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Jonathan Edwards, the towering figure of 18th-century New England theology,
left an indelible mark on religious thought. His profound exploration of
Reformed theology, particularly his emphasis on the sovereignty of God and the
emotional experience of religious conversion, shaped the intellectual landscape
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of the region. But the question remains: what happened *after* Edwards? This
article explores the diverse and often surprising courses that New England
theology took in the decades following his death, examining the shifts,
controversies, and lasting legacies of this influential theological tradition. We
will delve into the rise of liberal theology, the enduring influence of Edwards's
legacy, the impact of the Great Awakening, and the emergence of new
theological schools of thought.

The Shifting Sands: From Edwards's Legacy to
Liberal Theology

Edwards's death in 1758 didn't signal the end of his theological influence. His
powerful sermons, philosophical treatises like *Freedom of the Will*, and fervent
commitment to revivalism continued to resonate. However, the intellectual
climate was changing. The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and empiricism
began to challenge the strict Calvinism that had defined New England theology
for generations. This created fertile ground for the emergence of liberal
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theology, a movement that sought to reconcile faith with reason and
accommodate the changing social and political landscape.

One key area of divergence concerned Edwards's strong emphasis on God's
absolute sovereignty. While some continued to champion this doctrine, others,
influenced by Enlightenment thought, began to emphasize human free will and a
more benevolent view of God. This led to theological debates that shook the
foundations of traditional New England churches. The emphasis shifted from the
intensely emotional experiences of the Great Awakening to a more rational and
intellectual approach to religious belief. This transition in New England
theology was not sudden or uniform, but a gradual process marked by internal
struggles and evolving perspectives.

The Enduring Influence of Edwards: A Complex
Legacy

Despite the rise of liberal theology, Edwards's influence remained profound. His

After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology



After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology

meticulous theological system, though challenged, provided a framework for
ongoing debate and refinement. His emphasis on the importance of experiential
faith, although interpreted differently, continued to shape the spiritual lives of
many New Englanders. Even those who diverged from his strict Calvinism
acknowledged the power of his insights and the depth of his theological
scholarship. His emphasis on the emotional aspects of faith, a core element of
the Great Awakening, became a cornerstone of later evangelical movements.
Therefore, understanding Edwards's impact on subsequent theological
developments is crucial to grasping the complexities of New England religious
thought.

The Great Awakening's Continuing Echoes and
the Rise of New Theological Schools
The Great Awakening, a period of intense religious revivalism that Edwards

significantly influenced, continued to shape religious life in New England even
after his death. The emphasis on personal conversion and emotional experience
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remained a powerful force, fueling the growth of evangelical movements and
shaping the character of numerous churches. The Awakening also contributed to
the establishment of new theological schools, institutions dedicated to training
ministers and shaping the future direction of theological thought. These schools,
while often rooted in traditional Calvinism, also reflected the changing
intellectual landscape, engaging with contemporary philosophical and scientific
ideas. This period saw a rise in interdenominational dialogue, though significant
theological differences still existed. This development of new seminaries and
their curricula played a significant role in the evolution of New England
theology.

The Diversification of Thought: Beyond
Calvinism and the Legacy of Edwards
By the 19th century, New England theology had become remarkably diverse.

The strict Calvinism of Edwards's time was challenged not only by liberal
theology but also by other emerging movements within Protestantism. The rise
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of Unitarianism, with its emphasis on the oneness of God and rejection of the
Trinity, represented a radical departure from traditional New England
orthodoxy. Similarly, the development of Transcendentalism, with its focus on
intuition and the inherent goodness of humanity, offered a profoundly different
approach to religious experience. These diverse theological perspectives - all
born from the soil of New England - demonstrate the dynamism and complexity
of the period following Edwards's passing. This fragmentation of theological
approaches highlights the limitations of assigning a singular trajectory to post-
Edwards New England theology.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Ongoing Debate and
Evolution

The period following Jonathan Edwards's death witnessed a complex and
fascinating evolution of New England theology. While his powerful legacy
continued to shape religious thought, the rise of liberal theology, the ongoing
influence of the Great Awakening, and the emergence of new theological schools
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resulted in a diversification of perspectives and a move away from the strict
Calvinism of Edwards's time. Understanding this period requires acknowledging
the internal tensions and ongoing debates that characterized New England
religious life. The legacy of Edwards is not a monolithic entity, but a dynamic
force that continued to evolve and adapt in the face of changing intellectual and
social contexts.

