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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Importance of the Study

History can be a fascinating discipline. One should not assume it is a simple
recitation of past events. Such an assumption can lead even the brightest of students to
gloss over their history books with not only mechanical indifference, but with naive
deference. Often, there is little focus on the dynamic nature of historical interpretation.
This is unfortunate because the study of history is both dynamic and interpretive.' Past
events are indelibly forged and unchangeable. This truth, however, does not preclude the
necessity of careful investigation, cautious interpretation, and honest reporting.

In his book Revivalism and Social Reform, Timothy L. Smith observed that
“accuracy and impartiality are the historian’s cherished goals.” Therefore, “unless
Christianity is dependent upon propaganda, its case is better served when historians hew

to this line as best they can, letting the chips fall where they may.”” Care and caution are

'James E. Bradley and Richard A. Muller, Church History, An Introduction to
Research, Reference Works and Methods (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 34. Regarding
proper historiography the writer stated, “The problem of the past is not only related to the
subjective question of the present interpretation; it is also related to the nature of
historical evidence... All that we have are results and traces. From those results and traces
we then construct something that we call history, which is no longer so much ‘what
happened’ as the way we construct connections between the surviving traces.”

*Timothy L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism on
the Eve of the Civil War (Glouchester, Mass: Peter Smith, 1976), 10.



essential in interpretation because even the historian with the best intentions must
navigate through and around several barriers before he can produce a credible account of
a historical event.

First, to produce accurate historical research one must consider primary sources as
foundational. However, even primary sources require proper critical analysis.’ Though
they are essential for research one cannot assume they are always accurate. Even primary
sources are often the products of either accidental or dubious revisionism.*

Second, the student of history must understand that he cannot fully recreate the
historical event he is studying. He must be selective of his sources.” It is one’s theological
and philosophical presuppositions that will naturally determine what sources are utilized
and what sources are ignored. Third, it is important that the historian realize that the
primary and secondary sources he uses in research were written by men and women who

also filtered and interpreted their work through theological and philosophical

*Bradley and Muller, Church History, An Introduction to Research, 39.

*R. G. Collingworth, The Idea of History. ed. T. M. Knox (New York, 1946) 245.
Collingworth wrote: “For any source may be tainted: this writer prejudiced, that
misinformed, this inscription misread by a bad epigraphist, that blundered by a careless
stonemason; this potsherd placed out of its context by an incompetent excavator, that by a
blameless rabbit. The critical historian has to discover and correct all these and many
other kinds of falsification. He does it, and can only do it, by considering whether the
picture of the past to which the evidence leads him is a coherent and continuous picture,
one which makes sense.”

’Ibid., 236. Regarding the selection of sources Collingworth had this to say: “No
historian, not even the worst, merely copies out his authorities; even if he puts in nothing
of his own, he is always leaving out things which, for one reason or another, he decides
that his own work does not need or cannot use. It is he, therefore, and not his authority,
that is responsible for what goes in.” Bradley and Muller state in their book Church
History that “it is of the very essence of sound historiography that it be selective.” p. 48.



presuppositions.°

Fourth, the historian must therefore discover whether or not there were any
conflicting interpretive trends that impacted, or inspired the authors of the primary
sources. If there were, these conflicting interpretations must be gathered, studied,
criticized and if possible, synthesized. If this is not done, the contemporary historian will
fall prey to the presuppositions and agendas of past authors and will at best propagate an
embellished history.” At worst, he will disseminate a lie.®

A fifth concern centers on the personal agendas of historians. It is not possible for
the historian to approach the study of history with perfect objectivity. During a forum on
scholarship George Marsden addressed the issue of historiography and personal agenda.
He noted that historians who substituted personal agendas “for those of the subjects
whom they are studying” constituted “one of the perennial problems for scholars.”
Marsden wrote that having a personal agenda did present a challenge, but it did not
necessarily result in bad scholarship. He advocated that scholars acknowledge they are
limited by their own perspectives and biases “and then look for better ways to

communicate across communities.” Scholars must be willing to communicate and engage

%Ibid., 231-249. This process of filtering and interpretation is what R. G.
Collingwood described as the historical imagination.

"Bradley and Muller, Church History, 51. In this section Bradley and Muller
argued that within primary sources there is already a built in interpretation. Therefore, the
historian must critically examine the data within the source.

*David Hackett Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical
Thought (New York: Harper Perennial, 1970). This book is a compilation of various
fallacies and mistakes often made by historians during their research.

’George Marsden, “The Decade Ahead in Scholarship, ” Religion and American
Culture (Winter 1993) 12.



other scholars who hold different agendas and ideologies."

It is incumbent upon today’s historians to understand the different hurdles that can
affect one’s ability to produce competent and accurate research. The historian must be
cognizant of his world and familiar with the world he chooses to study. He must
comprehend both his own personal bias and agenda and the biases and agendas of the
authors of the sources he studies. This will lead him to cross examine primary sources
with other primary sources.

By understanding one’s own limitations and by addressing the limitations of
primary sources one can offer a more accurate and holistic interpretation of an historical
event. With these considerations in mind, this dissertation will seek to examine and
understand the event known as the Layman’s Prayer Revival of 1857-58. In her book,
The Prayer Revival of 1857-1858, Dr. Kathryn Teresa Long wrote that “the awakening
has become a historical event mentioned by many authors, examined in depth by only a
few.”!! Until recent years, this particular revival received little notice.'? Fortunately, it is

now starting to receive legitimate recognition."

“Ibid., 10-11.

""Kathryn Teresa Long, The Revival of 1857-58 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1998) 4.

"In the twentieth century there have been at least six dissertations written
specifically on the Prayer Revival. All but one of these were written before 1964. The
only twentieth century historian to devote serious time and publication to the event is J.
Edwin Orr.

PTimothy L. Smith. Revival and Social Reform: American Protestantism on the
Eve of the Civil War (Glouchester, Mass: Peter Smith, 1976) 9. Here Smith offered a
challenge to anyone who desires to study the Prayer Revival: “The beliefs and practices of
the mass of ordinary men are most important. Preoccupation with the learned and
sophisticated minority is as misleading as over attention to the crackpot fringe... we must



Studying this event is important for several reasons. First, this writer discovered
that the Prayer Revival of 1857-58 has, in comparison with other periods of revival and
awakening, received little recognition.'* Second, statistically, more people were allegedly
converted to Christian faith during the Layman’s Prayer Revival than during any other
event in American History." For this reason alone, it needs to be studied. Third, if
Christians today can accurately study, and interpret the Prayer Revival, it may be possible
to reproduce the foundational elements that prepared the United States for this great
movement and thereby pave the way for a similar revival in this day.

This study deals at length with historic revision. It is important that the reader

go beyond the solemn quarterlies published for clergymen and sift the literature which
their parishioners read. Vast collections of devotional and biographical tracts, popular
histories of revival and reform movements, and files of weekly denominational news
papers remain almost unexplored. Here lie the records of events as contemporaries
actually saw them, interpreted in the light of their own doctrines, hopes, and prejudices.”

"“This writer surveyed several dozen Church History and general history books.
Among the books surveyed were widely accepted and utilized works such as Williston
Walker’s Church History, Kenneth Scott Latourette’s A History of Christianity, Mark A.
Noll’s A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada, Justo Gonzalez’s The
Story of Christianity vol. 2, Latourette’s A History of the Expansion of Christianity vol.
5. Though all of these works allude to the First and Second Great Awakenings, none offer
a single reference to the Prayer Revival of 1857-58. Other Church Histories such as Earle
E. Cairns’ Christianity Through the Centuries 3" ed., Noll’s The Old Religion in a New
World, Edwin Scott Gaustad’s A Religious History of America, Thomas A. Askew’s The
American Church Experience, Leonard Woolsey Bacon’s 4 History of American
Christianity, and Winthrop S. Hudson’s Religion in America 6™ edition offer very brief
references to this revival. All interpret the Prayer Revival in the greater context of the
Second Awakening.

]. Edwin Orr, Good News in Bad Times, Signs of Revival (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1953) 26, 29. By surveying church records, Orr calculated that more than
1,000,000 converts were added to the church within twenty-four months of the Prayer
Revival’s outbreak. By the end of the Revival that number increased to approximately
2,000,000. It must be noted that Orr did not divulge exactly how he arrived at these
numbers.



understand that this dissertation is in itself a thoroughly revisionist work. Historic
revisionism is not intrinsically negative. Therefore, it is not the desire of this writer to
ensconce historic revision in pejorative terms. There is; however, an attempt to challenge
any revision that pushes historiography away from accuracy. When history does start to
meander from factual data it is then important that historians revise their research in order

to turn historiography back into the sphere of credulity.

Purpose of the Study

The scope of this research will be the Layman’s Prayer Revival of 1857-58. The
majority of other works which address the Prayer Revival focus mainly on its geography
and impact.'® The focus of this dissertation will be on interpretation. Through the study of
primary sources this dissertation will identify at least three variant interpretations. One
major supposition of this work is that these interpretations influenced the substance and
nature of the primary sources. Further, this study will also contend that these
interpretations were not the products of dubious revisionism. They were, as this writer

will illustrate, the products of theological presuppositions.

'°J. Edwin Orr has written more on the Prayer Revival of 1857-58 than any other
author. However, none of his books which pertain to the this revival offer in depth
interpretation. Instead, they record the geographical, social, political and religious impact.
To date, the volumes of primary source news paper reports studied by this writer have all
addressed impact. The most important and often cited primary source books are Samuel
Irenaeus Prime’s The Power of Prayer, and Prayer and its Answer. William C. Conant’s
Narratives of Remarkable Conversions, Talbot W. Chambers Noon Prayer Meeting of
The North Dutch Church, and James W. Alexander’s Revival and its Lessons. All of
these primary source books approach the Prayer Revival from the perspective of its
impact on church and society. The only truly interpretive works that this author has
discovered is Kathryn Teresa Long’s The Power of Interpretation: The Revival of
1857-58, published in 1997 and Timothy L. Smith’s Revivalism and Social Reform:
American Protestantism on the Eve of the Civil War, which was published in 1976.



