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SECTION ONE: A HISTORICAl) APPROACH TO EDWARDS' VIEW OF CONVERSION 

Jonathan Edwards is a unique and pivotal figure in the history 

of American thought. His ability as a revivalist preacher and leader 

of the Great Awakening in the l740s is only one dimension of this in-

tense and thoughtful man. His writings reveal a searching curiosity 

and an eye for detail, while his clear and precise language exposes 

to all his exact observations.~In him we find combined "fundamentalism 
1 

and sensibility, Calvinism and feeling", not opposites, but considered 

contradictory in his time. His ability to analyse religious exper

ience might make him a forerunner of modern sociology or psychology, 

but the fact that he uses these analyses to support traditional 

Calvinist doctrines makes h.im something of an anachronistic throw-

back even in his own time. 

This is to be a three-part study of Edwards' views on conversion, 

focusing on his presentation of those views in his work entitled "A 

Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of 

Many Hundred Souls in Northampton and the Neiehboring Towns and 

Villages". In order to shed light on this document, Jonathan Edwards 

must be placed in context. What was his personal background, the 

intellectual current of the times, and his own importance in the 

history of American thought? Why is the "Narrative" worth our time? 

After looking at Edwards' personal history, we shall turn our attention 
'i 

to the history of the document, and examine its ~trategic importance 
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to the growth of emotion and sensibiJ.ity out of cool religious in-

tellectualism in America and Europe. 

Jonatha.n Edwards, with the min.iStry a tradi.tion on both sides of 

his family, was not surprisingly inclined towards religious sensibility. 

He was a studious and observa.nt child, glorying in God's creation at 

a tender age. He attended Yale College in its infant days, at the 

age of thirteen, spending six years in intellectual contemplation. 

Two occurrences of great importance in shap~ng his future perspective 

took place during this period of Edwards' life. At the approximate 

age of eighteen, he underwent a conversion experience after contem-

plation of a particular Biblical text (I rim. 1.17). This experience 

made acceptable and l1nderstandable to him the Calvinist doctrine of 

the sovereignty of Cod, a doctrine from which he h.ad previously re

belled. He t811s us that his conversion brought to him" a calm, 

sweet abstraction of the soul from all the concerns of this world ••• 
2 

a sweet burning iti my heart, ~n ardor of soul". Of the sovereignty 

of God, he observes: "of late years, I have had a more full and con .. 

stant sense of the absolute sovereignty of God, and a delight in that 

sovereignty ... I had ..• a very affecting sense, how meet ~nd suit-

able it was that God should govern the world, and order all things 

according to his own pleasure; and I rejoiced in it, that God reigned, 
J 

and that his will was done." 

It is perhaps his own experience which aided Edwards' clear ac-

count of the occurrences in Northampton. The terms he uses to describe 

his experience encompass both a sense of awe and of being perRonally 

touched by a compassionate understanding; "majesty and meekness 
4 

joined together". It is this sort of language which made available 
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a new "sentirnental" approach to religion, and it was this sort of 

treatise which emphasised conversion as an idea, a changed form ~f 

perc~ption, which was something new. That conversion had occurred in 

a particular individual was evidenced in the altered consciousness of 

that individual. 

The second important occurrence at Yale was Edwards' exposure to 

the work of Locke, in his "Essay Concerning Human Understanding". 

Locke contended that man's thinking and sensing sprang from his ex-

perience , building upon itself. The mind obtains ideas from "sensation" 

and "reflection", :interpreted through previous experiences. In 

Edwards we find a synthesis of the subjective idealism of Locke with 

the mechanical explanation of the universe encountered in Newton. 

Perry Miller argues that this process, "the logic of his investigation 

and of his experience, brought Edwards S;(P by step, through an in

exorable development hardly to be paralJ:ted in the eighteenth century, 

to a realization that makes him intellectually the most modern man of 
5 

his age". This may be the case: however, in the hands of Edwards, 

Locke is subject to the Puritan interpretation. God's sovereignty 

is understood thrC?ugh Lockean sensationalist epist~ology. The basis 

upon which experjence is built is God, for God is the origin of the 

primary impression as well as every subsequent impression. The ad-

mission of sin was man's aoknowledgement of his own weakness, his 

helplessness. This admissi.on was a first step toward redemption; an 

inwardly-focused search leading, with God's will, to grace and sal

vation. In this process of reasoning, Edwards uses new methods to 

prove what he already accepted; the doctrines of Calvinism. For 

example, let us examine the views of both Locke and Edwards on fact 
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and faith. 

Locke contends that "nothing that is contradictory to, and ~n

consistent with, the clear and self~evident dictates of reason, has 

a right to be urged or assented to as a matter of faith, wherein 
6 

reason has nothing to do." Edwards, in keeping with the traditions 

of his forefathers and the bonds of Calvinism, asserts, "it signifies 

nothing to exclaim against plain fa.ct. Hence however the matter be 

attended with difficulty, fact obliges us to get over it, either by 

finding out some solution, or by shutting our mouths, and acknowledging 

the weakness and scantiness of our understandings; as we must in other 

innumerable case~, where apparent and undeniable fact. in God's works 

of creation and providence is attended with events and circumstances, 
7 

the manner and reason of which are difficult to our understandings". 

While the methods of reasoning were new, and the importance of man's 

personal experience was emphasised, Edwards ended up reaffirming his 

Puritan beliefs. In the words of Peter Gay, "Edwards did not become 

a Puritan, or remain a Puritan, as a result of his philosophical and 

scientific inquiries; he exploited modern ideas and modern rhetoric to 

confirm religious convictions he had held all his life, and accepted 
8 

on other groundR". His new use of language was part of an awakening 

in evidence in both America and Europe; a new sensitivity to the 

world of the emotions, deepened by intellectual understanding, and 

accompanied by the idea of personal experience as a guide to reason. 

For Edwards~ this meant that the life of the soul must be defined 

through the senses~ and then understood intellectually. 

In the first half of the eighteenth century, a revival of religion 

was experienced in both Europe and America. In Germany, Pietism 
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sprang uP. In England, Evangelicalism and Methodism established 

themselves"while America experienced the Great Awakening. Jonafhan 

Edwards had taken over the parjish of Northampton, Massachusetts, from 

his grandfather Solomon Stoddard, in 1735. The Congregational system 

called upon each individual to experience the Covenant himself through 

a personal conversion. In 1662 an accomodation was made allowing those 

who had not "owned the Covenant", or had this personal religious ex

perience, to participate in the sacr,ament without full Church member

ship, and to baptise their children into the faith. This "Half-Way 

Covenant", while treating the congregation as hopeful of salvation, 

pressured them to actually experience conversion, and so become full 

Church members. Gradually a communal reaffirmation of faith became 

almost routine, leading directly to the American revival experience. 

