NEW ENGLAND SPIRITUAL HISTORY
by Susan O'Neal


Since the pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock in 1620, the spiritual history of New England has been very rich. The Puritans fled England for the New World to escape religious persecution and to seek a better life. In a sermon in 1630, Puritan leader John Winthrop drew upon Matthew 5:14-15 as he articulated his belief that the Puritan colony in New England was to be a "a city set upon a hill," an example of a godly nation.

One hundred years later, one of America's greatest preachers, thinkers and theologians, Jonathan Edwards, fanned the flames of the Great Awakening in New England. Edwards became pastor of the Congregational Church in Northampton, Mass., in 1727, and revival began among the youth there in late 1733. The death of three people in the community and the conversion of a young woman "known for her ungodly ways" caused the young people to became more serious-minded. They took Edwards up on his suggestion that they meet in small groups to discuss religion. Revival began, and soon spread to the adults in the church. Edwards wrote that "There was scarcely a single person in the town, old or young, left unconcerned about the great things of the eternal world."
 The Awakening was most intense in the spring of 1735 and spread to 32 other towns in the Connecticut River Valley. Edwards reported that over 300 came to Christ in less than half a year in Northampton alone, and that in March and April it was at the rate of  "at least four persons in a day, or near thirty in a week. . .for five or six weeks together."
 

Then twenty-four-year-old Englishman George Whitefield stirred the revival flames into a fire on his second trip to America in 1739-1741. He crossed the Atlantic thirteen times and preached from Georgia all the way up to northern New England before he died in Massachusetts in 1770. 

This prayer found in his journal shows Whitefield's heart: 

My life, my blood, I here present,


If for Thy cause they may be spent,


Fulfill Thy sovereign counsel, Lord,


Thy will be done, Thy name adored.


Give me Thy strength, O God of power;


Then let winds blow, or thunders roar,


Thy Faithful witness will I be;


'Tis fixed: I can do all for Thee!" Amen.

He once preached a sermon in Boston entitled, "Shall God Reign in New England?" Whitefield's message that "You must be born again" led to the conversion of hundreds, possibly thousands, in the American colonies. This revival movement also led to the founding of some of the East Coast's most prestigious colleges including Princeton (1746), Dartmouth (1754), Rutgers (1766), and Brown (1764).

Though the influence of the First Great Awakening seemed to wane after the American Revolution, a second revival began to develop in 1787 on the campus of Hampton-Sydney College in Virginia. Soon, the Second Great Awakening had spread through western Pennsylvania, the South, and the Western frontier, through camp meetings. At the same time, revival took root in the East on college campuses including Yale, Princeton, Williams, Dartmouth and Amherst. At Princeton, a student named Charles Baker began praying with three other young men, the only Christians he knew among the 145 students on campus. They prayed and witnessed quietly, and by 1815, nearly 50 were converted, with thirty becoming ministers. This Second Great Awakening lasted until the 1840s.

Less than two decades later, the United States was in a state of unrest following the Civil War and the third great financial panic of 1857. Banks had failed, railroads were bankrupt, factories were closed and over 30,000 people were out of work in New York City alone. Christians began to pray for revival, and another Great Awakening (or the Noonday Prayer Revival of 1858) began on what is now Wall Street. A missionary went door to door handing out tracts in lower Manhattan before a businessman, Jeremiah Lanphier, convinced the YMCA to partner with him in setting up joint prayer meetings between all the churches. They handed out 100,000 pamphlets. The first meeting was held at the Old Dutch Church on Fulton Street in September, 1857. Eventually, five thousand people met every working day in shops, theatres, churches and other public buildings to pray simple petitions for family, friends and neighbors. 

A New York City newspaper reported: "It is not often that the Daily Press feels called upon to chronicle the spiritual movements of the public mind. The great wave of religious excitement which is now sweeping the nation is one of the most remarkable movements since the Reformation. In this city we have beheld a sight which is what the most enthusiastic fanatics for church observances would have ever hoped to look upon; we have seen in a business quarter of the city, in the busiest hours, assemblies of merchants, clerks, and working men, to the number of 5,000 gathered day after day for simple, solemn prayer. Similar assemblies we find in other portions of the city, a theatre is turned into a chapel; churches of all sects are open and crowded day and night."


The Noonday Prayer Revival, also called the Layman's Prayer Revival, spread to Boston in March, 1858, with eight major prayer meetings in progress until May, 1858 resulting in thousands of conversions per week. It was not just businessmen who assembled for these mid-day prayer meetings—women also gathered to pray. Evangelist Charles Finney's wife, Elisabeth, began holding daily prayer meetings in Park Street Church, which was "filled to overflowing with women standing everywhere they could hear."
 Her husband noted, "If the businessmen have had their daily meetings, so have the women; if the men have visited and conversed with individuals, so have the women. . .In Boston I have seen the vestries crowded to suffocation with ladies' prayer meetings."


This Prayer Revival spread to Philadelphia and then on to small towns in Maine, New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Vermont. Revival hit the colleges of New England once again, including Harvard, Amherst, Williams and Yale. Nearly half of Yale's population was converted, and 1,500 attended prayer meetings at Harvard. J. Edwin Orr said that nearly every Protestant college in the nation was moved by this revival, and college historian Frederick Rudolph also noted college awakenings in the North, South and West in 1858.


This revival eventually spread all over the country, with over a million conversions between 1858 and 1860 in the U.S. It also spread across the ocean, becoming the first revival originating in America to have a worldwide impact. 


In Vermont, Professor William Conant at Rochester Theological Seminary wrote that over 600 conversions in 39 towns occurred during this two-year period. These towns included Bellows Falls, Brattleboro, Burlington, Castleton, Derby, Jericho, Manchester, Middlebury, Northfield, Rutland and St. Albans. "In most or all of these prayer meetings, there are daily prayer-meetings; at Burlington they are held daily at noon," he wrote.


"The most remarkable result of the Awakening of 1858 was the tremendous influence and practice of prayer. E.M. Bounds, who wrote eight books on prayer, said, 'The great movements of God have their origin and energy in and were shaped by prayers of men.' . . .The revival was started by prayers, grew because of prayers, and more than anything else it was glorified by common Christians praising and interceding with God. No wonder this is called the purest and simplest revival in history."


 A few years before this revival, one of the country's greatest evangelists, Dwight L. Moody, was born in New England. Born in 1854 in Northfield, Massachusetts, Moody came to Christ at his uncle's shoe store in Boston. He later moved to Chicago, where his ministry really got underway (Moody Broadcasting Network is still headquartered there). But in 1877 he returned to Boston for a three-month evangelistic campaign. Hundreds of thousands attended these meetings (three times day, five days a week) in a tabernacle built for 6,000, Thousands of people made commitments to Christ.


Also in the twentieth century, both Billy Sunday and Billy Graham conducted successful revivals in Boston and New England. Most recently, Billy Graham led a crusade in Burlington in 1982. Bible teacher Beth Moore joined their ranks when she spoke to over 2,000 people at the Champlain Valley Expo in Essex Junction, Vermont, on October 13, 2008. Very few nationally-known Christian pastors, speakers and authors ever visit Vermont, which is the second least-churched state in America (behind only Washington), with twenty-two percent of its residents saying they have no religion.
 With such a rich spiritual history behind us, though, let us pray for revival in Vermont and eagerly anticipate what the Lord has in store for us in the future.
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