The proposition of this dissertation will be threefold. First, the Layman’s Prayer
Revival of 1857-58 was neither a Third Awakening, nor a distinct Awakening. It was the
crescendo of the Second Awakening. Second, this work will propose and demonstrate
that most, if not all of the primary source accounts were heavily influenced by the
theological agendas of those who wrote the histories. Third, the Layman’s Prayer Revival
can, therefore, only be properly understood when all the variant primary source
documents are synthesized into one holistic interpretation.'’

The purpose of this dissertation will be twofold. First, by establishing that the
Prayer Revival was the crescendo of the Second Awakening, this work will challenge any
interpretations that suggest the Layman’s Prayer Revival was either a third or a distinct
awakening in itself. Second, it will develop a holistic understanding of the Revival by
defending both its providential nature and human agency.'® By doing this, the writer
endeavors to support the providential nature of awakenings. At the same time, however,
by documenting the reality of human agency, this work will diminish the mythical

folklore that often surrounds and permeates many Christian interpretations of the event."

"Roy J. Fish. When Heaven Touched Earth: The Awakening of 1858 and its
Effects on Baptists (Azle, TX: Need of the Times Publishers) 133-149. In his book Roy J.
Fish included a chapter titled “When He is Come: Characteristics of the Prayer Revival.”
Some of the subheadings in this chapter includes “Lay Activity,” “The Primacy of
Prayer,” “Lack of Emotional Excess,” and “Universal Approval.” When one looks at his
footnotes it is immediately recognized that virtually all of his sources are either Calvinists
or are periodicals that lean towards a Calvinistic interpretation. This was probably not
intentional, nevertheless, it offers a good representation of a non holistic historical
account of the Prayer Revival that is slanted towards one mode of interpretation.

'"This writer believes that both providence and human agency are always present
during awakenings. It is not an either or, but a both/and proposition.

One great example of such an interpretation can be read in an article published
on the front page of the New York Times on May 11, 1858. In this article John McLean an



Sources of the Study

The first and most important sources are the primary sources. These sources are
found in manuscripts, newspaper periodicals, religious papers, journal articles and books
(all of which are dated during or prior to the Prayer Revival). The primary sources offer
the first tier of interpretations of the event. There are also a number of books and articles
which were written in the nineteenth century. These are works written after the Revival,
but by those who experienced it. This offers a second tier of interpretation. A third source
is the secondary sources written by those who have no first hand experience with the
Prayer Revival. These sources rely heavily upon the interpretations of prior sources. The
final source are dissertations that focus on, or at least address the Layman’s Prayer

Revival.

Organization of the Study
The title of this dissertation is “An Interpretive Analysis of the Layman’s Prayer
Revival of 1857-58.” This dissertation is divided into seven chapters including the
Introduction and Conclusion.
The chapter titled “A Case Study of Samuel Irenaeus Prime,” critically analyzes
Prime’s book The Power of Prayer, which is the most quoted primary source of the

Prayer Revival. This chapter will reveal internal conflicts within the Power of Prayer. It

Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court stated “The present religious
movement is unlike any that have preceded it. In its commencement and progress it seems
to be connected less with the ordinary instrumentalities of the gospel and to depend more
directly on the operations of the Holy Spirit. On the land and on the sea extraordinary
conversions have been witnesses with little or no human agency. But in this great
Christian movement they see the hand of Providence which was so often indisposed to
guide our destiny.”



then reveals conflicts between the Power of Prayer and other primary sources. The
purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate that the primary sources of the Prayer Revival
must be critically analyzed and not accepted with passive deference.

The chapter titled “The Prayer Revival of 1857-58,” is divided into three sections.
The first offers a brief survey of Jeremiah Lanphier and his involvement in starting the
Fulton Street prayer meeting. The second offers insights to the infamous business
revulsion that occurred one month after the prayer meeting commenced. The third section
addresses the sweeping affect of the revival.

The chapter titled “The Prayer Revival of 1857-58: Perception and Reality,” is
divided into three sections. The first section defines and distinguishes the terms revival
and awakening. The second offers insights on the problems of revisionism in revival
histories. The third section is a study of the spiritual climate of the Unites States between
1843 and 1857. This section offers growth statistics of Protestant churches from 1840 to
1857, and challenges the consensus that there was a spiritual decline during this period.

The following chapter which is titled “Agents of Outreach During the Prayer
Revival of 1857-1858" is divided into three sections. The first section outlines the prolific
element of human agency during the Prayer Revival. The second offers a case study on
the American Tract Society and records its activity before and during the Prayer Revival.
The third second section surveys the impact of the Y.M.C.A. both before and during the
Prayer revival.

The following chapter is titled “A Contrast of Three Interpretations of the Revival
of 1857-58.” There are three sections in this chapter. The first offers insight into the

Calvinistic interpretation of the Revival. The second records the foundational elements of
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the Arminian interpretation of the Revival. The third section examines the foundational
elements of the journalistic interpretation.

The “Conclusion” will be a redress of all that has been addressed in the
dissertation. The proposition will be restated and then a brief synopsis of the main body
of the dissertation will be written. This redress and synopsis will establish the proposition

point by point.
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CHAPTER 2

A CASE STUDY OF SAMUEL IRENAEUS PRIME

Earlier in this dissertation the statement was made that even primary sources
require proper critical analysis, and that one cannot assume they are always accurate.
Even primary sources are often products of either accidental or dubious revisionism. In
this chapter, the writer critically analyzes the document he considers to be the seminal
primary source for the Layman’s Prayer Revival. This analysis will demonstrate that even
the most important primary sources to the Layman’s Prayer Revival are often laced with
internal contradictions and anecdotal data. Such discovery leads the serious historian to
question if any one primary source can stand alone, or whether it needs to be buttressed
with other primary sources. The obvious answer is that in order for any primary source to
be utilized, it must be compared with other primary sources. Only then will one be able to
develop a holistic understanding of the event being studied. In this particular case—the

Layman’s Prayer Revival.

Samuel Irenaeus Prime
Samuel Irenaeus Prime’s works are the most quoted of all the primary sources
dealing with this historic event. He is the most obvious person to analyze. Whereas Prime
is the most quoted person, his book The Power of Prayer is the most quoted of his books.
This makes the Power of Prayer the most quoted primary source of the Layman’s Prayer

Revival of 1857 and 1858. Therefore, this section will make a case study of Samuel
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Irenaeus Prime’s The Power of Prayer.

By reporting on the growing spiritual fervor of the Prayer Revival through “Old
School lenses,” Prime stressed the providential character and national influence of the
movement. He all but ignored the incredible financial panic that occurred just one month
after Jeremiah Lanphier started the noon day prayer meetings in the Old Dutch Reformed
Church.' He glossed over the increased evangelistic activity of the New England churches
(which started a full year before the Prayer Revival). He did not mention the Baptist and
Methodist denominations (the two denominations that gained the most converts during
the revival), and he absolutely ignored the impact and even existence of the Y.M.C.A.

and colportage.

The Power of Prayer and its Internal Conflicts

In the opening pages of The Power of Prayer, Prime declared “This revival is to
be remembered through all coming ages as simply an answer to prayer.”> However, Prime
then discussed in some length how Lanphier approached newspapers and “called on some
of the editors of the religious papers to have them notice the interest that is daily
manifested in our meetings.” This raises a question. Was the revival “simply an answer
to prayer.” Or was it also a product of interest stirred by its daily reporting in the religious
and secular papers?

Not only did Lanphier approach the newspapers, but he also walked the streets

'Kathryn Long, The Revival of 1857-58, 13.

*Samuel Irenaeus Prime, The Power of Prayer (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth
Trust, 1991), 3.

’Ibid., 10.
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inviting people to attend. Prime, himself, quoted this from Lanphier’s journal:

“Prepared for the prayer meeting today at noon. Called to invite a number of persons to be
present. Spoke to men as [ met them in the street, as my custom is.”* He further quoted
Lanphier who wrote: “Called on a number to invite them to attend the noon day prayer
meetings.” These quotes that were taken from Lanphier’s journal were all dated October
of 1857. However, Prime wrote that the “great revival had actually commenced and had

6 Prime

been in progress for some time, before any public mention had been made of it.
contradicted himself here. He quoted from Lanphier’s journal where he (Lanphier) invited
people by both word of mouth and correspondence. He also asked newspaper editors to
report on the prayer meetings. This was all done less than a month after the prayer
meeting at the Fulton Street church started. Then, Prime suggested that the revival was in
progress for some time before there was any public mention of it. Both statements cannot
be accurate. It was either one or the other.

Another area where Prime seemed to be in conflict was over lay and clergy
involvement. “Another feature of this work,” wrote Prime, “is that it has been conducted
by laymen.” He boasted that “It began with them. It continues with them.” He then stated

1”7

that ministers “assume no control”” of the prayer meetings. However, Lanphier, himself,

was under the employment of the North Dutch Church of Fulton Street. He was not a

*Ibid., 8-9.
’Ibid., 9.
%Ibid., 10.

"Tbid., 33.
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layman. He was a church worker, a city missionary.® He was paid by the North Dutch
Church to reach the city with the gospel. Thus, the most important personality of the
Prayer Revival was not a layman, but a paid professional minister. In function and
vocation, Lanphier was very much part of the clergy.