The stage was set for a preacher named George Whitefield. The private 

religious experience emphasised by Puritanism wa~bout to be taken in 

hand by the master of a new sort of sermon; that which was designed 

to provoke a renewal of the Covenant and encourage personal enlight-

enment. 

Northampton itself had experienced five revivals or "Harvests" 

under Stoddard. In 1735. Edwards led this par;4sh to another spec

tacular outpouring of religious emotion. It was this revival with 

which our present study is concerned, for it was of this revival that 

Edwards wrote in his "Narrative". 

Why was another revival necessary? To explain this, we must be 

aware of circumstances in Edwards' background which placed him in an 

uncertain position upon his assumption of the Northampton ministry. 

Edwards was the successor of Solomon Stoddard, t~e "Pope" of the 

I." 
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Connecticut Valley. Stoddard had established his own 'principality', 

a sort of empire over which he ruled, quite apart from Boston, w~th 

whose leaders he had quarreled. His was an absolutist theology, de

claring the sovereignty of God at a time when Boston clergy were 

attempting to make Him a rational being. The greatest point of de

bate was Stoddard's Halfway Covenant. New England Calvinism held 

that God accepted or rejedted men at His pleasure. This led to a 

limitation of Church membership to those who could~~demonstrate 

signs of their faith. Stoddard threw this over, and opened the church 

doors, calling the sacraments "converting ordinances", Through this 

radical move, he succeeded in extending his power, bringing under his 

wing no longer only those who 'owned' the Covenant , but also those who 

hoped to. 

Boston held its breath when young Edwards, educated at Yale, 

grandson of Stoddard and chosen successor to the 'empire' he had built, 

stood before them in July of 1731. Was Edwards as imposing a figure 

to be reckoned with as his grandfather had been? His sermon that day 

indicated that he was, and yet pressure still existed for him to prove 

himself in his community. 'l'his was a community accustom~d ',"bo 

Stoddard's 'harvests'. What. could they expect from Jonathan Edwards? 

New England was accustommed to Federal Theology, in which man and 

God assent to the establishment of a contract. Human merit enters 

this system in the understanding that the Covenant is binding to both 

man and God. When man fulfilled the condition of faith, God was 

obligated by the agreement to assure salvation. Edwards understood 

Covenant theology a bit more bluntly. Redemption was entirely de

pendent upon God. God was never obliged to man ." On top of this. man 

... ; 
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could never rest assured in his salvation. Edwards himself did not 

claim with certainty that he was saved • . Salvation was in God's pands. 

'Owning' the Covenant would not necessitate salvation. Man must de-

pend on God. Man cannot justify himself because of his innately sin

ful nature. Only through faith is he justified, because faith par-

ticipates in the obedience of Christ to God. Edwards did not under-

stand faith as a condltion in God's act of salvation. Faith is an 

expression of obedience. Justification does not arise as the end of 

a series of causes, but is part of a system of causation which may not 

be comprehensible to man. Grace is a necessary part of salvation. 

Man, because of his infinite sin, cannot achieve salvation by his own 

merit. 

Northampton had a reputation for rev~vals. Edwards no doubt 

felt pressure both ~rom within the town, and from his anxious audience 

in Boston to follow Stoddard's five 'harvests' with one of his own. 

The revival in America was a radical movement not understood by 

many, and h'ence di vidlng the colonists into two camps. Its ~onents 
saw it as a reaction to the "degeneracy of the times", in the words 

of Whitefield, or as a response to the corruption, ignorance and 

'deadness' which were encountered in American religion at the time. 

The r.evival was a renewal of the special purpose felt to be a part of 

the legacy of America. It was seen as God once again expressing His 

special mission through an incredi ,g __ reaffirmation of the Covenant. 
_ ... · roo ~~.,~' ... -

America was directly experiencing divin~ grace. The emotions became 

the focus of this new understanding of faith. Many of the sermons of 

the New Light ministers, or those who supported the Awakening, empha

sising hellfire and brimstone, were designed to .~trike terror into 

2 
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the hearts and soul~ of their listeners. 'This convinced many of them 

of the necessity of throwing themselves upon God's mercy for sa11a

tion. The congregation was depri7ed of hope, dramatically offered 

God's grace, and led into a frenzy by the minister. Throughout the 

colonies, the conversion experience spread. 

Edwards is the redeemer of the Awakening for many who might 

allow it to be discredited as merely "enthusiasm". He was actually 

in a unique position. Though today he is known most widely for his 

hellfire sermon, "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God", his own view 

of the revival was an attempt to find more of a middle way between 

'rational' and 'enthusiastic' approaches to religion. His sympathies 

lay more with the New Lights, though as Lovejoy remarks, "At times, he 

seemed as interested in protecting 'true experiment~l religion' from 

some of the revivalists as in defending both from the charge of en-
9 

thusiasm". Edwards held that physical effects were not of primary 

importance in'the experience of revival, and should not be used either 
10 

to attack or support the Awakening. He saw the revival as evidence 

of the extraordina.ry work of God, and the emotions as a legitimate 

channel for relieious experience. His chief opponent among the Old 

Lights was Charles Chauncy, who claimed that "an enlightened mind, 

not raised Affections, ought always to be the Guide of those who call 
11 

themselves Men." 

let us turn back to the revival in Northampton in 1735. Heimert 

calls this revival "both a prelude to the Awakening and in a sense 
12 

one of its causes". Edwards' writing alerted poth England and the 

colonies to an in"cr.ed~~le religious experience. told through the ,.-
narra ti ve of two spec ific, personal experiences .,; 

",' 



-9-

The "Narrative" was probably the document by Edwards most widely 

read in his own time. It began as a letter written on May 30, ~735, 

to Benjamin Colman of Boston. Colman is a rather interesting figure. 

He came to Boston to assume the duties of the first minister of the 

radical Brattle Street Church , but soon became a conservative. He was 

one of the most prominent'clergymen of his day, aiding many educational 

institutions, including Harvard and Yale. Miller claims that Colman 

"mainly formed the style and sensibility of New England between 1720 

and 1730", and that he "was a rationalist who luxuriated in emotion, 
13 

a kind of Calvinist sentimentalist". As such, he strongly supported 

the Great Awakening, and with his connections in England g encouraged 

an exchange of ideas and information.c',It:,is in this aspect that he 

was of special s'9l:"vice to Edwards. He had written to Edwards re

questing information concerning the Northampton revival, and was so 

impressed hy the account that he sent it to ;England for publication. 

