospel land of light,” 
one dominated by “a broadly inclusive, parish-based, tribal Congregational 
culture” that schooled New Englanders to speak in “a common religious 
idiom” (p. 8, p. 115). The clergy, intent on exerting influence over their com-
munities, steadily expanded lay access to the sacraments of baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, making for “nearly universal participation in the life of the 
church” (p. 28). Ministers endorsed and ordinary people embraced a practical 
piety of regular religious observances, one geared as much toward coping with 
illness and death, raising children, and gaining protection from the risks of 
epidemics, indebtedness, and intermittent warfare as to supplying individuals 
with the assurance of salvation. Attending to a devotional regimen along with 
maintaining an upright course of outward behavior was the essence of what 
contemporaries called “a godly walk”—and what most regarded as sufficient 
warrant for full church membership.

Not the sudden onset of a conversion crisis, then, but the imperatives of 
parenting typically brought these provincial, pre-Awakening New Englanders 
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into the churches. As they shouldered the adult responsibilities of wedding and 
begetting, twenty-somethings often joined as couples. From a close study of 
their church admission testimonies, Winiarski discovers that candidates often 
touted the long connection of their relatives to the church before relating the 
events that prompted them to attend to their sacramental duties. Even so, the 
prospect of performing a key ritual, receiving the Lord’s Supper, filled many 
with apprehension. After all, most requesting membership could attest only to 
holding orthodox beliefs and being well versed in the Bible. What a contrast 
to the early seventeenth century, when applicants, after weeks of preparation, 
stammered out accounts of a spiritual pilgrimage that had seared their souls 
and faced judgment from “visible saints” intent on preserving the purity of 
their communions. 

So perfectly does Winiarski capture the sensibility of godly walkers and the 
comfort afforded by the practice of their faith that what happened next seems 
all the more mystifying. Enter George Whitefield, the Anglican minister whose 
emotional, extemporaneous preaching electrified people throughout New 
England during his initial tour in 1740. Eager imitators among the region’s 
native-born clergy borrowed both his pulpit pyrotechnics and his message. 
All that counted in the calculus of eternity, they preached, was experienc-
ing “the new birth,” an infusion of grace from the Holy Spirit producing an 
instantaneous experience of conversion. As for a person’s religious pedigree, 
doctrinal knowledge, and devotional routines, none were signs of inward 
grace: the godly walk was, in their pet metaphor, a “sandy foundation” on 
which to base the hope of salvation. In one New England community after 
the next, itinerants’ preaching and protracted revival meetings spiked church 
membership, and those new converts cut a distinctive profile. More men 
than women joined, and both sexes entered the churches at much younger 
ages, meaning that they were typically single. The revivals also awakened an 
interest in church membership among both African Americans and Indians. 

These converts adopted Whitefield and his fellow itinerants’ understand-
ing of conversion as a sudden new birth. According to Winiarski, they also 
expressed greater confidence in their religious experiences and less fear of the 
Lord’s Supper. Then there were the somatic manifestations of conviction and 
conversion that some displayed. Groans and sighs rattled the meetinghouse 
rafters; tears flowed freely; bursts of laughter or cries of joy signaled conver-
sion’s onset. Others exhibited less restraint: bodies contorted, even collapsed 
to the floor. Some of the stricken lay senseless in cataleptic trances until they 
awakened to tell of confronting Satan or meeting Jesus, flying to heaven 
and reading the names inscribed in the Book of Life. For the proponents of 
the revival, both ministers and lay people, these extreme bodily “exercises” 
signaled the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit also moved 
through scripture, delivering anguished souls through “biblical impulses,” 
verses that came darting into their minds. 



REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY  /  JUNE 2018180

This Whitefieldian awakening, Winiarski concludes, marked “a sudden 
and dramatic rupture with the past rather than a resurgence of traditional 
puritan piety” (p. 176). Whether or not you agree depends on the meaning of 
that weasel-word, “traditional.” If there’s no confusing these Spirit-filled souls 
with godly walkers, much about the revival converts brings to mind the radi-
cal Puritans and Quakers of the early seventeenth century. Both emphasized 
that the Holy Spirit dwelt in God’s elect; both showed the same sulfurous 
flair when denouncing their sectarian adversaries; both fixated on the ideal 
of gathering pure churches of visible saints. 

Those similarities merit more reflection from Winiarski, but it’s easy to 
overlook this lapse, not least because of his way with words—his own and 
those of his subjects. By parsing the distinctive vocabularies and rich tropes 
that ordinary New Englanders devised to describe their tumult within, he 
lends freshness and immediacy to the familiar narrative of the Awakening. 
As subtle a reader of texts as he is an anatomist of the New England soul, 
Winiarski sees “glimpses of a new language of religious experience at the mo-
ment of creation.” Lay people, finding their world suddenly riven by “riding 
ministers” who ranged freely across parish boundaries, learned from them to 
speak of “converting” or how they “got thro’” and joined the ranks of “new 
converts” and “Young Christians” (p. 14).