Prime stated that ministers assumed no control of the prayer meetings. However,
he also wrote that during the first months of the noon day prayer meetings that both
“pastors and laymen” who belonged to churches in both New York and Brooklyn, “had
been to one or more of these meetings, and had been warmed by the holy fire already
kindled.” These pastors and laymen were so impacted by these meetings that “as the
sparks from the burning building are borne to kindle other fires, so these carried the fire

to their own churches.””

If both these positions are correct, then the reader is to assume
that pastors went to prayer meetings, were inspired by prayer meetings, returned to their
churches and started prayer meetings, but assumed no control of the prayer meetings.
However, at the same time, laymen who did the same, returned to their churches, started
and controlled their respective prayer meetings.

Prime exalted the notion that “it was everywhere a revival of prayer.” He wrote
that “it was not prayer meetings in imitation of the Fulton street meetings.” However, in

the same paragraph he then stated that “the same characteristics that marked the Fulton

street meeting marked all similar meetings.”'® One must ask, were they different or the

Prime’s Power of Prayer and 18-29 and Chamber’s Noon Prayer Meeting, 39-44,
offer background information on Lanphier.

°Prime, The Power of Prayer, 10.

"Ibid., 16.
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same?

The reader is asked to believe that the subsequent prayer meetings which spread
throughout the city were spontaneous and independent of, but just like the Fulton street
meetings. But, they were never imitations. In Prime’s understanding, the similarity of the
prayer meetings was not evidence of human concert, but divine providence. Prime wrote
that both ministers and lay-persons attended the Fulton Street Prayer meetings and took
the “holy fire already kindled” back to their respective churches. Also, Prime recorded
that Lanphier contacted both secular and religious news papers and reported the events of
the prayer meetings. According to Prime, these news papers reported the substance and
experiences of these prayer meetings. In truth, Prime provided much more evidence of
human concert than he did of divine providence.

Another point of contention is Prime’s record of the New York pulpit during the
Prayer Revival. He wrote of the character of preaching that began to prevail during the
revival. “Let us look at some of these passages... the sermons by a great number of
preachers, selected without any preconcert...”'! He then listed a number of revivalistic
sermons preached during that time. However, the only sermons referenced by Prime were
those preached from the pulpit of the Dutch Reformed church on Fulton Street. He
offered no record of what any other church was preaching. Regarding the lack of
“preconcert,” Prime already mentioned that ministers from all over New York and
9912

Brooklyn visited the Fulton Street meeting and “carried the fire to their own churches.

If they carried “fire” to their own churches, then it is very probable that this supposed

"Ibid., 13.

2Ibid., 10.
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“fire” translated into sermons. Reason dictates that if ministers gathered together for
prayer and were impacted, that they certainly brought their experiences with them to the
pulpit.

Prime went to some length to report the stealthy nature of the Prayer Revival. The
reader is left to believe that revival swept the nation as one simultaneous event without
any collaboration of any human agent. He wrote that “so gradually and unostentatiously
had all this wide spread religious interest risen, that one meeting for prayer scarcely had
any knowledge of what was doing in any other.”"® How did Prime know this? If the
Nation’s religious and secular papers were filled with testimonies and people all over
New York were leaving these prayer meetings blessed and sharing God’s love—as Prime
reports—then it was very probable that the various prayer meetings knew exactly what was
transpiring at the others. Prime stated that this “spread of religious interest” was gradual
and unostentatious. However, J. Edwin Orr reported that in the first twenty four months
of the revival, there were over 1,000,000 converts nation wide."

Regarding preaching, Prime wrote “there had been no eloquent preaching, no
energetic and enthusiastic appeals; no attempts to rouse up religious interest.”"
Unfortunately, he twice contradicted his own statement. In his own words he said this of

the preaching during the Prayer Revival: “The Holy Spirit seems to lead the minds of

ministers to those portions of his word which he designs to make the fire and the hammer

PIbid., 16.

1]. Edwin Orr, Good News in Bad Times, (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1953) 25-6.
See also footnote #15 on page 5.

Prime, The Power of Prayer, 16.
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to break the flinty heart in pieces.”'® He further declared, “What a world of love must
have been in these sermons. With what untold anxieties did these preacher strive to win
sinners to Christ.”"”

Regarding the attempts to “rouse religious interest,” Prime stated that Lanphier
first approached religious papers, then he contacted secular papers and asked them to
publish testimonies of the prayer meetings. Prime also quoted this from Lanphier’s
journal: “We distributed the tract entitled ‘Three Words,” and each one was to give it to
some friend.” Then he quoted: “The tract given out today was entitled ‘One Honest
Effort.” It was to be prayed over and then given away.”"® These quotes from Lanphier
recorded by Prime suggest that Lanphier was very involved in attempting to “rouse up
religious interest.” Prime insisted that there were “no attempts” by preachers “to rouse up
religious interest.” However, he then declared that preachers preached in such a way as to
“break the flinty heart in pieces.” They strove with “anxieties” to “win sinners to Christ”
and enveloped their sermons in a “world of love.” Did they or did they not attempt to
“rouse religious interest?”” Prime said no, but even his own statements challenge his
position.

Another area of conflict is over Prime’s position on the need for human agency.
He disparaged churches from attempting to exhaust themselves with evangelistic

outreach. He admonished over zealous churches by writing: “churches have taxed to the

utmost for a few weeks both soul and body of every earnest man they could enlist. Such

"Ibid., 13.
"Ibid., 15.

®Ibid., 17.
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efforts must be relaxed. Flesh and blood cannot sustain them.” However, on the same
page Prime wrote: “we must shake off old habits of mind, and arouse ourselves earnestly
to the unprecedented demands of the time. God never called any former generation of
men on this earth, as we are now called.”"” He never spelled out what the “unprecedented
demands” were. Also, he never defined what his generation was “called” to do.
Obviously, he believed they were “called” to do something, yet he encouraged churches
to relax the enlisting of “earnest” men in an attempt to sustain a God sent revival.

Prime understood revival as an event that was produced, propagated, and fulfilled
within the sphere of God’s sovereign will. Human agency was nothing more than a
passive element:

The revival was nowhere attended nor preceded by any special measures intended

and adapted to produce intense excitement on the subject of religion. All these

union prayer meetings have been the effects of a great first cause. God poured out

the Spirit of grace and supplication, and to his name be all the glory. As nearly as

possible was this awakened interest simultaneous over all this western world.*’

Even this declaration is challenged with his own words. Up to this point, Prime
recorded the Prayer Revival in chronological order. His own record of the event
demonstrated that the revival was not simultaneous. It did experience explosive growth,
but it was growth that could be tracked. Prime wrote that there were no “special measures
intended and adapted to produce intense excitement.” however, in the paragraph
following this statement he wrote this:

Among the indications of an awakened religious interest in the west was the

calling of a convention on revivals at Pittsburgh late in last Autumn... A
committee was appointed, who drew up an address to the churches... It was

PIbid., 21.

*Ibid., 36.
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recommended that this address be read from the pulpit by pastors... and that

official members of the respective churches be called to meet in each church to

discuss the same subjects as the convention had discussed... that a plan of
personal visitation be adopted... families should be visited by the pastor...
multitudes of ministers... delivered discourses on the necessity and practicability
of revivals... All these arrangements told upon the country with great power and
the awakening received an intelligent and mighty impulse.*’

This demonstrated a high degree of organization. Significant measures were
“adapted to produce intense excitement on the subject of religion.” It suggests that
ministers had much to do with the perpetuation and organization of the revival. Also, this
convention was not unique. A similar convention was held at Pittsburgh in 1828 with the
same focus.** Meetings and conventions were commonly organized where delegates
spoke about the need for revival.

After declaring there were “no special measures intended and adapted to produce
intense excitement on the subject of religion,”* Prime then went into considerable detail

as to how local churches engaged in systematic visitation throughout New York and

Brooklyn. He stated, “So far as this city was concerned, the organized systems of tract

*!Ibid., 37-8. This particular convention recorded by Prime was the Pittsburgh
convention which was conducted by Old School Presbyterians on December 1, 1857.

*The Republican Complier, Synod of Pittsburgh, November, 19, 1828. During
this Synod, seven resolutions were adopted. 1. That every minister of the Gospel seek
with all earnestness a revival of religion in his own soul. 2. That every minister examine
the condition of his charge (his church). 3. To cleanse the polluted sanctuary, and bear
testimony against all vices and sin. 4. To enforce discipline against sin in order to avert
God’s judgement. 5. That ministers compel their members to be stewards of their time
and actively engage in ministries that will advance God’s kingdom. 6. That the members
of the Synod will visit churches and call Christians to humble themselves, return to God,
and commit to fervent prayer. 7. That the Presbyters present at the Synod take these
subjects into consideration and secure them within their own churches.

“Ibid., 36. It is very possible that Prime’s reference to “no special measures” did
not indicate a lack of organization, but a lack of the revival methods employed in the
early 19" century.
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and Sunday School visitation had much to do with the beginning of the revival, with its
spread, and with its continuance to the present hour.”* He explained how churches of
New York developed a thorough system “of searching out and exploring the destitutions
of this great city, and inducting the neglected and neglecting perishing thousands to attend
upon the worship of God.”* The primary vehicle for this outreach and evangelism was
the Sunday School. Prime recorded that churches visited both the rich and the poor, the
destitute and the fashionable. As a result of these “special measures” conducted by human
agency, Prime declared this:

the numbers were greatly increased of those who visited the house of prayer. All
denominations nearly were benefitted by this work, and many of the shared in the
labor of it. In many Sunday schools the members were doubled, all increased. In
this way, thousands of persons—some from the brown stone fronts, and some from
the garrets and cellars, swelled the numbers, who were seen on Sunday morning
wending their way to the sanctuary... This system of visitation was adopted and
carried out in New York and Brooklyn about the same time. It was an organized
plan adopted by the churches to visit in their respective localities and search out
every kind of destitution.*®
Comparing the Power of Prayer with Prayer and Its Answers
If one compares the rhetoric engaged by Prime in his first book, The Power of
Prayer and his book Prayer and its Answers, which was written twenty five years later,
he will quickly recognize that the language of the latter book is much more sedate. In his

book Prayer and its Answers, Prime offered no observation that the revival of 1857

abated. However, his rhetoric was considerably less flamboyant.