He encouraged Edwards to refine his first letter, incl~ding more detail. 

This second letter , dated November 6, 1736, was published in 1737 in 

both London and Boston under the present title. Three more editions 

and one translation were also published g and the work was reprinted 

numerous times. The "Narrative" was widely circulated. In many ways, 

:i.t might be said to have paved the way for the Great Awakening, for. 

to an extent. it legitimized sentimentalism in religion. placing a 

premium on the emotions and reaffirming the value of personal experience. 

Edwards did not stop here with his accounts of the revival. He 

wrote of his own conversion experience between 1737 and 1739. in a 

work entitled "Personal Narrative". And in 1741. he preached a series 

of sermons later published as "A Treatise Concer,ning Religious Affec

tions". In all. he attempted to describe the m06ds and changes under-

",' 
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gone by the individual in the conversion experience, refining his 

understanding in the process. He had discovered that his works, 

prompted similar conversions, and continued to emphasise the very 

personal nature of the experience, in an attempt to limit excessive 

enthusiasm. Though this was the case, he also defined a pattern 

generally adhered to by those undergoing conversion. While the pro

cess was personal, the framework he found more general. 'l'he "Treatise" 

includes a lengthy barrage against those who supposed the images in 

their heads to be signs of true conversion. Here Edwards finally 

delineates the true signs of conversion and makes a critical distinc

tion between "lively imaginations arising from strong affections", the 

case of the converted, and "strong affections arising from lively 

imaginations", the case of the majority of those claiming spiritual 

experience. This slow development from uncritical reporter of God's 

great work in America to the careful analyst evident in the later 

works reveals to us the maturing and increasingly cautious Edwards . 

He was finally dismissed from Northampton and went into the wilderness 

to work with the Indians. His writing from this late period was 

highly phi1osophica1 for the most part. One other writing, published 

in 1749, dealt with the nature of true piety. His work on the life 

of Reverend David Brainerd placed this man in an exemplary position 

as a model of 8.11 that was good in "emotional" faith. To the end, 

Edwards fought to establish the validity of religious feeling and per

sonal experience, though as he matured he became more critical of the 

criteria which delineated the true experience of conversion. 

,.: 



SECTION TWO: AN ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

The major influences on Edwards' thought were three: Calvinism, 

Puritanism, and a Lockean metaphysics. In this section of my attempt 

to understand Edwards' view of the conversion experience, I shall 

focus on questions concerning the nature of his approach to some fun-

damental religious problems, as revealed in the "Narrative". However, 

since the document itself focuses on the morphology of conversion, I 

would first like to roughly delineate the "steps" understood to make 

up that experience. I have extracted from the document ten steps, 

varying in order of occurrence. which comprise the conversion exper

ience. The time elapsed in undergoing this process varies, though the 

actual conversion takes place in a moment. Steps may be skipped. but 

the general pattern reported by Edwards is composed of these phases. 

The first, and perhaps most important step is the realization by 

the subject through the grace of God of his 'miserable condition by 
15 

nature' and the danger he is in of "perishing eternally". This 

causes man to attempt o( 2) a cessation of sinful practice, to the best 

of his ability, and within his limits as an innately sinful being. He 
16 

(3) also makes "earnest application to the means of salvation" , as he 

understands them. After these initial stages, the variety of experience 

is stressed over and over again. Edwards wants to emphasize that it 

is not his intent to write a "how-to · manual for those interested in 
; 

conversion, though in fact this treatise was frequently consulted for 
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just that purpose. The fourth s:tep is a high expectation of "what 
1? 

God will do for them", followed by (5) disappointment. This ~ycle 

of hope and frustration is repeated indefinitely~ and often accompanied 

by (6) a sense of God's justice in their condemnation. Often when 

this sense is felt most strongly, the person, with "hope and en-
18 

couragement" , is converted(?). This experience of God's justice and 

mercy often brings to the conver"tis ' mind perth~};t texts in Scripture (8) • 

Any text which comes to mind with new clarity may be understood as a 

"perti~t text". A singleminded preoccupation with God and Christ in 

their Trinitarian nature follows and is manifested in longings and 

love for the godhead. rrhe final step is "a holy repose· of soul in God 

and Christ, with a secret disposition to fear and lov~ him, and to 
19 

hope for blessings from him". Often the subject is not aware that 

conversion has occurred. Edwards attributed this to the fact that 

conversion was a misunderstood experience. 

"In this town there always has been a great deal of talk 
about conversion and spiritual experiences; and therefore 
people in ,r;;ener,"ll had forrned a notio11 in their minds what 
these things were. But when they become to be subjects 
of them, they find themselves much confounded'.in their 20 
notions 8,nd overthrown in many of their former co~cei t8. " 

Edwards observes that frequently this misunderstanding happens to 

those who are most sure they have grasped the concept. 

Why would misundp-rstanding as to the nature of conversion arise? 

Perhaps the key to this question also lies with Stoddard's legacy. 

Edwards admits that the people in his ministry are accustomed to talk 

about "conversion and spiritual experiences", due to Stoddard's many 

revivals. Edwards' reluctance to accept the Covenant idea. presented 

in Federal Theology might explain the difference in his understanding 

of a truly religious experience and the understapding of the people 

I.' 
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in Northampton. Unlike them, he believes that salvation is truly a 

gift from God, one which man cannot act to influence. Man may ~e 

bound by'the Covenant, but God is beyond those bonds. Man cannot 

rest secure in his faith, but must realize that in faith there can be 

no security. Conversion is therefore not a security. It is a work 

of grace on the soul. The process of preparing for grace could be 

gradual, but that moment when grace works to convert corrupt man to 

a sta.te of grace is instantaneous. Edwards understands conversion to 

consist in part of an entirely new sense of perception, one which was 

unavaila.ble to "natural" or unregenerate man. 

How would Edwards ,distinguish between a saint and a man as yet 

unconverted? He tells us that ,saving grace "is radically but one -

i.e •• however various its exercises are, yet it is but one in its root; 
21 

'tis one individual principle in the heart". This Psense of the 

heart" finds its focus in the principle of Divine Love, for it is from 

Divine Love that all good flows. Divine Love is defined by Edwards 

as "the soul's relish of the supreme excellency of the Divine nature, 
22 

inclining the heart to God as the chief good". This "relish" is 

entirely lacking in "natural" man. This is the first effect experienced 

in converted man, this is all God need make "~ n aware of to produce 

"alJ. f,ood effects in the soul". Yet this first awareness must corne 

from God; it cannot originate with man. 

