The Conversion of Jonathan Edwards

by Avihu Zakai

There is a history in all men'’s lives,

Figuring the nature of the times deceased;
the which observed, a man may prophesy,
With a near aim, of the main chance of things
As yet not come to life, which in their seeds
And weak beginnings lie intreasured.

Henry 1V, Part Two
THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY OF CHRIS-
tianity, the conversion experience has been
seen as the most critical, existential moment
in the lives of prominent figures, such as St.
Paul, St. Augustine, and Martin Luther.!
Likewise, Jonathan Edwards’s conversion
signified a crucial existential moment in his
life, radically separating his intellectual and
spiritual life from what had been before, and
ushering in a new sense of existence after
that. During the summer of 1721, when
Edwards was seventeen years old studying
toward his M.A. degree at Yale College, a
religious conversion shook the entire life of
the young man and radically reshaped his
experience and existence. Then, as Edwards
described his existential and spiritual condi-
tion after the moment of conversion, the
“appearance of every thing was altered;
there seemed to be, as it were, a calm, sweet
cast, or appearance of divine glory, in al-
most every thing.”?

Edwards obviously regarded his conver-
sion experience as of monumental and life-
changing importance. Strangely enough,
however, few historians have found it an

event worth describing or analyzing, and
even fewer have found this critical religious
experienceto bearany crucial consequences
upon his life and thought® Nevertheless,
many features of Edwards’s thought, both in
form and content, can be traced directly to
this signal existential moment when the
whole of his religious identity and experi-
encewas shaped. Among these are hisunique
theologia gloriae* —the theology which cel-
ebrates God's majestic glory and sovereignty
as evident in the coherence and beauty,
order and harmony, of God’s creation—and
the radical notion of “God'’s absolute sover-
eignty”; his construction of a singular re-
demptive mode of historical thoughtin which
conversion experience occupies a promi-
nent role in and is considered inextricable
from the whole course and progress of God's
work of salvation and redemption; as well as
the central place he assigned to religious
conversion, revival, and awakening in the
overall progress of the history of the Chris-
tian church.

The conversion moment was also a cru-
cial event in terms of the reconstruction of
Edwards’s religious identity and conscious-
ness. For conversion, which signifies, among
other things, the “total transformation of the
person by the power of God,”* or the “sur-
render” of the self and a radical “transforma-
tion of conscience,” leads eventually to “the

Dr. Zakai is Professor of History in the Department of American Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem,

Israel.

Journal of Presbyterian History 76:2 (Summer 1998)




128

radical reorientation of one’s entire life that
occurs when God is allowed to move from
the periphery to the center of one’s being.”®
Hence, to say that “a man is ‘converted’”
means “that religious ideas, previously pe-
ripheral in his consciousness, now take a
central place, and that religious aims form
the habitual center of his energy.”” Before
his conversion, Edwards had many objec-
tions to the religious culture of his time.
More specifically, his mind “had been full of
objections against the doctrine of God's
sovereignty, in choosing whom he would to
eternal life, and rejecting whom he pleased.”
The Reformed dogma of election and pre-
destination “appeared like a horrible doc-
trine” to him. After his conversion, however,
“God's absolute sovereignty and justice, with
respect to salvation and damnation,” wrote
Edwards, “is what my mind seems to rest
assured of, as much as of any thing that | see
with my eyes.”®

For many decades the understanding of
the conversion experience was greatly influ-
enced by William James’s classic Varieties
of Religious Experience (1902). Based upon
his overall pragmatic views, James attempted
to show that conversion is essentially a psy-
chological process involving the unification
of a sick and divided self:

To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive
grace, to experience religion, to gain an assurance,
are so many phrases which denote the process,
gradual or sudden, by which a self, hitherto di-
vided, and consciously wrong, inferior and un-
happy, becomes unified and consciously right,
superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer
hold upon religious realities.”