*Ibid., 38-9.
*Ibid., 38-9.

*Ibid., 38-9.
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In The Power of Prayer, Prime asked, “Shall the work cease? Shall a revival of
religion, in some respects the most remarkable the church has ever enjoyed, come to an
end... No one can think that God chooses to have it so.”?” With these words, Prime
declared to his readers that the Prayer Revival would be a lasting one. He proclaimed that
the revival was “such a work of grace as the modern Christian world has never seen?”** It
was a movement that was “gilded by the rays of a brighter sun than had ever shone upon
the moral and religious world before. This was believed. It is believed now.””

Prime used exalted terms in his first book The Power of Prayer. However, when
one reads between the lines of Prayer and Its Answers, it is obvious that the fervor over
the prayer meetings was much less intense in the years proceeding 1857-58. This rhetoric
no longer revolved around revival wrought by prayer, but the fact that prayer was
buttressed by faith. Unlike The Power of Prayer, the operative words linked to prayer in
Prayer and Its Answers was not revival but providence and faith. For example, Prime
stated:

When the unbelieving objector tries to push us to the wall by opposing the

inflexible will of God to our theory of prayer, we answer him by saying that our

religion has its ground in faith. Our faith is that God hears and answers, and faith
is the fruit of the Spirit... When God instructs us to pray... it is the very substance
of our religion to accept the offer and expect fulfillment of the promise. To be
bothered about the nature of God, the infinite littleness of our efforts, and the

vastness of His concerns, as reasons why He will not take notice of our requests is
all idle... These facts and considerations are preliminary to the narratives to be

*"Ibid., 20.
*Ibid., 26.

*Ibid., 27.
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presented in this volume®

In his book Prayer and its Answers, there were no accolades about a revival, such
as has never been seen, sweeping the world. There were no exhibitions of men and
women all over the city falling under the conviction of sin. There were no illustrations of
prayer meetings exploding and multiplying over the city and the nation. It was mainly a
book about one prayer meeting—the Fulton Street prayer meeting held in the Dutch
Reformed church. The lion’s share of this book contained anecdotes of prayers being
answered all over the world. Prime never explicitly wrote that the state of religion and the
impact of the revival waned considerably.

Despite what was no longer happening in New York—mainly a revival of
religion—Prime still celebrated the continuing of the noon day Fulton Street Prayer
meeting. However, his praise centered around the format of the meeting and not its
impact. Lauded was the evidence that the prayer meeting still possessed no “dangerous
sentiments, or of exhibiting unusual and unscriptural methods... It has had no artificial or
factitious excitement to keep it up... The interest has not been sustained by physical
demonstrations, shoutings, trances, visions, or miracles of any sort.”*' Because of its
longevity, Prime declared that the Fulton Street prayer meeting answered the question
“How shall a prayer meeting be made the most interesting and the most useful?”*?

He wrote that had this particular prayer meeting contained any “physical

*%Samuel Irenaeus Prime, Prayer and its Answers (New York: Charles Schribner’s
Sons, 1882) 21-2.

*'Tbid., 163-4.

*Ibid., 163-4.



23

excitement” or “religious intoxication” that “there is no good reason to believe it would
have survived its infancy. Long before this time it would have been consumed in its own
fires, and its ashes would have been cold.”* Prime concluded that this particular prayer
meeting survived because “pursuing the sober and godly tenor of its way, retired, humble,
noiseless, seeking only the presence and guidance of the Holy Spirit, it has lived,
flourished, and brought forth fruit abundantly... And its faith has been intelligent, rational,
and calm. Therefore, there has been no fanaticism and no failure.”*

To this point one will conclude that twenty-five years after the Prayer Revival
started, the Fulton Street prayer meetings were still viable and powerful. However, once
again, Prime contradicted his own words. In his concluding chapter of the book he wrote
this:

The numbers in attendance on the Fulton Street Prayer meeting are so small as to

be scarcely appreciable in the midst of a million of swarming, busy, buying and

selling people. One church crowded to repletion would hold but a few compared
with the multitude that care for none of these things. But if any central church
were open, and at noon every day a thousand men should spend half an hour in its
courts in mingled prayer and praise, it would indicate a higher stage of Christian
life than is now to be found in the marts of commerce and the raging
competitions of the Exchange.”

The closest Prime came to admitting that the state of religion was in decline was
in this concluding statement: “This is a plea for the assertion by Christians in every day

life of their purpose to restore to their proper relations the objects for which they live.”

¥Ibid., 163-4.
*Ibid., 163-4.
*Ibid., 166-7.

*Ibid., 168.
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Conflicts with other Primary Sources

Not only is Prime’s Power of Prayer fraught with internal conflicts, but there are
also a number of conflicts with other primary sources. Prime stated that “on the 17" of
March, Burton’s Old Theatre, in Chambers street, was opened by a number of
merchants.”” Though this meeting was started by businessmen, Prime neglected to add
that the Y.M.C.A. was also involved. The New York Times recorded that it was the
Y.M.C.A. that actually leased the theater.”® According to William Connant’s Narratives
of Remarkable Conversions, businessmen initiated the meeting, but it was the Y.M.C.A.
that organized it. In his Narratives, Connant made this statement:

On the 17™ of March, Burton’s old Theatre, in Chambers street... was thrown open

at mid day for prayer... The meeting was initiated by the merchants doing business

in Chambers street... Rev. T. L. Cuyler, who conducted the first meeting,

addressed the audience as follows: “At the request of a Committee of the Young

Men’s Christian Association, I have come to conduct the service today.”’

In The Power of Prayer, Prime noted that “In New England, the present great
revival commenced almost simultaneously in many cities, villages and townships.”*
Once again, this was not accurate. According to the Christian observer, revivals were

sweeping across the nation as early as February which was seven months prior to

Lamphier’s first prayer meeting.*' The revival did not start September of 1857. It started

*'Prime, The Power of Prayer, 22.

*“Prayer Meetings at Burton’s Old Theatre,” New York Times (March 18, 1858).
3Connant, 359-60.

“Prime, The Power of Prayer, 27.

1 “Religious Intelligence,” Christian Observer Vol 36. no 9 (February 26, 1857).
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much earlier. However, Prime’s narrative leads the reader to believe otherwise.

Prime wrote earlier in this work, “this love of prayer and love of souls... disarmed
all opposition, so that not a man opened his mouth in opposition.”* Yet Bacon, in his
History of American Christianity wrote that all was not unified during the Prayer Revival.
He wrote of “old men who were ready to weep.”* They lamented that there was “no
sustained enforcement on the mind and conscience of alarming and heart searching
doctrines; no protracted meetings in which from day to day the warnings and invitations
of the gospel were set forth before the hesitating mind.”** These “old men” complained
that there was little agonizing over sin. The invitations that did occur were nothing more
than “superficial piety, springing up like seed in the thin soil of rocky places.”

John Jenkins, pastor of Calvary Church in Philadelphia produced a pamphlet titled
Plain Thoughts on The Present Great Awakening. It was published in 1858 and it
addressed the Prayer Revival. In this pamphlet he encouraged ministers to speak out in
support of the revival that was sweeping through Philadelphia. He was concerned because
“some have already attempted to influence the minds of the people either for or against
this wonderful state of things. Some have pronounced it a fanatacism bordering on
9946

blasphemy; others have expressed a strong belief that the work is of the Holy Spirit.

John Jenkins offered these several quotes from men in Philadelphia who were skeptical of

“Prime, The Power of Prayer, 12.
“Bacon, 344-5.

*“1bid., 344-5.

“Ibid., 344-5.

“Jenkins, 2-3.



26
the prayer meetings:

excitement, after all, may be at the bottom of this movement, says one of our

readers. If not with new wine, these men are drunk with unnatural enthusiasm;

with draughts of religious excitement, quaffed at these large meetings; they are
thus carried into extravagances. What, indeed, but unnatural excitement could
lead men to crowd in such vast numbers into places of prayer.*’

Conant also observed that there were those in New York who were not pleased
with the prayer revival. In his book Narratives or Remarkable Conversions, he stated that
“Among the Methodist agencies in the Revival, is a Prayer-meeting Association... The
Prayer-meeting Association are achieving great success. In consequence of their zeal in
the work, the profanely inclined have christened them The Flying Artillery of Heaven.”*®
It was the religious community that did not appreciate the “enthusiasm” of this Methodist
Prayer Meeting Association that dubbed it the Flying Artillery of Heaven. However, It
was the Flying Artillery of Heaven that did not appreciate the sedate and emotionless
character of the Prayer Revival.

This section earlier addressed sermons preached from the New York Pulpits. It is
true that Prime only recorded sermons preached form the Dutch Reformed church of
Fulton Street. However, there was another book published in 1858 which recorded a
selection of sermons preached that year from a variety of denominations within the cities
of New York. This book is titled 7he New York Pulpit in The Revival of 1858. A
Memorial Volume of Sermons. According to the introduction, the intention of this

compilation of sermons was to offer a record of the “pungent expression of their [New

York ministers] heart and mind, at a time when God is doing great things in their

“Ibid., 22.