Now that we have outlined the experience wnich is at the center 

of the "Narrative", we may move on to consider Edwards' stand on 

several basic theological issues. First, let us attempt an under

standing of the central issue of Edwards' idea of God. With seeming 

simplicity, it may be said that Edwards held a qalvinistic conception 
til V . . l 

of God ll one which emphasJ, ed h1s soverel.gnty and' included the 
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doctrines of predestination, the depravity of man, and the irresis

tj.bili ty of grace. Edwards, however, denied any separation of r.eason 
23 

and will, witholding from man "a self-determining power in the will " . 

Thls understanding relegated man to a position of absolute dependence 

upon God's grace. Edwards 'denied Calvin's basic conception that man 
24 

is "a self-originating power", outside of cause and effect. To fully 

understand his conception of man in relation to God, we must acknow-

ledge Edwards' debt to Locke. 

Locke's "Essay Concerning Human Understanding" was the treatise 

from which Edwards formed the basis of his reasoning. The Lockean 

claim which had the greatest effect on Edwards was the idea that man 

gets all his ideas from experience, either through "sensation" or 

"reflection". Keeping in mind this concept, let us attempt to explicate 

how Edwards employed the Lockean method of disputation to substantiate 

hi.s support of the doctrine of predestination. From the starting 

point of the dependence of idea upon experience, let us move to the 

concept of perception. Accordi~ to Locke, perception depends on 

experience and is therefore subjective. "In perception ••• the direction 

of the response depends ••• upon the idea that ~he mind forms out of 
25 

the seeing". Man's natural inclination is towards the naturally 

"excellent". There is something innate in man which drives him to 

the "good". Because of his intelli.gence, he is aware of natural order, 

and strives for that which ought to be. Man is free to qe righteous. 

When he acts against natura.l law II he realizes that he is subverting 

the natural ch'J.in of events. Edwards was convinced that man is pre-

disposed to a certain mode of perception by his previous experience. 

Cont~ary to Locke, Edwards held that a unity existed between the will 

and man's desire. Man's will follows from his perceptions, rather 
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than from the true nature of things. This will is ruled both by natural 

necessity, or the bodily needs and limits; and by moral necessit~, or 
26 t 

the "habits and dispositions of the heart". Yet the responsibility for 

his view of heaven and earth was placed upon each man. As Miller sum-

marizes this position, "You are free to do what you can do, but you are 
2T 

not free to do what you won't do". Just as perception is influenced by 

experience, so too is the will influenced by something outside itself. 

Man is part of a chain of events; he acts "necessarily", as part of 

this chain. Edwards would argue through reduction to an initial act 

which was not free, thereby establishing to his satisfaction the pre-

destined nature of man, 

Man's mind set must be altered to recognize the desirability of 

redemption. His heart must be prepared to be "disposed" to the at-

tractiveness of salvation, must be taught the "necessity" of moral 

action. Perhaps we are now prepared to deal with the question of why 

Edwards chose to relate accounts of the conversion experiences of 

others to those as yet unregenerated. As Edwards himself realized; 

"There is no one thing that I know of which God has made such a means 
28 

of promoting his work amongst us, as the news of others' conversions." 

Why should accounts of conversion experiences serve as catalysts 

in the cronversions of others? According to the sensationalist doctrine, 

sight of conversion taking place should serve to transfer the idea 

from the mind of the person to whom the experience occurs through sense 

data to the mind of the observer. 

Consider perception. Upon exposure to the sensation of the enlight-

enment experience, thf~ mind " experiences" that occurrence sens i bly, 

or through a sensible means. As such, it become, a Lockean 'idea'. 

",' 
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or something sensationally experienced. Both cause and morality are 

united in the act of the conversion. "Redemption is a flash of ex-
t 

perience, forever abiding, in which matural good and moral good merge 
29 

in a sense of the real good." It was up to the minister to convince 

his congregation of the real divinity of the experience, and prepare 

their hearts and minds to receive and allow the process to occur. 

For, as understood earlier, where the will does not incline, the 

motion does not succeed. Thoug~conversion might not have been truly 

understood, exposure to the idea predisposed the congregation to ac

cept it, and to desire it. Descriptions of the experiences of others 

provided that "sensational" experience, albeit second hand, required 

in Locke's system to form an "idea". First cause and moral necessity 
I 

unite to give the redemption experience an almost irresist.ble 

attractiveness. 

How did Jonathan Edwards understand his own role in the midst of 

the revival sweeping around him? His was a part played out amidst 

controversy, yet his understanding of that part remained constant. 

Both Scheick and Lucas dwell on the growing uneasiness at the time be-

tween clergy and laity over control of the church system. A struggle 

for authority was occurring in which both sides were attempting to 

establish their predominance. Edwards simply accepted his natural 

position as leader. He saw his role as one of guidance, @anifested 

in many different ways. Four of these facets of minister as guide 

will concern us here. These are. the minister as instructor, as de-

fender of the faith;and of the means of obtaining that faith, as 

guide to personal understanding of faith, and as the spiritual "father" 

of his congregation. 

..' 
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In his role as instructor. Edwards saw it as his duty to clarify 

Goel's purpose to his "flock". This is shown in his statementl • 
"Whatever minister has a like occasion to deal with souls. 

in a flock under such circumstances as this was in the last 
year. I cannot but think he will soon find himself under 
a necessity greatly to insist upon it with them. that God is 
under no manner of obligation to shew mercy to any natural 
man. whose heart is not turned to God." 30 

We find Edwards explaining God's justice. his mercy. his omnipotence, 

in fact. Edwards acts as God's spokesman to his people. interpreting 

the will of the Lord. Also under this "instruction" mode fall his 

preaching duties. his dispensing of counsel and reproof. and his direct 

guidance to those in need. He understood his preaching as a goad to 

encourage private meditationl 

"Oftentimes persons have received the first saving con
viction from reasoning which they have heard from the pulpit; 
and often in the course of reasoning they are led in to 
their own meditations." 31 

Much of Edwards' role as a guide to personal faith lay in his 

understanding of the steps to revelation. He saw it as his "duty" to 

"signify" the occurrence of conversion to such in his flock as he 

understood to have attained it. thereby encouraging them to remain 

steadfast. 