FAQ

Q1: Did the decline of strict Calvinism in New England lead to a decline
in religious fervor?

Al: Not necessarily. While the emphasis on strict Calvinistic doctrines lessened,
religious fervor found expression in different ways. The rise of evangelical
movements, fueled by the Great Awakening's legacy, maintained a strong
emphasis on personal conversion and emotional experience. Though the
theological framework shifted, the intensity of religious belief remained a
significant factor in New England life.
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Q2: How did the Enlightenment influence the changes in New England
theology?

A2: The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and empiricism challenged the
more mystical and emotionally driven aspects of traditional Calvinism. Thinkers
began to question the absolute sovereignty of God, emphasizing human free will
and a more benevolent divine nature. This led to a reevaluation of traditional
doctrines and the emergence of liberal theology, which sought to reconcile faith
with reason.

Q3: What were some of the major points of contention in the theological
debates of this period?

A3: Key points of contention included the nature of God's sovereignty versus
human free will, the interpretation of scripture, the emphasis on emotional
versus rational faith, and the role of reason in religious belief. These debates
often involved intense philosophical and theological arguments that deeply
impacted the religious landscape of New England.
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Q4: How did the rise of new theological schools contribute to the
changing theological landscape?

A4: New theological schools provided spaces for the training of ministers and
the dissemination of new theological ideas. They fostered dialogue (though not
always agreement) between different theological perspectives, contributing to
the diversification of religious thought in New England. The curricula often
incorporated new ideas, reflecting the changing intellectual climate and
creating a generation of clergy who engaged with contemporary thought.

Q5: What lasting impact did the theological shifts after Edwards have on
American religious life?

A5: The theological shifts after Edwards had a profound and lasting impact on
American religious life. The diversification of theological perspectives led to a
greater religious pluralism and a less homogenous religious landscape. This
paved the way for the rise of various denominations and the development of
diverse theological approaches that continue to shape American religious life
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today. The emphasis on individual religious experience and personal conversion,
rooted in the Great Awakening and Edwards's legacy, became a defining
characteristic of many evangelical and Protestant denominations.

Q6: Were there any attempts to reconcile the differing theological
viewpoints of this era?

A6: While significant differences persisted, there were attempts at
reconciliation. Some theologians sought to bridge the gap between traditional
Calvinism and the emerging liberal theology, emphasizing aspects of both
traditions. However, the fundamental differences in understanding of God's
sovereignty, human nature, and the role of reason often proved difficult to
reconcile completely.

Q7: How did the social and political context of the time influence the
theological changes?

A7: The social and political upheaval of the American Revolution and the
subsequent establishment of a new nation fostered a climate of intellectual

After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology



After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology

questioning and change. The Enlightenment's emphasis on individual liberty and
self-governance resonated with some theological thinkers, who sought to
translate these values into their understanding of religious freedom and
individual faith.

Q8: What are some further avenues of research into this topic?

A8: Further research could explore the specific contributions of individual
theologians and ministers who shaped the post-Edwards era. A deeper
investigation into the interactions between different denominations and their
evolving theological positions would offer a richer understanding of the
dynamics at play. Additionally, studying the impact of this theological
transformation on the social and political landscape of New England would offer
further insights into the far-reaching consequences of this intellectual shift.

After Jonathan Edwards: The Divergent Paths of
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New England Theology

Jonathan Edwards, the towering figure of 18th-century American religious
thought, left an profound mark on New England theology. His powerful sermons,
insightful philosophical treatises, and fervent commitment to Reformed theology
shaped the intellectual and spiritual landscape of the region. However, the years
following his death in 1758 witnessed not a monolithic continuation of his
legacy, but rather a plurality of theological developments, some building upon
his work, others diverging significantly. This article explores the different
courses New England theology took after Edwards, highlighting key figures and
their characteristic contributions.