Recently, however, several studies have
considerably broadened James's narrow psy-
chological and pragmatist definition of reli-
gious conversion, especially Christian con-
version. According to Walter Conn,
“conversion radically redirects and trans-
forms the concrete shape and orientation of
personal subjectivity, the structure and con-
tent of one’s conscience as character.” In
contrast to James’s theory of a divided and
sick self, he argued that conversion is based
on the radical attempt to mediate between

Journal of Presbyterian History

this world and the transcendent. This funda-
mental quest leads to “the person’s radical
drive for self-transcendence,” that s, a yearn-
ing for transcendence in terms of “a self that
is realized only in its active movement be-
yond itself.”"® More specifically, conversion
involves “the radical reorientation of one’s
entire life that occurs when God is allowed
to move from the periphery to the center of
one’s being,” signifying the “total self-sur-
render” regarding the “illusion” of a human
being having “absolute autonomy.” Thus,
“hasic conversion,” or “fundamental con-
version,” signifies “a transformation of the
person’s whole orientation” and constitutes
“a radically new beginning” in one’s fife. In
sum, Conn replaced James's inner sick and
divided self by the powerful concept of
“yertical conversion,” that is, the total re-
construction of the self according to the
radical quest after transcendence."

More recently Lewis R. Rambo has at-
tempted to show that because conversion
involves ultimately “religious factors,” and
not merely psychological issues, it should
be defined “as a total transformation of the
person by the power of God.”'? He called it
a “process” because “conversion is very
rarely an overnight,all-in-an-instant,whole-
sale transformation that is now and forever.”
Furthermore, the conversion phenomenon
signifies “a universe of meaning,” such as,
for example, “a change of one's personal
orientation toward life, from the haphazard
of superstition to the providence of a deity,”
or toward “seeing al! creation as a manifes-
tation of God and beneficence,” or to the
belief that “the rule of God is what fulfills
human beings.” In sum, conversion means
#3 radical shifting of gears that can take the
spiritually lackadaisical to a new level of
intensive concern, commitment, and in-
volvement.”"

It was during his tenure at Yale, as
Edwards wrote later in his “Personal Narra-
tive,” that he was “at times very uneasy,
especially towards the latter part of my time
atcollege; when it pleased God, to seize me
with a pleurisy; in which he brought me nigh
to the grave, and shook me over the pit of
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jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)
hell.”™* The attack of pleurisy took place in
1719-20, when Edwards was sixteen years
old;" and it marked the beginning of a
remarkable spiritual process which eventu-
ally led to his conversion in 1721.'8 His
sinful life, he thought, had brought him to
the verge of death. He therefore tried to
renounce his former ways and obey the
Lord’s Word. Shortly after his iliness, how-
ever, he “fell again” into his “old ways of
sin,” which led him to suffer many “great
and viotent inward struggles” in his soul.
Time and again he tried to renounce his
errant ways, but he constantly fell short of
his promises and expectations. Thus, as he
wrote, “after many conflicts with wicked
inclinations, repeated resolutions, and bonds
that [ laid myself under by a Kind of vows to
God, | was brought wholly to break off all
former wicked ways, and all ways of known
outward sin; and to apply myself to seek
salvation, and practise many religious du-
ties.” But even this highly demanding deter-
mination eventually failed him and brought
instead to more “inward struggles and con-
flicts, and self reflections.” Although, as he
confessed, “seeking my salvation” was “the
main business of my life,” he soon doubted
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its sincerity: “it seems to me, | sought after a
miserable manner; which has made me
sometimes since to question whether ever it
issued in that which was saving; being reacly
to doubt, whether such miserable seeking”
after salvation would be successful.””

At this moment of agonized self-search-
ing, Edwards recognized that something was
wrong with his quest for salvation. Deep in
his conscience he felt the need to change his
attitude radically from a mere “seeking sal-
vation” for his own personal benefit to a
contemplation of Christ’s place and role in
the world. This was a critical point, the first
in Edwards’s two-stage process of conver-
sion: the transformation of a selfish interest
in his own personal salvation to a new
awareness of Christ’s glory. Consequently,
as he wrote, “I was indeed brought to seek
salvation in a manner that | never was be-
fore; I felt a spirit to part with all things in the
world, for an interest in Christ.”"® Young
man Edwards’s initial turning to Christ in
quest of genuine conversion, however, fell
short of his high expectations. Not only did
he fail to experience a genuine conversion
but his new and vivid interest in Christ could
not relieve his inner struggles and spiritual
miseries: “My concern continued and pre-
vailed,” he wrote regarding his profound
search for Christ, “with many exercising
thoughts and inward struggle.” Most impor-
tant, however, is the fact that in this early
stage of Edwards’s conversion process it
“never seemed to be proper to express that
concern” for Christ “by the name of terror.”"®