"Let it be noted . that what I have undertaken to judge 
of has rather been qualifications. and declared experiences, 
than persons. Not but that I have thought it my duty. as a 
pastor. to assist and instruct persons in applying scripture 
rules and characters to their own case. and I have. where the 
case appeared plain. used freedom in signifying my hope of 
them to others." 32 

He saw it as his r~ogative to legitimize a conversion experience. 
/. 

He was the judge of true enlightenment; he followed the standards he 

believed to have been set by God. 

"I have abundantly insisted. that a manifestation of sin-

",0 
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cerity in fruits brought forth~ is better than any manifes
tation they can make of it in words ,alone. and that without 
this, all pretences to spiritual experiences are in vain." J3 • 

That he would write a work such as the "Narrative" at all, with its 

delineation of the conversion experience, is evidence of his accept-

ance of this role. 

Another task he took upon himself was that of de£ending the new 

emotional expression f f . th /. rh h b' . . o al w~ f was elng experlenced ln North-

ampton. He was at great pains to differentiate between "what is spiritual 

and what is merely imaginary". The emphasis placed on emotional re-

sponse to conversion received much criticism, and in several of his 

works, Edwards strove to validate this "affectionate" faith. 

"Many in the country have entertained a mean thought of 
this great work, from what they have heard of impressions 
made on persons' imaginations. But there have been exceeding 
great misrepresentations, and innumerable false reports, 
concerning that matter. It is not, that I know of, the pro
fession or opinion of anyone person in the town, that any 
weight is to be laid on any thing seen with bodily eyes ••. But 
such impressions on the imagination as have been more usual, 
seem to me to be plainly no other than what is to be expected 
in human nature in such circumstances, and what is the natural 
result of the strong exercise of the mind and impressions on 
the heart." 34 

His entire "Treatise Concerning Religious Affections" was in defense 

of the part played in religion by the emotions. Even he admitted that 

affections could not be uncritically accepted as manifestations of 

the truly religious life. 

"The right way, is not to reject all affections, nor to 
approve all; but to distinguish between them, approving some 
and rejecting others; separating between the wheat and the 
chaff, the gold and the dross, the precious and the vile." 35 

The reaction was great to Edwards claims of the validity of 

emotion or sentiment in religion. "Enthusiasm" in its Puritain inter-

pretation was the worst charge which could be leveled against Edwards' 
" 

,.' 
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approach. This term was understood to imply the mistaken equation of 

some psychological impression with Divine inspiration. Enthusiasts 
• 

react to, in Lockean terms, "Immediate revelation" without heeding the 

restraining influences of reason or reflection. Locke would under-

stand a valid basis for the formation of an idea to be sensational 

experience conformed to objective reality. Any idea must be subject 

to proof. Edwards attempted to walk the fine line between a religion 

of pure reason and one of pure sentimentality. He recognized the 

place within faith for both understanding and mystery, intellect and 

imagination. 

In his "Treatise", Edwards attempted to present the "distinguish-

ing signs" of the truly holy. First he delineated "some things which 

are no signs that affections are gracious, or that they are not". He 

determined that great bodily distresses prove the validity of the con-

version experience not at all, for "we see them oftentimes arise from 
)6 

great affections about temporal things". To be truly spiritual, an 

affection must arise from "spiritual, supernatural, and divine" in-

fluence. Here we must attempt to understand the differences Edwards 

makes between the "natural" and the "spiritual" man. 

What constitutes the "spiritual"? r.Llhe" Treatise" is our clearest 

guide to the meaning of this concept. Here we find that the spirit-

ual is above nature, different from anything man finds in natural prin

ciples. It is a new inward perception or sensation, a new principle 

of nature. Edwards compares the spiritual sense to a new sense, a 

new means of "sight", new "eyes to see, ears to hear". As a new 

principle, it is wholly apart from that experienced by "natural" man. 

"The Spirit of God in all his operations upon the minds , 
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of natural men, only moves, impresses, assists, improves, 
or in some way acts upon natural principles; but gives no new 
Spiritual Principle.~ 37 

The truly spiritual experience is totally different from ordinary 

experience. Edwards warns that people may easily be led to believe 

that external experiences are actually spiritual. These "impressions 

on the imagination" must oe distinguished from spiritual discoveries. 

In fact, he says. 

"Yea, if men should actually receive such external ideas 
from the immediate power of the most high God upon their 
minds, they would not be spiritual, they should be no more than 
a common work of the Spirit of God", 38 

should the new spiritual principle not illuminate them. The truly 

spiritual expe~ience is wholly different from anything natural man 

can experience. Its inward nature is stresseda 

"Gracious affections arise from those operations and in
fluences which are spiritual, and the inward principle from 
whence they flow, is something divine, a communication of 
God, a participation of the divine nature." 39 

Having established the guidelines, Edwards could now declare experi

ences either legitimate or invalid. 

rEhe role of the minister as the spiritual" father" of the com-

munity is explored by William Scheick. In the midst of conflict over 

authority , the Puritan family becomes representative of order. In 

the "Narrative", Edwards focuses on the youth of Northampton. His 

two illustrative cases are a small child and a young adult. Scheick 

claims ," Edwards asserted his fatherly role, trying to .keep alive both 

the traditional image and the sentiments associated with it by 
40 

earlier generations of Puritans". In Puritan eyes, a well-ordered 

family system was indicative of a successful religious community. 

Edwards claimed that failure of family goverr~ent was at the root of 
'i 
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the corrupt practices common in Northampton. The family was seen as 

the foundation of both church and state. With its failure lay the • 
conflict between lay and ecclesiastical authorities. Family harmony 

is an indication of the recognition and acceptance of the Lord's 

guidence. It was no mere chance that Edwards' examples, Abigail and 

Phebe, were both portrayed in the bosoms of their strong and ·supportive 

families. As Scheick understands it, "Conversion most readily occurs 

when the environment is appropriate, and the restoration of family 
41 

order provides that environment". However, he goes on to remark , 

Edwards no doubt sensed that something was lost; from beneath an 

appatent exuberance emerges more than a hint of unconcious wistfulness 

in his portraits of Abigail and Phebe's affection fot their spiritual 

father". While he emphasized the willingness of his congregation to 

accept wholeheartedly his guidence in all matters, something was ob-

viously wrong. as evidenced by his eventual dismissal from Northampton. 

The "fatherly" authority of the minister was at .question; no longer 

would the community allow such dominance to the church. 

What were the effects evidenced by the conversion experience? If 

a true conversion had occurred, and the affections of the person were 

truly moved, his "sincerity" was shown in action rather than descrip-

tion. The truly converted could only be recognized by seeing in him 

that new "sense of the heart" which did not exist in natvral man. fl'he 

sense of spirituality was often accompanied by a desire to abase one-

self and deny any claims to righteousness. After enlightenment. 