“8Connant, 365.
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churches.” The sermons recorded in this book challenge Prime’s assertion that ministry
methods were not “adapted to produce intense excitement on the subject of religion.”’
The pages of this book are filled with riveting sermons which are saturated with
illustrations and rhetoric designed to stir the hearts of all who heard. One sermon, in
particular, illustrated the urgent and passionate plea of New York ministers during the
Prayer Revival. The reverend Theo L. Cuyler, pastor of the Reformed Dutch church in
Market Street New York, preached a sermon titled “Past Feeling.”' This sermon, like so
many others in The New York Pulpit, urged its listeners to some course of action and this
urging was done with deliberate and passionate rhetoric. This was quite contrary to
Prime’s insistence that there were no efforts to produce excitement on the subject of
religion. If the sermons recorded in The New York Pulpit are an accurate portrayal of the
average sermon preached weekly from the pulpits of New York during the Prayer Revival

then one may argue that efforts to “produce intense excitement on the subject of religion”

was a foundational element of the revival.

Other Concerns with Prime
When studying other primary sources it becomes obvious that the Y.M.C.A. and

the colporteurs of the nation’s Bible and Tract societies played a significant role both

¥The New York Pulpit in The Revival of 1858, A Memorial Volume of Sermons
(New York: Sheldon, Blakeman, & Company, 1858) xi.

*°Prime, The Power of Prayer, 21.

'The New York Pulpit in The Revival of 1858, 50-60. In this sermon, rev. Cuyler
traced the life of a person whodigressed from a young and compassionate youth to a
hardened criminal. From this illustration the sermon then launched into an urgent plea for
the listeners to not forsake God to the point that their hearts become brazen, unfeeling,
unrepentant, and past feeling.
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1.>> Despite the important, and perhaps essential role

before and during the Prayer Reviva
performed by these two institutions, Prime did not even acknowledge their existence.
Prime also reported on the love and unity of the prayer meetings. Love and unity
is a universal theme in both primary and secondary sources. Prime declared that “the
whole atmosphere was love... Hence there was no room for sectarian jealousies.””
However, this love and unity must be interpreted through the lens of mid-nineteenth
century, pre-emancipation, pre-suffrage Protestant Christian America. For a brief time,
these prayer meetings did not allow women to attend, and when African Americans
entered the meetings they were quickly segregated and shuttled into a separate room.>
Prime declared that this revival was unlike any revival America, or even the
world, had seen. In the following quote one will see why this particular revival was so
important to the Calvinist community in general and Prime in particular:
The character of the work was as remarkable as its inception and extent... It lacked
almost everything that made up the leading features of the revivals of 30 and 32.
There was no revival preaching. There were no revivalists; no revival machinery,
such as was common to those days. The ‘anxious seat’, and the labor of
peregrinating revival makers were all unknown. In former times, a revival, even in
New England, set in motion much that was stirring, and to many minds very

objectionable. Now there was nothing of the kind.”

The above quote illustrates why so many in the reformed tradition embraced this revival.

>*See chapter title Evangelism Before the Prayer Revival of 1857-1858. In this
section both the Y.M.C.A. and colportage are addressed in detail.

>Prime, The Power of Prayer, 11-12.

>*See chapter title The Prayer Revival of 1857-1858. For a more detailed
explanation of gender and race tensions read Kathryn Teresa Long’s The Revival of 1857-
58:Interpreting and American Awakening, chapter 4 “Gender Tensions and the
Masculinization of Urban Piety,” also, pages 103-106.

>Prime, The Power of Prayer, 30.
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For over one hundred years the United States experienced waves of revival, but at last,
there was a revival that looked the way a revival should look.

Much of Prime’s “historical” account of the “facts” of the Prayer Revival sound
more like a sermon than an historical record. It is often difficult to determine when Prime
was being historical and when he was being hyperbolic.’® Nevertheless, this writer
believes Prime to be an essential primary source to the Layman’s Prayer Revival. His
literary contribution to the revival will, therefore, not be neglected in this dissertation. It

is, however, important for one to use Prime in conjunction with other primary sources.’’

*This “sermonizing” by Prime is a typical method utilized by nineteenth century
historians. It is a method that bleeds well into the twentieth century. One good example of
a twentieth century history that applies this same form of rhetoric and hyperbole is
Leonard Woolsey Bacon’s 4 History of American Christianity, (New York: Charles
Schibner’s Sons, 1928). A great example of his semonizing of a historical event can be
seen in Bacon’s account of Jonathan Edwards’ biography of David Brainerd. Bacon
writes: “The story of his life and death, written by Jonathan Edwards out of that fatherly
love with which he had tended the young man’s latest days and hours, may not have been
an unmixed blessing to the church. The long protracted introspections, the cherished
forebodings and misgivings, as if doubt was to be cultivated as a Christian virtue, may not
have been an altogether wholesome example for general imitation. But think what the
story of that short life has wrought! To how many hearts it has been an inspiration to self-
sacrifice and devotion to the service of God in the service of man, we cannot know.” p.
181. It is probably very true that The Life of David Brainerd was a “blessing to the
church,” and that “many hearts” were inspired. Unfortunately, the only statement that
Bacon makes that can be ascertained with any certainty is “we cannot know.” This section
of Bacon’s work may be great for an altar call, but it is not credible historiography.

*’The need to cross reference primary sources is one of the fundamental arguments
of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER 3

THE PRAYER REVIVAL OF 1857-58

Jeremiah Lanphier and the Fulton Street Prayer Meeting

According to Samuel Irenaues Prime, Jeremiah Lanphier was born in Coxsackie,
New York in 1809." He became a resident of New York City probably around 1838. Once
in the city he found work “in mercantile pursuits.” In 1842 he made a profession of faith
and joined the Tabernacle Church. He later joined the Nineteenth Street Presbyterian
Church which was then pastored by Dr. James Waddell Alexander.” There he remained
for eight or nine years. Early in 1857 he joined the North Dutch Reformed Church on
Fulton Street. On July 1, he was appointed by the church to work as a city missionary.’
Though he was employed without any plan of instructions, his major task was to provide
ministry to the most neglected portion of the city—the lower ward.*

Lanphier immediately began to work. His primary focus was on the homes

surrounding the church. After dividing his ministry field into districts, he went door to

'His name is sometimes spelled “Lamphier.”

*The New York Pulpit in the Revival of 1858, 13. This footnote does not establish
that Lanphier was a member of the Nineteenth Street Presbyterian Church. It establishes
that Dr. James W. Alexander was the pastor there. Prime, in the Power of Prayer simply
states that Lanphier joined Alexander’s church, but does not reference the church.

*Samuel Irenaeus Prime, The Power of Prayer (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth
Trust, 1991) 7.

*Ibid., 7.



31

door and visited the majority of them inviting the residents to worship with him at the
North Dutch Church. His desire was to call upon each family and if possible, every
individual in his field.’ During this time he gave special attention to children and worked
diligently to enroll as many as he could into the Sunday school. Also dotted around the
church was a large number of hotels and rooming houses. Lanphier made regular visits to
these dwellings and invited both the residents and the tenants to attend the services of the
Dutch Church.®

After each day of work, Lanphier retired to the consistory room of the Dutch
Church for a time of prayer and reflection. These periods of prayer were a great
consolation and he was convinced that any success on the streets was to be in direct
proportion to his prayer life.” While he was in this ministry, he did achieve some success,
but in his heart he was not satisfied with the work. One day, he inquired of the Lord and
asked, “Lord what wilt thou have me to do.” In his journal, Lanphier wrote, “As I was
walking along the streets, the idea was suggested into my mind that an hour of prayer,
from twelve to one o’clock would be beneficial to business men, who usually in great

999

numbers take that hour for rest and refreshment.”” Though Lanphier was not given any

°P. F. Jerome, “The Revival of 1857-58 and the Association,” The Association
Outlook, (1898) 18.

’Marvin D. Hoff, “The Fulton Street Prayer Meeting,” Reformed Review 17
(September, 1963) 27-28.

"Ibid., 27-28.

*Frank Grenville Beardsley, Religious Progress Through Religious Revivals (New
York: American Tract Society, 1943) 43-4.

’Prime, Power of Prayer, 7-8.



32

plan of instructions, such a ministry did not address the “most neglected portion of the
city.” Nevertheless, his commitment to prayer and the consolation he received from it led
him to approach the elders and deacons of the North Dutch Church and ask permission to
open the church for a noon day prayer meeting.'” The request was accepted. Lanphier then
drew up and circulated the following handbill to advertise this meeting:
How often Shall I Pray? As often as the languages of prayer is in my heart; as
often as I see my need of help; as often as I feel the power of temptation; as often
as | am made sensible of any spiritual declension, or feel the aggression of a
worldly earthly spirit. In prayer we leave the business of time for that of eternity,
and intercourse with men for intercourse with God. A day Prayer-Meeting is held
every Wednesday, from twelve to one o’clock, in the Consistory building, in the
rear of the North Dutch Church, corner of Fulton and William Streets (entrance
from Fulton and Ann Streets)."!
It was Lanphier’s desire to have a prayer meeting which was out of the ordinary.
The format was to be simple. Everyone was invited, but no one was allowed to occupy
more than five minutes in remarks, or prayer. This design accommodated the
businessman who desired to participate for only five minutes, or for the full hour.'
Beardsley noted:
The idea was to have singing, prayer, exhortation, relation of religious experience
as the case might be; that none should be required to stay the whole hour; that all
should come and go as their engagements should allow or require, or their
inclinations dictate."

On September 23, 1857, at twelve o’clock noon, the door of the third floor lecture

room was opened for prayer. On that day, Lanphier waited in the room not certain anyone

""Hoff, The Fulton Street Prayer Meeting, 27-28.
"O0rr, Good News in Bad Times, 12.
“Prime, Power of Prayer, 8.

PBeardsley, Religious Progress Through Religious Revivals, 43-4.
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would show up. Beardsley recorded:

At half past twelve the step of a solitary individual was heard upon the stairs.

Shortly after another, and another; then another, and last of all, another, until six

made up the whole company! We had a good meeting. The Lord was with us to

bless us."