Evidently, at this point in his painful
spiritual journey, the first stage of turning to
Christ, Edwards felt that his search would
not be achieved through a broken, terrified
soul or an agonized spiritual crisis of great
magnitude and proportions—common
themes in traditional Puritan conversion
narratives. Most significant, when his initial
quest for Christ did not abolish his inner
struggles, he feltthat only by turning directly
to God, the second stage of his conversion
process, would he be able to experience a
true spiritual transformation. This second
stage proved to be the most fruitful and
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successful one for the young Edwards, even-
tually leading to a successful conversion. At
this second stage, Fdwards’s ultimate goal
was not his own salvation, but the Deity’s
singular place in the world, or God's abso-
lute sovereignty and justice within a divine
universe; and, as it were, the assurance of
conversion and salvation would come only
after the construction of a singular place for
God in his sovereign majesty and glory
within the created world.

The discussion in Edwards’s “Personal
Narrative” changes radically at this mo-
ment, and now the personal voice, so often
describing painful inner struggles and con-
flicts in traditional Puritan conversion narra-
tives, gives way to an all-glorious vision of
God. It is equally important to note the
radical and sharp shift in the conversion
narrative from Christ to God, and the estab-
lishment of God's absolute sovereignty as
the basis and trigger for the conversion expe-
rience. In a sense, Edwards’'s conversion
process was to be successful only when he
accepted without reservation the notion of
God's absolute sovereignty. For years he
had rejected this very “doctrine of God’s
sovereignty, in choosing whom he would to
eternal life, and rejecting whom he pleased;
leaving them eternally to perish, and be
everlastingly tormented in hell. It used to
appear like a horrible doctrine to me.” But
now at last, during the process of conversion
and through rational reasoning, Edwards
finally “saw further” and his “reason appre-
hended the justice and reasonableness” re-
garding the “doctrine of God's sovereignty.”
He was “convinced, and fully satisfied, as to
this sovereignty of God, and his justice in
thus eternally disposing of men, according
to his sovereign pleasure.”?

The second stage, then, the turning to
God, was the more critical and fruitful one in
Edwards’s conversion experience. Butas he
admitted, it was without “any extraordinary
influence of God’s Spiritin it.”?" In sum, the
new awareness regarding God in his sover-
eign majesty was “without any regard to his
own personal condition. Objective, abstract
general truth and not subjective, concrete,
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and particular revelation was his answer."?

Soon, however, Edwards’s awareness was
dramatically transformed into a deeper un-
derstanding, and the young man finally
grasped the idea of “God’s absolute sover-
eignty and justice” with its religious ramifi-
cations:

And there has been a wonderful alteration in my
mind, in respect to the doctrine of God's sover-
eignty, from that day to this; so that | scarce ever
have found so much as the rising of an objection
against it, in the most absolute sense, in God's
shewing imercy to whom he will shew mercy,
and hardening whom he will. God's absolute
sovereignty and justice, with respectto salvation
and damnation, is what my mind seems to rest
assured of, as much as of any thing that | see with
my eyes.B

Over time, this awesome understanding
of the doctrine of “God’s absolute sover-
eignty” intensified; itbroughthim notonlya
mere “conviction, but a delightful convic-
tion.” The doctrine,” he wrote, “has very
often appeared exceeding pleasant, bright,
and sweet. Absolute sovereignty is what |
love to ascribe to God.”**

Edwards’s “delightful conviction” soon
received its fullest affirmation in a passage in
scripture. “The first instance that [ remem-
bered of that sort of inward sweet delight in
God and divine things that | have lived much
in since,” wrote Edwards, “was on reading
those words, 1 Tim. 1:17. Now unto the King
eternal, immortal, invisible, theonly wise God,
be honourandglory foreverandever. Amen."
These words greatly enhanced Edwards’s
conversion experience; they transformed his
“delightful conviction” into “that sort of in-
ward, sweet delight in God and divine
things,” and brought into his “soul...a sense
of the glory of the Divine Being; a new sense,
quite different from any thing” he had “ever
experienced before.”* Indeed, the influ-
ence of this passage on Edwards’s conver-
sion was a very decisive one:

Never any words of scripture seemed to me as
these words did. | thought with myself, how
excellent a Being that was, and how happy |
should be, if | might enjoy that God, and be rapt
upto him in heaven, andbe as it were swallowed
up in him for ever!?”’
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The conversion experience, therefore,
led Edwards to construe within his philosc-
phy and theology a most powerful picture of
God in his sovereign majesty and glory.
Alter his conversion, this vision constituted
one of the mostimportant motifs in Edwards’s
thought, as can be seen, for example, in his
best known works: God Glorified in the Work
of Redemption(1731), Sinners in the Hands of
anAngry God (1741), A History of the Work of
Redemption (1739), and Concerning the End
for Which God Created the World (1755).

Yet, Edwards frankly admitted that even
at this level of his conversion, what he really
experienced was a rational apprehension of
God in his sovereign majesty, and he never
thought there was “any thing spiritual, or of
saving nature in this.”?® Until this point, the
conversion process was based upon “de-
lightful conviction” in the “doctrine of God’s
sovereignty” and glory, and this belief was
greatly enhanced in his soul through reading
1 Timothy. Only now, however, after his full
acknowledgment of the “glory of the Divine
Being,” did Edwards began to develop new
convictions concerning Christ and the work
of redemption. Thus, while the sense of
God's glory deepened within his soul, there
arose in his heart new notions concerning
Christ and the way of salvation:

From about that time, | began to have a new kind
of apprehensions and ideas of Christ, and the
works of redemption, and the glorious way of
salvation by him. An inward, sweetsense of these
things, at times, came into my heart; and my soul
was led away in pleasant views and contempla-
tions of them.*

Here Edwards describes in the clearest
words the nature of his conversion experi-
ence, from the first intellectual constitutive
act of admitting and acknowledging God's
glory and absolute sovereignty to the “ideas
of Christ,” and finally to Christ's “work of
redemption, and the glorious salvation” by
him.*® Again, a passage from scripture was
the ultimate inspiration for Edwards’s new
apprehensions of “the beauty and excel-
lency” of Christ “and the lovely way of
salvation by free grace in him.” For, as he
wrote,
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I found no books so delightful to me, as those that
treated of these subjects. Those words Cant. ii, I,
used to be abundantly with me, { am the Rose of
Sharon, and the Lilly of the valleys. These words
seemed to me, sweetly to represent the loveliness
and beauty of Jesus Christ.%

At that stage, long meditation on Christ
brought into the soul of the young man a
strong spiritual sense of detachment from
the material world. Sometimes he felt “a
calm, sweet abstraction of soul from ali the
concerns of this world,” and “sometimes a
kind of vision, or fixed ideas and imagina-
tions, of being alone in the mountains, or
some solitary wilderness, far from all man-
kind, sweetly conversing with Christ, and
wrapt and swallowed up in God.”? The
newly acquired spiritual experience of Christ
had a crucial influence on Edwards’s heart
and soul. Awakened by new visions of Christ,
aremarkable process of internalization took
place that supplanted mere reasoning and
conviction. Now, for the first time in his
conversion narrative, Edwards speaks of a
spiritual experience that brought fire to his
heart and fervorto his soul. “The sense I had
of divine things, would often of a sudden
kindle up, as it were, a sweet burning in my
heart; an ardor of soul, that [ know not how
to express.”3?

Edwards was finally on the verge of a
complete conversion, on the edge of total
self-transformation according to his new,
vivid experience of the sovereign majesty of
God and Christ’s glorious work of salvation
and redemption. Yet a critical act still re-
mained: a stamp of authority was required to
certify that these spiritual experiences were
indeed evidence of a genuine religious con-
version. Thus Edwards went home to tell his
father, Timothy Edwards, the minister of the
church at East Windsor, Connecticut the
whole of his spiritual odyssey. This was a
critical moment for the young man. Without
the approval of his father, ail his long and
agonizing spiritual journey might be proved
invalid. As it was, however, the discussion
with his father was most fruitful. Edwards
wrote: “Not long after | first began to expe-
rience these things, | gave an account to my
father of some things that had passed in my
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mind. | was pretty much affected by the
discourse we had together.”