What accounts for this dramatic shift among so many of the laity? It’s not 
entirely surprising that the young, so alert in every era to the hypocrisies of 
their elders, came to scorn the godly walk. But the Awakening also deeply 
affected many church members of longstanding. Why did those devout Chris-
tians suddenly feel so fraudulent? Could novel doctrines and pulpit eloquence 
alone account for this crisis of confidence among seasoned godly walkers, 
leading many of them to reject the modes of thought and practice that had 
solaced New Englanders for two generations? Those are questions calling for 
bolder speculation than Winiarski offers, but his accomplishment in this clas-
sic, Bancroft-winning study of lived religion is to raise them more pointedly 
than any previous scholar. 

There was once no dearth of bold speculation when it came to the signifi-
cance of the Great Awakening itself. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, not a few 
scholars cast it as a rehearsal for the American Revolution, a pan-colonial 
religious movement fostering egalitarianism and democratization. That ap-
proach to making the Awakening great ended with Jon Butler’s blockbuster 
essay of 1982: a long reconnoitering ensued, one that has redirected historians’ 
energies. Those who now look to make the Awakening great again—Winiarski 
and before him, most notably, Catherine Brekus—do so by attending to the link 
between eighteenth-century revivals and the rise of evangelical Christianity. 
Evangelicalism, of course, did not spring fully formed from the Awakening. 
As Winiarski explains, the “nascent religious temperament” that originated 
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in the 1740s evolved during the decades thereafter (p. 16). But he emphasizes 
that the Awakening’s most radical converts contributed something essential 
to evangelical identity, an element as fundamental as their signature biblio-
centrism, proselytizing zeal, and emphasis on the new birth: their belief that 
the Holy Spirit dwelled in converts, body and soul.

 Those innovations ended the godly walkers’ domination of New England-
ers’ spiritual lives. “A vibrant Congregational establishment was buried under 
an avalanche of innovative and incendiary religious beliefs and practices during 
the middle decades of the eighteenth century,” Winiarski writes. That insurgent 
radicalism came not from the top down—not from “prominent ministers and 
theologians”—but from the bottom up, the ranks of “unassuming men and 
women.” It was the laity’s “burgeoning fascination with the drama of conver-
sion and the charismatic gifts of the Holy Spirit” which “drove them out of 
the churches of the Congregational standing order” (pp. 8–9). 

Scholars have long been fascinated by those folks whose venturesome 
spiritual travels led them into the ranks of Separate Congregationalists and 
Separate Baptists and, by the end of the eighteenth century, into fellowship 
with the likes of the Methodists, Universalists, and Shakers. But Winiarski 
advances the fullest case for the broader historical significance these “zeal-
ous seekers,” the most radical of whom claimed revelations from dreams 
and visions and embraced beliefs in universal salvation, perfectionism, and 
spiritual marriage. It is they who stamped evangelicalism with a radical spirit-
ist impress; it is they who shattered New England’s Congregational culture 
between 1745 and 1780 (p. 373).

That perspective has the great virtue of illuminating the links between the 
militant phase of New England’s Awakening and the revivals that followed 
in the South. Winiarski’s converts exhibited the same Spirit-filled behaviors 
deplored by Charles Woodmason in the pre-revolutionary North Carolina 
backcountry and described by Peter Cartwright at the Kentucky camp meet-
ings of his youth. But how numerous were these spiritist insurgents in late 
provincial New England? Winiarski offers no estimate of their numbers, and 
he allows that many who abandoned orthodox Congregationalist churches 
later returned to the fold. Among separatists, only the Baptists seem to 
have registered significant growth before the Revolution. Meanwhile, most 
lay people of a liberal bent, although critical of the revivals as well as the 
standing order, still remained within its churches. True, some defected to the 
Anglicans, but overall the Church of England claimed only a tiny number of 
communicants in the region. 

Beyond any doubt, the Awakening brought greater religious diversity to 
New England, but had its most radical proponents brought down the curtain 
on Congregational culture by 1780? In their dreams—at least by the reckon-
ing of contemporaries who embraced the New Divinity. Inspired by Jonathan 
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Edwards, a moderate like John Lowell in his support for the Awakening, New 
Divinity ministers defended and redefined orthodoxy in New England during 
the late eighteenth century. Their theologians kept Calvinism intellectually 
respectable with selective borrowings from the Enlightenment, an adaptation 
as essential to some in the diverse evangelical movement—including many 
“unassuming men and women”—as radical Spiritism was to others. At the 
same time, New Divinity pastors satisfied those who had rejected the ideal of 
the godly walk with rigorous standards for church membership. Not bad as 
a strategy for spiking the guns of both liberal and radical critics of Congre-
gationalism. And perhaps that is why, well into the nineteenth century, the 
probable majority of lay New Englanders, especially those in its rural areas, 
subscribed to the New Divinity’s theology and joined their churches, drawn 
by regular but emotionally restrained revivals. It was an outcome that would 
surely have put a smile on John Lowell’s face. 
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