"They feel the pain of their own wound; they have a watch
ful eye upon their hearts that they did not use to have. 
They take more notice what sin is there, which is now more 
burdensome to them; they strive more against and feel more 
of its strength." 42 

• 
A singleminded focus on the righteous life and a burning faith in 

.... 
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Christ and God is observed. Both fear and hope are exercised. In 

final analysis, it is the fixity of the change which indicates t~ue 

conversion. 

"The degree of religion dis to be estimated by the fixed
ness and strength of habit exercised in S:ffection, whereby 
holy affectiDn is habitual, rather than by the degree of the 
present exercise,and the strength&f that habit is not 
always in proportion to the outward effects and manifesta
tions, or indeed inward ones, in the hurry, vehemence. and 
sudden changes of the course of the thoughts." 43 

• • 

... : 
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JONATHAN EDWARDS" UNDERSTANDING OF 'rHE CONVERSION EXPERIENCE COMPARED 

WITH THE BUDDHIS'r SATORI EXPERIENCE 

In this final section, I have chosen to compare Edwards' view of 

the enlightenment experience with the Buddhist Satori experience in 

terms of William J'ames' understanding of conversion as presented in 

his book, The VarBt~of Religious l.!;xperience. I have chosen James' 
t 

interpretation because it provides a basis for comparison, and a 

framewcrk within which the Eastern and Western traditions may be made 

mutually intelligible. Though James aeals with Western tradition and 

experience, he attempts to explain his observations so as to apply to 

humankind rather than exclusively to Western Christians. Because of 

his broad scope, I believe his understanding may be extended to en-

able us to compare conversion and Satori in a meaningful manner. 

The first step is, therefore, to grasp James' conception of the 

conversion experience and what it entails. While his account is full 

of first-hand experiences, he does actually list the characteristics 

. of wnat he chooses to term the "state of assurance, r.ather than the 

faith state". He sees as central "the loss of all the worry, the sense 

that all is ultimately well with one, the peace, the harmony, the 

willingness to be, even though the outer conditions should remain the 
44 

same". The second condition is a "sense of perceiving truths not 

known before. The mysteries of life become lucid .•• and often, nay 
45 

usually, the solution is more or less unutterabl~ in words". The 

,.: 

• 
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third characteristic is a sense of newness, an "objective change 

which the world often aJpears to undergo ••• This sense of clean ~d 

beautiful newness within and without is one of the commonest entries 

in conversion recor~:r:' 46 James' last cri ter~ "the ecstasy of 

happiness produced" by the experience. He also suggests that in 

many cases, a sense of being under a higher control accompanies the 

experience. It is noteworthy that "converted men as a class are in-
48 

distinguishable from natural men". 

In the last section we presented Edwards' understanding of what 

enlightenment involved. When I speak of "Christianity" or the "Christian" 

in this section, I mean to imply Edwards' understanding of what 

Christianity entails. It remains to clarify the Zen satori state. As 

with Christian enlightenment, Satori too seems to defy definition. 

True understanding comes only with experience. However, various at-

tempts have been made to conceptualize this tneffable experience. D.T. 

Suzuki provides us with the following characterization. Satori is an 

"intuitive looking-into, in contradistinction to intellectual and 

logical uriderstanding ••• the unfolding of a new world hitherto unper-
49 

ceived in the confusion of a dualistic mind." He calls Satori a "new 

view-point", a "sort of inner perception". Satori, or self-realization, 

is the aim of Zen. Mostly Satori is achieved during sesshin , a rigorous 

spiritual discipline or cultivation of the mind which usually is for-

mally undergone for several consecutive days in an appropriate setting, 

often a monastery, under the gUi~Ce of a teacher, or roshi. At 

sesshin, one practices zazen, or "sitting in meditatio~' in a concen-

trated effort first to attain mindfulness, and then to transcend this 

state and become mind-less . aware of total unity." rrhe process, while 

\0' 
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concentrated during sesshin, is ongoing and continual. One's efforts, 

both concentrated and continuous, are not perceived as an inte.lletctual 

exercise, for the true nature of Satori has nothing to do with ratio-

cination. 

"As far as content goes, there is none in either Satori 
or Zen that can 1Ire described or presented or demonstrated 
for your intellect~~l appreciation. For Zen has no business 
with ide~s and Satori is a sort of inner perception ••• the 
perception of Reality itself, so to speak." 50 

Suzuki's analysis of Satori is liberally sprinkled with examples 

of the enigmatic statements made by Zen masters which triggered this 

new awareness. However, he does not provide accounts of enlightenment 

experiences themselves. Philip Kapleau, head of the Rochester Zen 

Center, does however present case-studies, actual first-person ac-

counts of the attainment of Satori and the alterations and experiences 

undergone by nine individuals. Taken together, they contain the 

descriptive-analytical and experiential elements represented in Edwards 

and J-ames. My' own analysis will be organized around Suzuki's six 

points summarizing the Satori experience, which may be a useful way to 

organize our study. Suzuki's is a presentation of Zen from an ideal, 

elite understanding. This is a fact which must be recognized. For 

this study, it will be clearest if we consider each point in contrast 

to Edwards' understanding of conversion. 

l)"Satori does not consist in producing a certain premeditated 
condition by intensely thinking of it. It is acquiring a 
new point of view for looking at things." 51 

What Zen is attempting is an upset of the rational approach for a new 

thought process altogether. How would Edwards feel about applying 

this to cnnversion? Edwards advocates the importance of realizing the 

error of one's way of life, but conversion does ~ot necessarily in-

valve a new conceptual and analytical groundwork. Zen also relies 
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more fully on man himself as the agent responsible for bringing about 
, 

the Satori experience. Its aim is not the Ultimate Being, but simply 
t 

in Suzuki's terms, the idea of Unity, found through an inward-focusing 

search. "The ultimate destination of Satori is ~owards the Self; 

it has no other end but to be back wi thin oneself." 'llhis is not a 

legitimate goal for Edwards. The search with which he was familiar 

was one for higher knowledge from without, through divine illumination, 

rather than from within, through the true nature of the self. While 

man may realize his "miserable condition by nature" and strive to live 

as pure a life as his nature allows, still there is a level beyond 

which he cannot venture alone, without divine intervention in the form 

of saving grace. Man is not complete and perfect in himself, as Zen 

claims. The circle is an appropriate metaphor for this self-sufficiency; 

from which nothing can be subtracted, to which nothing need be added. 