With Timothy Edwards’s final affirma-
tion and approval of his son’s spiritual jour-
ney, Jonathan Edwards's long process of
conversion was completed. After the talk
with his father, he took a short walk “in a
solitary place” inhis “father’s pasture.” Then,
as he wrote, there

came into my mind so sweet a sense of the
glorious majesty and grace of God...I seered to
see them both in sweet conjunction; majesty and
meekness joined together; it was a sweet, and
gentle, and holy majesty; and also majestic meek-
ness; an awful sweetness; a high and great, and
holy gentleness.’s

With this new sense of God and Christ,
Edwards at last fully experienced the con-
version moment: “The appearance of every
thing was altered; there seemed to be, as it
were, a calm, sweet cast, or appearance of
divine glory, in almost every thing. God’s
excellency, his wisdom, his purity and love,
seemed to appear in every thing.”%

The new sense of the spiritual beauty of
divine things, of God’s excellence, wisdom,
and love, signified that Edwards’s process of
conversion was finally completed; he had
acquired a “full and constant sense of the
absolute sovereignty of God, and delight in
thatsovereignty,” and consequently “a sense
of the glory of Christ, as a Mediator revealed
inthe gospel.”3” No wonder, then, that after
that time and throughout his life, “Edwards
stressed the absolute importance of man’s
belief in God's sovereignty. It was the doc-
trine he made into a keystone of his own
theology, and it was one that, when he
became a minister, he drilled into his hear-
ers as the primary necessity for their salva-
tion.”?® Furthermore, the conversion experi-
ence crucially influenced his conception of
‘practical’ or ‘experimental’ religion: “At the
core” of Edwards’s “religion of the heart is a
sense of God’s excellence and loveliness, or
ofthe beauty and splendor of divine things.”®

In order to understand the magnitude
and uniqueness of Edwards’s conversion
event, it may be helpfu! to place it in the
context of the conversion experiences of

Journal of Presbyterian History

some prominent figures in the history of
Christianity. For what Edwards experienced
was clearly not the great divine light and
mighty voice that St. Paul saw and heard on
theroad to Damascus, nor was it the painfu!,
soul-shattering experience of St. Augustine
so vividly described in his Confessions, or
theterrible lightning that struck Martin Luther
on the road to Erfurt. And Edwards did not
experience the broken heart so common in
cases of conversion analyzed in William
lames’s Varieties of Religious Experience.

The conversion of St. Paul took the form
of a profound spiritual transformation ac-
companied by tremendous physical changes.
The decisive conversion event occurred on
amission to Damascus to arrest some Chris-
tians and bring them back to Jerusalem for
trial. Suddenly “there shone round about
him a light from heaven,” and he heard the
voice of Christ asking him why he perse-
cuted his followers. As he was lying on the
ground “trembling and astonished,” he was
converted. Such a profound spiritual experi-
ence left its mark on his body, for he “was
three days without sight, and neither did eat
nor drink” (Acts 9: 1-19; 22: 5-16, and 26:
12-18).

St. Augustine’s conversion was marked
by many years of soul-searching, inner
struggle, and spiritual unhappiness. He un-
derwent his conversion in August 386, when
he was almost thirty-three years old. He
writes that shortly before this moment, deep
spiritual misery had shaken all his body:
“When my searching reflection had dredged
up from the secret depth of my sou! all my
misery and piled it up in the sight of my
heart, a mighty storm arose, bringing a great
shower of tears.” Then, immediately after
reading a passage from Paul’s epistles—“not
inrioting and drunkenness, not in chamber-
ing and wantonness, not in strife and envy-
ing. But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and
make no provision for the flesh, to fulfil the
lusts thereof” (Romans 13:13-14)— his con-
version took place: “For instantly, at the end
of this sentence, by a light, as it were, of
serenity infused into my heart, all the dark-
ness of doubt vanished away.”*
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Martin Luther’'s conversion aiso took
place after much pain and spiritual conflict,
and itwas accompanied by a decisive physi-
cal event. As Luther admitted, before his
conversion in June 1505 he was “used to go
around in sadness” and felt “oppressed.”*'
Especially during the early summer of that
year he “seems to have brooded over the
question of death and the final judgment.”
At the end of June 1505, he returned to his
life as a student in Erfurt. Then, only a few
hours from his destination, “he was sur-
prised by a severe thunderstorm. A bolt of
lightning struck the ground, and caused him
to be seized by a severe, some say convul-
sive, state of terror.”® He felt, as he de-
scribed later, as if he were “completely
walled in by the painful fear of a sudden
death.” instinctively, and before he knew it,
he had called out: “Help me, St. Anne [his
father’s patron saint] ... I want to become a
monk.” In july 1505, after much delibera-
tion with his friends, he was ready to knock
“on the door of the Augustinian Eremites in
Erfurt” and ask for admission. This was
granted immediately. And only then, only
“from behind the walls of the monastery did
he write to his father.”