Thus, the noonday businessmen’s prayer-meeting was inaugurated! However, it
must be noted that Jeremiah Lanphier was not the first person to initiate a weekly
layman’s prayer meeting in New York. Such meetings were common only one year
earlier. The Dutch Reformed Church on Fulton street had a previous noon day prayer
meeting which disbanded at the coming of summer. This occurred only a few months
before Lanphier initiated his own and probably about a month before he was appointed as
a city missionary for the Dutch Reformed Church."” Since these earlier meetings were in
progress when Lanphier—who was then a businessman—became a member of the Dutch
Church, he would have been aware of them and very possibly a participant. This meant
when he re-started the meetings, he probably already had a network of contacts. It also
meant that a noon day prayer meeting was not a novel idea for the Dutch Reformed
Church.

What is also noteworthy is that Lanphier is reported to have consulted Edward
Colgate, the local leader of the Y.M.C.A. before he started the prayer meetings. This

consultation led to the possibility of a joint sponsorship of the prayer meetings. The

implication here is that responsibility for the prayer meeting would be shared by the

“Ibid., 43-4.

*C. Howard Hopkins, History of the Y.M.C.A. in North America (New York:
Association Press, 1951) 81-82. Lanphier was appointed as a city missionary on July 1,
1857. In all probability, the former prayer meetings had only suspended about a month
earlier.
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Dutch Church, the Y.M.C.A. and by members of other evangelical churches.'®

Irrespective of the details surrounding the formation of this prayer meeting, an
historic event was about to occur. Though Lanphier was hopeful for a movement of God,
it was unlikely that he foresaw the phenomenon that was about to occur.

The first week only a few participated.'” By the third meeting, on Wednesday,
September 30, twenty persons were present. The Next meeting was held on October 7, at
which time the attendants of the prayer meeting decided to hold daily meetings. Prime
declared:

This meeting was so animated and encouraging a character, that a meeting was

appointed for the NEXT DAY [emphasis Prime’s], at which a large number

attended... The meetings were moved to the middle-lecture room. From this point
on, the meetings were held daily. On October 14", over one hundred present.'®

The momentum from this point was explosive. The meeting quickly overflowed
and eventually filled three rooms in the Dutch Church. Soon, hundreds, who were daily
being refused admission because there was no room to hold them, were leaving the
church in great disappointment. This demand for more room led the Y.M.C.A. to open
daily noon day prayer meetings at the John Street Methodist Church and lecture-room."

Within a couple of months there were over twenty prayer meetings in New York alone.

Similar meetings also developed in virtually every major city in the United States.

"“Russell E. Francis, Pentecost: 1858, A Study in Religious Revivalism (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1948) 51.

7Some sources record three, others record six.
'%Prime, The Power of Prayer, 8-10.

"Henry C. Fish, Handbook of Revivals: For the use of Winners of Souls (Boston:
James H. Earle, 1874) 67.
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Business Revulsion and Financial Panic

After a financial panic in 1839 the United states experienced phenomenal
financial prosperity. The nation was extending westward. Its geographical boundaries
were growing. Immigrants by the millions were pouring into the country. Railroads were
being built all over the nation and the industrial revolution was in full throttle. Naturally,
Wall Street was in the middle of this financial frenzy with its bulls, bears and speculative
trading.

Unfortunately, lessons of the past were not heeded and on October 13, 1857 the
United States experienced another nation wide financial collapse. It is known as the
Business Revulsion of 1857. In New York alone, fifty-seven out of fifty-eight banks had
to suspend activity until December 12. Banking centers throughout the nation followed
suit. There were a host of factors involved in this financial crash. In his dissertation, The
Great Awakening of 1857 ad 1858, Carl Lloyd Spicer made this comment regarding the
beginnings of the financial revulsion:

The varied industrial activity created a demand for cheap labor. This labor was

supplied by the immigration from the British Isles and continental Europe... The

labor market was glutted with newcomers from Europe. Struggle loomed between
employer and employee... (also) The cupidity of capitalism was surpassed by the
blind and irrational development of the West. Laissez-faire had prompted the
development of easy credit facilities and the consequent speculation in land and
property values. In 1857 this over-expansion of credit, which was based on wild
cat security, reached a climax. In October Wall Street collapsed and great
speculative fortunes vanished over night.*

J. Edwin Otr, in his book, The Fervent Prayer noted its considerable impact on

New York City. Dozens of banks called in their loans. Thousands of merchants were

*Carl Lloyd Spicer, The Great Awakening of 1857 and 1858 (Ph.D. Dissertation:
Ohio State University, 1935) 22.
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forced to hand over all their capital. “Banks failed and railroads went into bankruptcy.
Factories were shut down and vast numbers thrown out of employment, New York City
alone having 30,000 idle men.”!

So great was this revulsion that in both 1857 and 1858, President James Buchanan
addressed this financial panic and economic collapse in his State of the Union addresses.
In the opening paragraph of his 1857 address he stated that “our country in its monetary
interests is at the present moment in a deplorable condition.” Despite all the wealth and
resources of the nation he further said “we find our manufactures suspended, our public
works retarded, our private enterprises abandoned, and thousands of useful laborers
thrown out of employment and reduced to want.”*

Fortunately, this was a short lived revulsion. In his 1858 State of the Union
address, Buchanan was still very guarded, but more optimistic. With words buried
towards the end of the speech he declared, “The periodical revulsions which have existed
in our past history must continue to return at intervals so long as our present unbounded
system of bank credits shall prevail.” He then said “But the effects of the revulsion are
now slowly but surely passing away.” Buchanan noted that because of the “energy and
enterprise of our citizens” that within a year the nation would be restored to “a state of
wholesome industry and trade.” Already he rejoiced that the cities were gaining new

capital, the interest rates were low and consumer confidence was on the rise. With this he

confidently asserted that “ prosperity will again smile throughout the land.”*

*1J. Edwin Orr, The Fervent Prayer (Chicago: Moody Press, 1974) 1.
*President James Buchanan’s State of the Union Address, 1857.

¥ President James Buchanan’s State of the Union Address, 1858.
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Buchanan was correct in his prediction. By the early spring of 1858 the nation was
recovering from this collapse. By January of 1859 it was virtually complete. On January
31, 1859, the United States Patent office issued its Annual Report of the Commissioner of
Patents for 1858. This report records the following statement:

It will be observed that the depression under which the business of the office was

laboring at the date of the last annual report has passed away, and that the rebound

from the disastrous effects of the revulsion of 1857, then so confidently predicted,
has already been fully realized.**

This was a short lived crisis; however, during the event there was considerable
suffering. Spicer noted that in the East, “the effect of the collapse of credit on industry
was unusually severe.” And that “unemployed men loitered in the highways, in the city
street, and the village shops.”” In some cities this crisis led to large demonstrations and
protests. In others it led to riots and death.*®

This financial collapse occurred just one month after Lanphier started his weekly
noon day prayer meeting. Within weeks, a revival started to sweep New York City.
Different sources have different interpretations on the impact, or significance of this
revulsion. There are a few sources that report the financial collapse as a historical event,

but make no effort to interpret whether or not it played a role in the revival. Some sources

credit this business revulsion as being the catalyst for the revival. Others discount it on

*Annual Report of the Commissioner of Patents for 1858 (Report of the
Commissioner of Patents for the Year 1858 United States Patent Office January 31,
1859).

»Carl Lloyd Spicer, The Great Awakening, 24.

**Ibid., 25. Spicer noted that this business revulsion had very little impact in the
South. A number of banks were suspended there, but its staple industry—cotton—held firm.
This gave the south a feeling of confidence in their economy, superiority in their morality
and politics, and independence from northern capital., 26.
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the premise that the prayer meeting started and was gaining interest before the financial
panic. Also, there had been financial panics and collapses in the past and none triggered a

revival.

The Business Revulsion: An Opportunity For Revival

There are a few authors who deemed it necessary to address the financial
revulsion of 1858, but offered no explicit opinion whether or not it played any concise
role in the revival. Charles Finney, in his Memoirs, where he addressed the Prayer
Revival, made no mention of the financial revulsion.?’

Bacon mentioned the suddenness of the financial revulsion. As a consequence,
“men had leisure for thought and prayer, and anxieties that were fain to cast upon God,
seeking help and direction.” He noted how a “happy thought occurred” to Jeremiah
Lamphier who then opened the consistory room, at the North Dutch Church, for common
prayer. This offered opportunity for “many business men as might be disposed to gather
there in the hour from twelve to one o’clock.” Bacon’s understanding of the revulsion
appears to be that it was not a catalyst for revival, but an opportunity for one.

In Conant’s Narratives, he offered the same impression as Bacon. He wrote that
the “financial disorder” was one that “prevailed with increasing severity for many weeks”
until it “reached its crisis.” The result was an “overwhelming panic that prostrated the
whole monetary system of the country.” It was in the midst of this conflict, Conant noted,

that Lanphier was prompted by the Lord to “do something for the relief of the distressed

*’Rosell, Garth M. and Richard A. G. Dupuis, ed. The Memoirs of Charles G.
Finney: The Complete Restored Text (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1989) 559-72.
Though Finney twice mentioned the financial crash of 1837 and its impact on his
personal ministry, he made no mention of the financial revulsion of 1857 (pps. 381, 387).
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merchants of the city.”®

Other sources denied that the revulsion was any catalyst for the revival. Prime, for
example, spoke of the calamity of the financial panic. He wrote of “a sudden and fearful
convulsion in the commercial world.” He noted that the calamity “was so speedily
followed by the reports of revivals of religion and divine grace, that it has been a widely
received opinion that the two events stand related to one another, as cause and effect.”
However, Prime argued that, by the time of the revulsion, the prayer meetings were
already established and growing. “The Spirit of God had been manifest in the midst of
them... These pious people had been gathered in meetings for prayer, before the
convulsion began.” Though the prayer meetings did grow in attendance after the revulsion
it was not a matter of cause and effect. This “new infusion of life” was “from above.”
Prime declared that “This revival is to be remembered through all coming ages as simply
an answer to prayer.””

