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Oliver Wendell Holmes  1809-1894
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JONATHAN EDWARDS

As the centennial anniversaries of noteworthy events and signal
births come round, frequent and importunate as tax-bills, fearful
with superlatives as schoolgirls’ letters, wearisome with iteration as
a succession of drum-solos, noisy with trumpet-blowing through the
land as the jubilee of Israel, we are, perhaps, in danger of getting
tired of reminiscences. A foreigner might well think the patron
saint of America was Saint Anniversary. As our aboriginal pre-
decessors dug up the bones of their ancestors when they removed
from one place to another, and carried them with the living on
their journey, so we consider it a religious duty, at stated intervals
in the journey of time, to exhume the memories of dead personages
and events, and look at them in the light of the staring and inquisi-
tive present, before consigning them again to the sepulchre.
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Jonathan Edwards

A recent centennial celebration seems to make this a fitting time
for any of us, who may feel a call or an inclination, to examine
the life and religious teachings of a man of whom Mr. Bancroft has
said, referring to his relations to his theological successors, that “his
influence is discernible on every leading mind. Bellamy and
Hopkins were his pupils; Dwight was his expositor; Smalley, Em-
mons, and many others were his followers; through Hopkins his
influence reached Kirkland, and assisted in moulding the character
of Channing.”

Of all the scholars and philosophers that America had produced
before the beginning of the present century, two only had establish-
ed a considerable and permanent reputation in the world of Euro-
pean thought, — Benjamin Franklin and Jonathan Edwards. No
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Jonathan Edwards

In studying the characteristics of Edwards in his life and writings,
we find so much to remind us of Pascal that, if we believed in the
doctrine of metempsychosis, we could almost feel assured that the
Catholic had come back to earth in the Calvinist. Both were of a
delicate and nervous constitution, habitual invalids. Their features,
it is true, have not so much in common. The portrait prefixed to
Dwight’s edition of Edwards’s works shows us a high forehead, a
calm, steady eye, a small, rather prim mouth, with something about
it of the unmated and no longer youthful female. The medallion
of Pascal shows a head not large in the dome, but ample in the
region of the brow, strongly marked features, a commanding
Roman nose, a square jaw, a questioning mouth, an asserting chin,
— a look altogether not unlike that of the late Reverend James
Walker, except for its air of invalidism. Each was remarkable for
the precocious development of his observing and reflecting powers.
Their spiritual as well as their mental conditions were parallel in
many respects. Both had a strong tendency to asceticism. Pascal
wore a belt studded with sharp points turned inward, which he
pressed against his body when he felt the aggressive movements of
temptation. He was jealous of any pleasure derived from the de-
licacy of his food, which he regarded solely as the means of sup-
porting life. Edwards did not wear the belt of thorns in a material
shape, but he pricked himself with perpetual self-accusations, and
showed precisely the same jealousy about the gratification of the
palate. He was spared, we may say in parenthesis, the living to
see the republication in Boston of his fellow-countryman, Count
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