One significant path was the rise of the liberal Calvinism often associated with
figures like Samuel Hopkins and Joseph Bellamy. While retaining a commitment
to core Reformed doctrines like the sovereignty of God and the depravity of
humanity, these theologians stressed the importance of human agency in
salvation. This emphasis, sometimes referred to as "Hopkinsianism," argued that
while God's grace initiates salvation, human beings have a crucial role to play in
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responding to that grace. This perspective subtly shifted the balance between
divine sovereignty and human responsibility, creating a less rigid and more
accessible path to religious experience. This approach was particularly
appealing to a growing populace that experienced Edwards's intensely
emotional and deterministic theology too overwhelming. They sought a more
balanced interpretation of God’s grace and human response.

Another significant post-Edwards development was the emergence of what is
often termed "New Divinity." This movement, strongly influenced by thinkers
like Nathaniel Emmons and Asahel Nettleton, built upon the Hopkinsian
emphasis on human agency, but in a more systematic and intellectual way. New
Divinity theologians focused on the will, arguing that the will is always free,
even in its sinful state. This led to a nuanced understanding of human
responsibility, arguing that individuals are responsible for their choices even
within the context of human depravity. Furthermore, they promoted the
importance of revivals and emotional religious experiences, continuing a key
aspect of Edwards’s legacy, but emphasizing the importance of moral reform as
a consequence of conversion.
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In contrast to the more liberal trends, other theologians remained firmly within
a more traditional Reformed framework. These figures maintained a strong
emphasis on God's absolute sovereignty and the total depravity of humanity, less
willing to compromise on these foundational tenets. Their theological outlook
was sometimes characterized as stricter and less open to newer perspectives.
While these theologians preserved Edwards's legacy in a more direct way, their
theological contributions might have been overshadowed by the greater
intellectual impact of the moderate Calvinist and New Divinity movements
within the broader context of the time.

The development of New England theology after Edwards was further
influenced by the rise of the Great Awakening, a period of intense religious
revivalism. Edwards himself was a key figure in this movement, but the post-
Awakening period saw a variety of responses to the emotional and social
transformations it engendered. Some saw the revivals as evidence of God's
continuing work, while others were concerned about the potential for excesses
and emotionalism. This led to arguments about the nature of religious
experience and the role of emotion in religious faith, further diversifying

After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology



After Jonathan Edwards The Courses Of The New England Theology

theological perspectives.

The impact of Enlightenment thought also played a crucial role. The emphasis
on reason and empirical evidence challenged traditional religious frameworks,
leading some theologians to attempt to reconcile faith and reason in new ways.
This interaction between faith and reason helped shape a more intellectually
rigorous and philosophically sophisticated approach to theology, impacting the
style and methods employed in theological discussions.

In conclusion, the period after Jonathan Edwards witnessed a complex and
fascinating development of New England theology. Instead of a single, unified
continuation of his legacy, multiple theological traditions emerged, each with its
unique characteristics. The rise of moderate Calvinism, New Divinity, and the
continued adherence to a more traditional Reformed framework show the
dynamic and multifaceted nature of theological discourse in this crucial period.
Understanding these different paths is essential for a comprehensive
understanding of American religious history and the ongoing development of
theological thought.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is Hopkinsianism? Hopkinsianism is a theological system developed
by Samuel Hopkins that emphasized human agency in salvation while
maintaining core Reformed doctrines. It balances God's grace with the
individual's active role in accepting that grace.

2. How did the Great Awakening influence post-Edwards theology? The
Great Awakening fostered intense religious revivalism, leading to debates on the
nature of religious experience and the role of emotion in faith, further
diversifying theological perspectives.

3. What is the significance of New Divinity? New Divinity built upon
Hopkinsianism but further emphasized the free will, even in a fallen state,
offering a more systematic and philosophical approach to human responsibility
in salvation.

4. How did Enlightenment thought impact New England theology?
Enlightenment ideals encouraged a more intellectually rigorous and analytically
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sophisticated approach to theology, leading to attempts to reconcile faith and
reason.

5. Why is understanding post-Edwards theology important? Understanding
the diverse paths of New England theology after Edwards provides a deeper
understanding of American religious history and the ongoing evolution of
theological thought, showing the complexity of religious discourse and the
multiple ways a theological legacy can be interpreted and reinterpreted.
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