Everything is Buddha-nature, lacking nothing. 

James' third criteri~~ the sense of newness. We find it in 
I 

both Zen and Christian tradition. Edwards would agree that conversion ~ 

provided a "new point of view for looking at things". He points out 

that this perception of newness of religious things is common. He 

also asserts that. 

"In gracious affections there are new perceptions and 
sensations entirely different in their nature from any
thing experienced by the (same) saints before they' were 
sanctified." 52 

He likens this altered perception to the acquisition of a "new sense". 

A "spiritual" perception is dependent upon having laid a "new found-

ation in the nature of the soul, for a new kind of exercise of the same 
53 . 

faculty of understanding". (underlining mine) If we understand this 

new exercise as an approach to thought from a dif~erent groundwork, a 
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new viewpoint, then Edwards might agree with Suzuki's statement. 

However, this new" inward perception or sensation" originates not, 

within, but comes through the "saving influences of the Spirit of 
54 

God" • This, I think, is a fundamental difference; one which shifts 

any parallels we might discover superficially. Let us go on to another 

of Suzuki's six points for a more complete discussion of the import-

ance of God in each of these disciplines. 

2)"Satori is not seeing God as he is ••• (but seeing) into 
the work of creation •••• Zen is not dependent upon the support 
of a creator; when it grasps the reason for living a life, 
it is satisfied •••• Zen wants absolute freedom, even from 
God •••• It recognizes the incompleteness of a mere name." 55 

God is so central to Edwards' universe that to consider man able to 

go ori without him is absurd. To say that man is not dependent upon 

God is an impossibility for Edwards. His argument against free will 

rests squarely upon his understanding of man's determination by God. 

His first premise is that every event must have a cause, He denies 

that any volition may arise without a causel 

"It is indeed as repugnant to reason, to suppose that an 
act of the will should come into existence without a Cause, 
as to suppose the human soul, or an angel, or the globe of 
the earth, or the wh@le universe, should come into existence 
without a Cause." 56 

Just a brief look at this passage reveals Edwards' view of man's de-

pendence upon a first Cause, or God. But does he see this dependence 

as continual? Yes. He argues that man is necessarily drawn, towards 

the"greatest apparent good" which determines his Will. The Will is 

therefore determined by something outside itself which understands 

Ultimate Goodness, something "belonging to another faculty, whose acts 
57 

go before the Will". Freedom of the Will is limited to "the power of 

acting upon impulses in the generation of which ~he mind was wholly 
58 

passive". The Will itself does not; voluntarily make any choice, but 

",' 
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is conditioned by each previous choice, the first of which was not self

determined. but set in motion by a higher Being . Edwards cannot ~e 

satisfied with "grasping the reason for living a life" as an adequate 

goal. unless that reason is understood to be the Will of God. 

What does Suzuki mean by "freedom from God"? He explains that 

the concept of God is seen by many as a definite object. When that 

object is gra.sped. when God is accepted. one denies the existence of 

that which is no-God, limiting one's understanding. It is this limit-

ation which Zen wants no part of • because its ultimate goal is beyond 

limit. Edwards does understand man to be~imited by God, but in a 

positive sense of the word. God is the first Cause, his eiistence is 

not under question. Edwards does not believe that the concept of God 

excludes no-God; it excludes nothing , but is omnipresent. Christianity 

too "recognizes the incompleteness of a mere name", but understands 

God to transcend totally the terms man uses to symbolize him. 

J) "Satori is the sudden flashing into consciousness of 
a new truth hitherto undreamed of ••• Satori comes upon a 
man unawat'es, when he feels he has exhausted his whole being. 
Religiously, it is a new birth; intellectually, it is the 
acquiring of a new viewpoint." 59 

This new viewpoint corresponds to J-ames' "sense of newness", or 

the objective change perceived by the converted one. This is especially 

true in Buddhism. The enlightenment is sudden and illuminating. 

"For a fleeting eternity I was alone - I alone was ••• 
I have it I I know! 'llhere is nothing, absolutly nothing. 

I am everything and everything is nothing!." 60 

James also mentions the inexpressibility of this new understanding. 

One of Kapleau~~ subjects relates her experience of this problema 

"Words are cumbersome and primitive - almost useless in 
tryine to suggest the true multi-dimensional workings of this 
indescribably vast complex of dynamic force OJ'' 61 

I 

... .. 
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Edwards too expressed the belief that words are not enough to truly 

manifest an understanding of the whole nature of spir:itual existtince. 

That enlightenment comes upon man unawares is affirmed by both 

traditions. The analogy of having been "struck by light/ning" appears 

in both Kapleau's accounts and in James. Suzuki describes it as a 

"sort of mental catastrophe taking place all at once, after much piling 
62 

up of matters intellectual and demonstrative". Edwards tells USI 

"That knowledge, that reformation and conviction that is 
preparatory to conversion may be gradual, and the work of 
grace after conversion may be gradually carried on, yet that 
work of grace upon the soul where by a person is brought out 
of a state of total corruption and depravi~y into a state of 
erace •.• is in a moment." 6J 

Can one prepare for this flash of illumination? Both traditions 

say yes, but vary in their understanding of just how far man by him

self may pursue enlightenment. In Zen, it is entirely up to the in

dividual to attain Satori. His teacher will guide him and help him 

understand what he experiences, but each must look into himself. One 

cannot follow exactl~the path taken by one's teacherl one must discover ~ 

a path which is true for himself. Yet the experience of the teacher 

may show possibilities to the student. Here the difference in goals 

perhaps explains the difference in methods. The object of Zen is self

realization, while the object of the Christian spiritual experience is 

realization of God, the acceptance of grace, and from that, illumination 

of the Soul. Where else can one find the self but within? This ex-

plains why the Buddhist devotee looks into himself. The Christian is 

dependent upon a force outside of himself. He may realize his un

regenerate state and attempt as much as possible to free himself from 

sin, yet without God's grace, he will remain unregenerate~ Edwards 

claims that the means of salvation within man's r'each are "reading, 

I 
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prayer, meditation, the ordinances o~ God's house, and private con-" 
64 

ference". Again and again he stresses man's inability by himsel~ to 

"save" himself. Man depends on the grace of God to attain conversion. 