Talbot W. Chambers, in his book The Noon Prayer Meeting of the North Dutch
Church, also argued against the notion that the business revulsion launched the Prayer
Revival. He used the financial crash of 1837 as his example. According to Chambers, the
commercial revulsion of 1837 was “quite as wide-spread and unexpected as that of 1857,

and tenfold more disastrous; yet there was then no unusual turning to religion, no mighty

movement of the popular mind, no upheaving of the foundations.”° The logic of this

*William C. Connant, 4 Narrative of Remarkable Conversions (New Y ork:
Derby & Jackson, 1858) 357.

*Prime, Power of Prayer, 1-3.

Talbot W. Chambers, The Noon Prayer Meeting of the North Dutch Church,
Fulton Street New York: Its Origin, Character, and Progress, With Some of its Results
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argument was that if financial panics promoted revivals, then the panic of 1837 would
have produced a revival ten times greater than the revival of 1857.

Of the five accounts mentioned above, Finney did not even acknowledge the
business revulsion of 1858. However, one must note that he believed the revival was in
progress as early as 1856. It is very possible that he made no mention of the revulsion
because to him it was no factor in an ongoing revival with origins that preceded it by one
year.

Bacon and Conant both mentioned the significant and devastating impact of the
revulsion in the business sector. However, they neither denied, nor confirmed that it
served as any catalyst for the revival. They did not deny that the revival was intensified
after the revulsion. To them, it was an historical event that provided an opportunity for
Christians to reach out to a nation that was stung and incapacitated. The nation was at a
stand still. Now it was in a position to hear God.

Prime and Chambers, Unlike Finney, mentioned the revulsion in some detail.
Unlike Bacon and Conant, they were explicit in their denial that the financial panic was
catalytic to the revival. However, they agreed with Bacon and Conant that explosive
growth occurred after the revulsion. They too, understood the revulsion as a means to
provide an opportunity. Prime interpreted the business revulsion as God’s judgement on
America’s “recklessness, extravagance and folly.”' This judgement would no doubt
cause men to cry unto the Lord, however, it was a tool for revival. The catalyst was God’s

providence.

(New York: Board of Publication of the Reformed Protestant Dutch Church, 1858) 284.

*'Prime, Power of Prayer, 2.
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The Business Revulsion: A Catalyst For Revival

During the financial panic and the revival of 1857, John Jenkins was a minister in
Philadelphia. In 1858 he published a tract entitled Plain Thoughts on the Present Great
Awakening. In this tract he had much to say about the business revulsion. He wrote it was
“undeniable that God, in his providence and in his grace, overrules temporal disasters for
the progress of Christ’s kingdom.” It was not possible for Jenkins, nor his readers, to
forget “the gloom almost reaching despair” that was caused by the financial crisis.
Jenkins recollected how everyone could “remember the anxious, careworn, pallid brow of
the merchant the mechanic the laborer.” It was his perception that “many Christians
viewed these disasters as a lesson which Providence had come down to teach the people.”
He noted that “Christian men, as they conversed together respecting the general disaster,
were frequently heard to say: ‘This crisis will be followed by a large spiritual prosperity
in both the Church and the country.”” Jenkins then wrote; “This seems to have been the
general impression.” This according to Jenkins, was the catalyst for the establishment of
the prayer meetings:

It was in the midst of the calamity, in the centre of the great commercial mart of

the country, and with a view to relief of those who were bowed down by

disappointment and losses, and were consequently suffering great mental distress,

a few Christians men established ‘A Business-Men’s Prayer-Meeting.’... Was it

not perfectly natural that driven as they were to distraction, that feeling as they did

the very ground taken from beneath their feet... they should seek in infinite power

and grace that help of which they felt so great a need? Really Christian was the

sight, to behold distressed men repairing to the place in which prayer was wont to

be made... men who knew not the comfort of prayer at such a time.*

Twenty percent of Jenkins’ pamphlet was focused on the Business revulsion. His

**John Jenkins, Plain Thoughts on The Present Great Awakening (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian Book Store, 1858) 3-9.
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publication established the financial panic as a foundational element that drove men
throughout the Unites States to the throne of Grace.

On May 27, 1858 The Christian Advocate and Journal offered an article titled The
Great Revival. In this article, the business revulsion was spoken of as God’s judgement
for a nation bent on greed and financial gain. It wrote that “God was forgotten by the
masses,” and “the national heart was completely absorbed in the great master passion for
aggrandizement.” Consequently, the whole nation was “prostrated in the dust in its great
commercial and industrial interests.” Men in their “ruined estate, very naturally led to
reflection.” This reflection caused men to seek the Lord and everywhere men “began to
pray. Union prayer meetings were resorted to.” This article declared “how true is it that
the process by which individuals and nations are frequently brought to God is through
some severe visitation of the Divine Providence.”™”

The 1859 journal report of the sixth annual convention of the Y.M.C.A. declared
the business revulsion to be “the origin of this work of grace.” This journal reported that
the financial crisis “paralized the commercial heart of the nation.” This left the country’s
business life at a “stand still.” During this time “the minds of men” were “free for a
moment to higher considerations than earthly treasure.” It was at this time, according to
the journal, that “Christ moved upon their hearts, Christians felt his quickening
presence... the dews of Divine grace descended until the whole heavens seemed to drop

mercy and pardon.”*

3“The Great Revival,” Christian Advocate and Journal (Vol. 33. No. 21. May 27,
1858).

¥ Journal of Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Convention of Young Men'’s
Christian Association of the United States and British Provinces. Held on July 13", 14™,
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Historian Warran Candler, in his Great Revivals and the Great Republic, wrote
that as the nation increased in wealth and power that godliness declined. He stated that
“men forgot God in pursuit of gold... The heart of the young republic was set on wealth,
and the zeal of the people for religion became lukewarm.” As a result of the financial
crash, “the wheels of industry stood still, and the noisy cries of greed were hushed, men
stopped to hear the voice of the Spirit calling them to repentance.” They heeded the call
and revival ensued. Candler thus concluded that “the Revival of 1858 began outside the
Churches, in the center of the nation’s commerce.””

Henry C. Fish wrote in his Handbook of Revivals that revivals frequently were
preceded by some great calamity. Before the Prayer Revival, churches in America were
cold and worldly. Greed for gain filled the great cities, the small villages and even the
whole land. He wrote:

Speculation was at fever-heat, and the wildest projects turned men’s brains, and

drove them recklessly on the race for riches. As a natural result, frauds,

defalcations and failures became common; until finally the crash came, and the
castles in the air, as well as the solid accumulations, were seen everywhere
toppling to the fall. As with the twinkling of an eye, golden dreams vanished and
millionaires became bankrupts. God meant it for good. He would drive out
mammon that himself might reign. He made poor the merchant princes that they
might be rich in heavenly gain.”*

A final example of a source that interpreted the commercial revulsion as a catalyst

for revival is James W. Alexanders Revival and Its Lessons. In his collection of papers he

15" and 16", 1859, at Troy, New York (Richmond, VA: Macfarlane and Fergusson,
1859) 137-8.

¥Warren A. Candler, Great Revivals and the Great Republic (San Francisco, CA:
Publishing House of the M. E. Church, 1924) 210-12.

**Henry C. Fish, Handbook of Revivals, 65-6.
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wrote that “The occasion may be fitly seized for a brief retrospect of the scenes through
which we have been led.” He then deliberated on “the greatest commercial alarm which
our country ever experienced.” This alarm was the financial revulsion of 1857. In the
following quote, Alexander described the purpose for this revulsion:

In the present instance, it pleased God, in his marvellous lovingkindness, by the

ploughshare of his judgements to furrow the ground for precious seed of salvation,

and to make distresses touching worldly estate to awaken desire for durable riches
and righteousness... From the very heart of these trials emerges spiritual
yearnings, thirstings, and supplications after the fountain of living waters. We can
not always trace the sequence of events, but it is certain that the meetings for
prayer, which noted the dawn of this great Revival, had their beginning while we
were still amidst the throes of our commercial distress.”’

Jenkins, Fish, Candler, Alexander and The Christian Advocate and journal all
argued that the commercial revulsion of 1857 was a catastrophic event and interpreted it
as God’s judgement on America. The United States forgot God and pursued personal
wealth instead. This business revulsion was brought to America by God’s providence.
God brought America to its knees financially which drove Americans to their knees
spiritually.

Nineteenth century religious literature exhibited a sense of repugnance over the
greed and lasciviousness of a country that acquired too much wealth in too little time.
Much flowery speech was used to describe the lamentations of America’s spiritual dearth
along with its base desires of worldliness and avarice. However, these writers never
offered any concrete historical documentation supporting the claims of either spiritual

declension or increased worldliness. Such statements were made as a simple matter of

fact.

’James W. Alexander, Revival and Its Lessons: A Collection of Fugitive Papers,
Having Reference to the Great Awakening (New York: Anson D. Randolph, 1859) 5-6.
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It was assumed by these writers that spiritual growth and financial prosperity
existed only in diametric opposition.® A nation possessed one, or the other, but not both.
Therefore, when a nation prospered in wealth it invariably suffered in spirit. Why?
Because man could not serve both God and mammon. It was this kind of world view that
motivated early nineteenth century Christians to insist that the financial prosperity that
developed after 1840 was coupled with a nation wide spiritual tailspin. Therefore, when
the Business Revulsion of 1857 occurred, it was quite natural to assume it was evidence
of God’s wrath and judgement.