Luther’s conversion “committed him to
being monos, a professional monk,” and the
“promises of celibacy and obedience made
at that time in his life can be said to have
relieved him of burdens which he was not
ready to assume.”* This was in contrast to
the conversion of St. Paul-—a non-Christian,
mature man, and deputy prosecutor for the
high priest’s office, who afterwards assumed
a high role in the spread of Christianity.
Furthermore, both Luther and Paul experi-
enced their conversion in the wilderness
while undertaking a journey. While Paul
saw and heard the divine light and voice
coming from without, Luther experienced
“the spiritual part of the experience” as
“intra-psychic.”*

Insum, St. Paul’s conversion was marked
by a light and voice from heaven, St.
Augustine’s by a stroke of light, and Luther’s
by a terrible flesh of lightning. Furthermore,
both Augustine and Luther “were shaken by
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an attack involving both body and psyche”;
they were in fact “thrown to the ground,”
and by this physical shock, they claimed,
Godhad “changed their minds.”* Edwards’s
moment of conversion exhibits no such dra-
matic occurrences of supernatural power or
nature’s violence. And if the conversions of
Paul, Augustine, and Luther were in fact
“instantaneous,”* that of Edwards was the
“volitional type,” according to which “the
regenerative change is usually gradual, and
consists in the building up, piece by piece,
of a new set of moral and spiritual habits.”*
Moreover, while Augustine’s and Luther’s
conversions were based upon a broken self
converted through Christ’s words, that of
Edwards was grounded uitimately upon an
acknowledgment of God in all his sovereign
majesty and glory and resulted in a new
vision of Christ.

Edwards’s conversion experience was
also clearly different from many seventeenth-
century New England Puritan conversion
narratives.* According to Patricia Caldwell,
the model for Protestant conversion mor-
phologies was Martin Luther’s “two stage
theory of repentance” in his morphology of
conversion. “First, under the work of the
law, the sinner saw his sin and was sorry for
it; only then, under grace, was he enabled to
resolve to amend his life. That resolution
was literally the turning point or conver-
sion.”® In Puritan New England during the
seventeenth century, as described by Edmund
S. Morgan, the morphology of conversion
took the following form:

firstcomes a feebie and false awakeningto God’s
commands and a pride in keeping them pretty
well, but also much backsliding. Disappoint-
ments and disasters lead to other fitful hearkenings
to the word. Sooner or later true legal fear or
conviction enables the individual to see his hope-
less and helpless condition and to know that his
own righteousness cannot save him, that Christ is
his only hope. Thereafter comes the infusion of
saving grace, sometimes but not always so pre-
cisely feltthat the believer can state exactly when
and where it came to him.»!

But in Edwards’s conversion “there had
been no ‘terror,” nowillingness to be damned
for the glory of God, no terrible humiliation
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of spirit, no all-absorbing convictions of sin,
and no undue concentration on the state of
his own soul.” His conversion was rather—
and this is of the utmost importance for
Edwards’s universe of thought—a profound
spiritual transformation regarding God the
Divine Being. “Objective content” in
Edwards’s conversion, “had predominated
over subjective concern. The center had
been God, and not his own soul.”s? Edwards
himself admitted that his concern for salva-
tion brought him “many exercising thoughts
and inward struggles; but yet it never seemed
to be proper to express that concern by the
name of terror.”>* For what is absent from
Edwards’s conversion is “the experience of
‘legal fear,’” or terror, which constituted “a
key element in most [Puritan] morpholo-
gies.” Thus, rather than a radical “turning
away from an old self toward God in fear of
God's justice, Edwards experienced a turn-
ing toward God in appreciation of that jus-
tice.”>* Indeed, according to Ola E. Winslow,
Edwards in his conversion moment
experienced no conviction of sin, no sudden
ecstasy of forgiveness. He could not tel! the
moment atwhich the new life had begun. He was
merely brought...to ‘new Dispositions’ and a
‘new Sense of Things’. For him the whole of his
life was altered; the divine glory was every-
where; and with a finality of assurance he knew
that religion was henceforth to be the main
business of his [ife.5