James gives us a case to illustrate this sense of dependence on a 

higher being, the French Protestant Adolfe Monod tells of his own con

version in 1827) 

"My sadness ••• was without limit, and having got entire 
p ssession of me, it ... corrupted at their source my feelings, 
my judgement, my happiness. It was then that I saw that to 
expect to put a stop to this disorder by my reason and by my 
will, which were themselves diseased, would be to act like a 
blind man who should pretend to correct one of his eyes by 
the aid of the other equally blind one. I had then no resource 
save in some ini'luence from without." 65 

(Niis influence is the grace of God. 

The Buddhist works to free and prepare his mind to enable him-

self to leap to Self-realization. The Christian realizes his sin, in 

order to ready his mind for the presence of the illumination of grace. 

The Christian's realization of the sinful nature of man keeps him 

from believing he can ever attain perfection through his own-efforts. 

In the Zen Satori, quality is determined by previous efforts. There 

are recognized degrees of depth in enlightenm:mt. One is not expected 

to rest at the original attainment of Satori, but to labor to deepen 

and widen one's understanding further. This does not appear to be 

true to the same extent in Edwards' understanding of Christian con-

version, nor does J"ames deal with this. The Christian may differentiate 

between Justification and Sanctification, though Edwards himself does 

not seem to make this distinction. The Buddhist, however, tecognizes 

separate stages of enlightenment. Kapleau refers to eight stages 

along the Path of the Ox, indicating different accepted levels of en-
i 

lightenment. In Christianity, one will probably '~ontinue" to read and 
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study. but without the expectation of attaining a higher degree of 

realization in the same sense as the Buddhist. One's conversion sheds , 
new light on the subject, but after conversion, one does not seek 

higher conversion, merely deeper understanding. 

Suzuki calls Satori a "perfectly normal state of mind", comparing 

the change to adjusting the hinge on a door to determine whether the 

door opens in or out. Your viewpoint has changed. 

4)"You have acquired in the meantime something altogether 
new. All your mental activities will now be working to a 
different key, which will be more satisfying, more peaceful" 
and fuller of joy than anything you ever experienced before. 
The tone of life will be altered. There is something re
juvenating in the possession of Zen." 66 

This would seem to correspond to James' state of profound happiness. 

Edwards too tells us of this experience within conversion. In his 

accounts. the feeling centers on Christ or God. Abiga,il Hutchinson 

felt the "excellency of Christ" and passed time in "joyful contempla-
67. 

tions'" ·of him. (Ehis joy is also manifested in a delight in read ing 

the scriptures and an eagerness to attend religious services. It is 

seen in man's "affections"i or his emotional response to his new 

awakening. G.C. Finney is quoted in James on tfuis subjects 

"No words can express the wonderful love that was shed 
abroad in my heart. I wept aloud with joy and love. and I 
do not know but I should say I literally bellowed but the 
unutterable gushings of my heart." 68 

What makes the focus of this emotional outpouring differ from that of 

a Buddhist is an accompa~ng desire to relate the experience to God. 

The seeker of Satori also laughs. cries. feels waves of delight, shakes, 

pants, trembles , faints, feels numb, lo~es sight of the passage of 

time, and arrives at a new clarity, yet does not see God as having any 

part in the experience. The Buddhist arrives at a realization of Unity, . 
the Christian experiences enlightenm9nt, leading to a sense of unity 
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with God. 

Edwards also agrees that the tone of life is altered. In f~t, 

this is the major factor in recognizing a true conversion. He calls 
69 

this a "fervent, vigorous engagedness of the heart" and sees it in 
70 

a "manifestation of sincerity in fruits brought forth". 

How does the experience show itself in daily life? The Buddhist 

seems to become aware of each moment. 

"A thousand new paths are opening before me. I live my 
life minute by minute, but only now does a warm love pervade 
my whole being." '11 

Life is exciting when seen in this light. 

"I feel free. I feel ready to live every day with zest, 
by choice! I am delighted by the adventure of each moment." 72 

The Christian lives in awareness of God. He realizes his total 

dependence on God and is terrifyingly aware of his own wickedness. 

With the grace of God experienced in conversion, he receives some as-

surance of his salvation. He feels an affection for the Trinity, and 

is resigned with respect to both life and deatht resigned to the will 

of God. 

5) Zen is not Zen without satori. Without this aquisition of a 

new viewpbint, of self-realization, there is no Zen. Can this be said 

of Edwards' understanding of the importance of the experience of grace 

in Christianity? Without that experience, even the practicing Christian 

remains unregenerate, untouched by God, and hence, will not be saved. 

In either system, one may follow the tenets with hope of enlightenment, 

but until that instantaneous realization occurs, the path in its true 

light is not comprehended. What is Christianity to the sinner, the 

unregenerate man, without hopes for salvation, without the grace 6f 
, 

God? What is Zen without the enlightenment, the awareness of reality, 
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achieved in Satori? Perhaps they are closer in this respect than I 

first thought them to be. 
t 

6) The final point Suzuki emphasizes is that the Zen masters' 

"manifestly enigmatical- presentations were designed to create in their 

disciples a state of mind which would more systematically open the way 
73 

to enlightenment". Edwards accomplishes this same task with his ser-

mons and accounts of the conversions of others. He too emphasizes 

that the sPi~it of the account rather than the letter should guide the 

aspiring convert~ James too discusses the importance of the state of 

mind, and supports the view that "sudden conversion is connected with 
74 

the possession of an active subliminal self". Emotional "sensibility" 

and a tendency towards having "unaccountable" impulses are also im-

portant elements of the personality type most often known to attain 

conversion. This orientation is what is encouraged both by Edwards 

and by Zen masters. 

In human terms, J);s/~vestigat6r of relig ions, . .aRd bracketing 
~~017/ 

the belief in the existence of a deity , gre~t similarity of experience, 
II 

However, I'm not sure how valid a comparison of the 

manifestations of these two traditions really is , since the central 

theological purpose of each varies so widely. Both may be said to seek 

unity, Buddhism with the Whole, and ~hristianity with God, who may per-

haps be understood as another name for the Whole. However, Buddhism 

emphasizes self-realization, and Christianity canters on God's grace 

as the medium through which understanding emerges. Was this a valid 

exercise for me personally? Did I come to any understanding of Edwards 

~hich I might have missed had I not studied him from this angle? The 

answer appears to be yes. I was particularly enl~~htened by drawing 

a comparison between the central place of Satori in Zen and the place 

",' 
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of grace and conversion in Christianity. This comparison really helped 

me understand the urgent-need for conversion. I ' ve gotten used ~ the 

Christianity of today, which makes few demands Qn the average American. 

This exercise brought Edwards into a new light. I feel that I have 

more fully grasped the meaning of Edwards' Christianity • 

• . 
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