Edwards himself felt keenly that his con-
version was rather different from the estab-
lished pattern spoken about by most ortho-
dox Puritan divines:

The reason why |, in the least, question my
interest in God’s love and favor, is—1. Because
I cannot speak so fully to my experience of the
preparatory work, of which divines speak: 2. 1 do
not remember that | experienced regeneration,
exactly in those steps, in which divines say it is
generally wrought.¢

No wonder, then, that Edwards was some-
times much troubled about his spiritual state,
because, as he wrote in his Diary, his con-
version experience was different from the
rich culture of the Puritan morphology of
conversion in England and New England:
“The chief thing, that now makes me in any
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measure to question my good estate, is my
not having experienced conversion in those
particular steps, wherein the people of New
England, and anciently the Dissenters of Old
England, used to experience it.” Obvi-
ously, therefore, he was much concerned
about the nature of his conversion: “It seems
to me, that whether | am now converted or
not, | am so settled in the state | am in, that
| shall go on in it all my life. But, however
settled [ may be, yet | will continue to pray
to God, notto suffer me to be deceived about
it, nor to sleep in an unsafe condition.”s?
At this point a deeper comparison be-
tween Edwards’s conversion and those of St.
Augustine and Luther may threw lighton the
unique character of Edwards’s conversion
event. The differences between Augustine
and Edwards can be clearly seen in the
different biblical passages each of them found
as the trigger for their long-sought conver-
sions. Augustine’s conversion was material-
ized through a Christocentric passage from
Romans 13:13-14:“notin rioting and drunk-
enness, not in chambering and wantonness,
not in strife and envying. But put ye on the
Lord jesus Christ, and make no provision for
the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof.” Edwards’s
conversion, on the other hand, took place
after reading a theocentric passage from 1
Timothy 1:17: “Now unto the King eternal,
immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be
honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen.”
Prominent in Augustine is his Christology,
the central role of Jesus Christ in his conver-
sion, redemption, and salvation; and what is
most evident in Edwards is his vision of
God’s magnificent sovereignty and glory.
A comparison between Luther and
Edwards, taking into account their cosmo-
logical views concerning time, history, and
eternity, further illuminates the radical char-
acter of Edwards’s conversion experience.’
The main difference between Luther and
Edwards can be described in a variety of
opposing conceptions which contributed to
the development of their different theolo-
gies, the theologia crucis and the theologia
gloriae: self and mind, Christand God, finite
and infinite, Christocentric and theocentric.
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In Luther’s conversion, as he wrote, the
predominant mode was the quest of per-
sonal salvation: “Here | felt that | was alto-
gether born again and had entered paradise
itself through open gates.”®® In contrast, in
Edwards’s experience of conversion the ul-
timate goal was “reconciliation with divine
power,”®" or the belief in God’s absolute
sovereignty. Luther’s conversion experience
reveals his overwheiming concern with his
own personal salvation, while Edwards’s
experience led to his ultimate concern with
God’s absolute sovereignty. Luther is
Christocentric, assigning Jesus the ultimate
role in the Christian drama of salvation and
redemption, while Edwards is more
theocentric, trying to reconstruct the deity’s
majestic role in the universe and attempting
to unveil the coherence and beauty of God’s
creation. Hence Luther’s conversion is more
concerned with the deepest layers ofhis soul
and the crucial, merciful role of Christ the
savior, while Edwards’s moment of conver-
sion is based upon atheocentric vision of the
glory of God and His absolute sovereignty
which laterresulted in a new vision of Christ.
Ultimately, Luther deals with the finite hu-
man being, emphasizing sin and hence the
role of Christ as the savior of souls. His was
the ultimate quest for personal salvation; he
was not 50 much concerned with history or
the cosmic vision of the universe of theologia
gloriae. Edwards, on the other hand, ab-
sorbed in the infinite, God's absolute sover-
eignty, was much more occupied with the
history of the work of redemption and salva-
tion and the cause for which God created
the world. Consequently, in contrast to
Luther, who showed little interest in the
cosmos, divine universe, and salvation his-
tory, the issue of the history of the work of
redemption was an inextricable part of
Edwards’s theocentric thinking.

Finally, Edwards’s conversion experience
may also explain the difference between his
and Calvin’s theology of nature, especially
in regard of nature’s place and role within
God’s providential design. According to
Calvin, “ever since the creation of the uni-
verse” God “brought forth those insignia
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whereby he shows his glory to us, whenever
and wherever we cast our gaze.”s* In this
sense, he argued, “the universeis forusasort
of mirrorin which we can contemplate God,
who is otherwise invisible.”®® And since
God sustains “this infinite mass of heaven
and earth by his Word,” hence are “the
praises of God’s power from the testimonies
of nature.”® Believers, therefore, “should
contemplate him in his works” in “such a
dazzling theater” of the heavens and the
earth.® Indeed, as Louis Dupré shows, Calvin
“leaves no doubt that the ordo naturae con-
tinues to manifest God’s presence and guid-
ance.”*® However, it was also Calvin who
warned that it is “harmful” to “involve God
confusedly in the inferior course of his
works,” since “nature is rather the order
prescribed by God.”®” In this context, the
“entire order of nature, including the so-
called natural law, has been imposed by
divine decree. Henceforth only the positive
divine taw revealed in the Ten Command-
ments remains.”® [n sum, for Calvin “nature
is no longer capable of serving as a reliable
and sufficient guide on the journey through
life,” and, therefore, to "know what God has
decreed nature must be studied in light of
revelation.” Nature therefore lost its inde-
pendent and autonomous role in providen-
tial history. “All natural signs of God’s great-
ness had been planted by divine decision for
the salvation of the fallen world—they no
longer are the intrinsic language of nature
itself.”®®

In contrast, in Edwards’s theologia gloriae
“nature and human history are...[egitimate
sources of revelation, communicating God’s
purpose to his saints,” because he believed
in “the importance of nature as a vehicle for
God's progressive communications,” and
thatdeity’s “desire to communicate does not
compromise God's majesty but instead ful-
fills it.”7® Thus, according to Edwards, “the
Son of God created the world for this very
end, to communicate himself in an image of
hisown excellency.”’" Indeed, “he commu-
nicates himseif properly only to spirits,”
because “they only are capable of being
proper images of his excellency”; yet, at the
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same time, “he communicates a sort of
shadow or glimpse of his excellencies to
bodies,” which are “but the shadows of
beings, and not real beings.””? Moreover,
because the “natural things were ordered for
types of spiritual things,” God is working
“throughout all nature,” and this “to be on
purpose to represent the dependence of our
spiritual wellfare [sic] upon God’s gracious
influences and the effusions of His holy
spirit.”” The world of nature in Edwards’s
“theistic metaphysics,”’* therefore, in con-
trast to Calvin, became an important source
of revelation. As Perry Miller showed,
Edwards made “an exaltation of nature to a
Jevel of authority co-equal with revelation.””?
Indeed, according to Edwards, God “makes
himself known...by his word and works; i.e.
in what he says, and in what he does.””®
Thus, both through the order of grace and
the order of nature, God ceaselessly reveals
himself, and by learning the “language of
God,"”” then, the saints may acquire knowl-
edge of God's providential design “in the
creating of the astonishing fabric of the uni-
verse which we behold.””®

The conversion moment, therefore, is
crucial to any understanding of the develop-
ment of Edwards’s theological and philo-
sophical thought. Most important, the expe-
rience of conversion infused young man
Edwards with an awesome vision of God in
his absolute sovereignty and glory, which
constituted the form and content of his

theologia gloriae. For, as Richard Niebuhr

wrote,

What Edwards knew, what he believed in his
heart and his mind, was that man was made to
stand in the presence of eternal, unending abso-
lute glory, to participate in the celebration of
cosmic deliverance from everything putrid, de-
structive, defiling, to rejoice in the service of the
stupendous artist who flung universes of stars on
his canvas, sculptured the forms of angelic pow-
ers, etched with loving care miniature worlds
within worlds.”®
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