In one rare instance, the New York Daily Times published a story actually praising
the wealth of the nation. Wealth, when channeled in the right directions, was good. In this
article the writer stated that the proof of prosperity was not determined by financial
resources, but by the way financial resources were spent. When merchants and industries
invested in “education and religious objects,” it proved that “with the means, there is a
right state of thinking and feeling.” The writer then proclaimed that “this is one of the
most striking features of the present day. There is not a paper, from any quarter, that does
not contain some illustrative fact.”® According to the author of the article, the manner in
which wealth was spent in this nation was “the most striking feature of the present day.”
However, this article was a lone voice among a cacophony of lamentations over the

danger of financial prosperity.

*Theodore L. Cuyler was a pastor in New York during the Prayer Revival of
1857-58. In his Autobiography, Recollections of a Long Life, he wrote that “Materialism
and Mammonism work against spiritual religion, and the social customs which wealth
brings are adverse to spiritual life.” 272.

¥New York Daily Times, July 31, 1854.
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Sweeping Prayer Revival

Though the Prayer Revival started in a modest manner, it quickly grew and spread
across the nation. Its first area of influence was in the great cities of the East. It then
moved into other cities throughout the West and South. However, it was not only an
urban movement. Orr wrote that it affected all classes of people in every geographical
setting. The revival “seemed to pervade the land, and men’s hearts were strangely
warmed by a power that outpoured in unusual ways.”*” Though it started in the cities, it
quickly moved throughout the rural communities. This section will offer a general survey
of the Prayer Revival’s progress. First there will be a brief look into the movement of the
revival through the urban centers of the country. Then a short survey will cover the
revival’s movement in the rural areas. The purpose of this section is to provide the reader

with a very general overview of the national scope of the Prayer Revival.

Sweeping Urban Circles
The prayer meetings in New York spread quickly. Beardsley wrote that by late
Spring of 1858 “these meetings multiplied until some twenty prayer meetings were in
operation in New York alone.”*' A young Philadelphian, who was a member of the
Y.M.C.A. visited the prayer meeting at the Dutch Reformed Church on Fulton Street. He
was so deeply impressed that he decided to return to Philadelphia and start a prayer

meeting there.

], Edwin Orr, The Second Evangelical Awakening in Britain (London: Morgan
and Scott, 1949) 17.

“'Beardsley, 180.
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This meeting was first held at the Methodist Episcopal Union Church. After a
slow start, it was moved to a small room at Dr. Jayne’s Hall. By March 9, the meeting
grew to over three hundred and moved to the main hall. After that, three thousand persons
assembled there each day for prayer. One Y.M.C.A. journal recorded that “from this
period the mid of the whole community seemed turned to the subject of religion.” The
journal then estimated that “from 10 to 15,000 persons have listened to the proclamation
of the saving truths of the gospel in this hall in one day.”*

William C. Conant offered reports of prayer meetings throughout the Union. By
March of 1858 there were prayer meetings in cities such as Philadelphia, Newark,
Paterson, Jersey City, Albany, Plainfield and Hoboken. Meetings then spread into other
New York cities such as Troy, Peekskill, Kingston, Utica, Schenectady, Syracuse, and
Buffalo. Within weeks, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Chicago, Detroit, Louisville,
St. Louis, Washington, Baltimore, Richmond, Lynchburg, Boston, Springfield, New
Bedford, New Haven, New London, Bethel, Portland, Concord and Providence along
with other cites throughout the country also opened noon day prayer meetings.*

The speed at which the Prayer Revival swept across the nation was phenomenal.
Within one year its effects were felt from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and from Canada to
the Gulf of Mexico. Typically, this was an urban revival, but it also impacted the rural
community. Beardsley noted that not only was this revival moving in the great cities, but

“the movement spread until there was scarcely a village or hamlet throughout the

#¢“Journal of Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Convention of Young Men’s
Christian Association, 143-4.

“Conant, Narratives, 367-379.
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Northern states, where similar meetings were not held.”*

Sweeping Rural Areas

When looking at the metropolitan areas listed in the previous section, it becomes
obvious that very few cities in the South are mentioned. There are at least two reasons for
this. First, in the South there were no large metropolitan areas, therefore, this primarily
urban movement did not resonate in the South. Second, because of slavery, some of the
sources that recorded the events of the Prayer Revival refused to accept that God would
move in the South. Therefore, they made no attempt to offer any records of the Prayer
Revival in the South. Charles Finney went to some lengths in his Memoirs to declare that
God did not move in the South precisely because of the sin of slavery. Beardsley echoed
this sentiment in his History of American Revivals.*

Early twentieth century historian Warren Candler challenged both these
assumptions. He noted that in the South, “there were no large cities, but a widely
scattered rural population... But they were not less abundant and blessed. Indeed, they
were, in proportion to the population, greater in the South than in any other section.” For
an example, Candler recorded that the Methodist Episcopal church in the South grew by
43,388 members in 1858. This explosive growth led Candler to declare, “That meant
glorious revivals, especially during the years 1858, 1859, and 1860.”*

The Prayer Revival did sweep New England’s urban centers. However, there was

*Beardsley, 182.

“Rosel, Memoirs of Charles G. Finney, 559, and Beardsley, F. G. A History of
American Revivals, 227-28.

*Candler, Great Revivals and the Great Republic, 216-17.
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also considerable impact in the rural communities. Orr wrote that in proportion, the
Revival in the smaller communities was stronger than in the large cities. In a two month
period over ten thousand conversions were recorded by two hundred and sixty smaller
communities.*’

Candler wrote that the large cities and towns from Maine to California all shared
in the Prayer Revival. Also, he noted that “there is hardly a village or town to be found
where a special divine power does not appear to be displayed. It really seems as if the
millennium were upon us in glory.”*® Orr believed that the Prayer Revival emanated from
New York and flowed out in three separate streams. The first flowed north into New
England. The second southward as far as Texas. And the third moved west along the
Ohio valley.” He wrote that this revival was felt everywhere in the nation. He recorded
that “ It first captured the great cities, but it also spread through every town and village

and country hamlet.”*

Y'Orr, Fervent Prayer, 14.
“8Candler, 219-20.
¥Orr, Fervent Prayer, 11.

*Ibid., 11.
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CHAPTER 4

THE PRAYER REVIVAL OF 1857-58: PERCEPTION AND REALITY

Defining and Distinguishing the Terms “Revival” and “Awakening”

In this very brief, but important section the two terms “Revival” and “Awakening”
will be defined. These terms are often used interchangeably; however, this author desires
to distinguish the two.

J. Edwin Orr, in his book The Re-Study of Revival and Revivalism, defined revival
as a time of “refreshing from the presence of the Lord.” Indicative in revival was both the
“divine origin as well as human object.” It conveyed the meaning of “restoration and
renewal, never of missionary outreach or evangelism.”'

William G. McLoughlin in his book Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An
Essay on Religion and Social Change in America, 1607—-1977, defined awakenings as
“periods of cultural revitalization that begin in a general crisis of beliefs and values and
extend over a period of a generation or so, during which time a profound reorientation in

beliefs and values takes place.”” He distinguished revival from awakening by writing that

'J. Edwin Orr. The Re-Study of Revival and Revivalism (Pasadena, CA: School of

*William G. McLoughlin. Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on
Religion and Social Change in America, 1607—1977 (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1978) xiii. In essence, McLouglin’s book is an attempt to understand spiritual
America via a Sociological matrix. This writer rejects much of McLoughlin’s
interpretations of the revival, but, accepts his definition of an awakening.
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“revivals alter the lives of individuals; awakenings alter the world view of a whole people
or culture.”

By defining an awakening in this manner, McLoughlin was forced to conclude
that the Prayer Revival was a revival and not an awakening. He rejected the belief that the
Prayer Revival was a third Great Awakening. He wrote this regarding the Prayer Revival:

The Prayer Revival did not create “any major shift in the prevailing ideological

consensus or any major reorientation in the belief-value system that had emerged

after the Second Great Awakening. In fact, [it] confirmed and sustained that
consensus.” It was an extension or reaffirmation of it.*

There was indeed a crisis of beliefs and values. However, there was not a
profound reorientation in beliefs and values. Despite the phenomenal nature of the Prayer
Revival, there was little innovation. The main characteristics of the revival such as lay
involvement, union prayer meetings, tract and Bible distribution, and media coverage did
not originate with the Prayer Revival.

This writer defines a revival as a spiritual revitalization of an individual, and or, a
region. The result of a revival is spiritual growth, evangelism, church growth and
kingdom growth. An awakening incorporates all the elements of a revival but extends
even further. An awakening not only impacts the church, but it fundamentally impacts,
and even changes whole cultures and societies.

Using the above definition, this dissertation will demonstrate that the Prayer

Revival of 1857-1858 was not a distinct awakening, but—as its label suggests—a revival.

Significant and phenomenal yes, but, in itself, it was not an event that transformed either

’Ibid., xiii.

‘Ibid., 141.
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the greater society within the United States, or the myriad of cultural enclaves within
society. It did, however, exemplify and display elements of revivalism and awakening
forces that were already present. It was, as will be argued, the crescendo of the Second

Great Awakening.

Revival and Revisionism

It is neither the purpose nor the scope of this portion of the dissertation to
provide an argument as to why there is historic revision-only to establish the fact that
there is. Also, it is not the desire of this writer to condemn revisionism. This dissertation
in itself is a revisionist work. Because historical documents are often products of
revisions (whether accidental, or dubious), it is necessary for today’s historians to base
their work on holistic research. The result of such research will often be the production of
revisionist histories. This is both good and necessary.

It is therefore essential for the historian to understand two axioms. The first is that
he, or she, approaches history with personal agendas. The second is that the sources were
written by people with personal agendas. There is nothing intrinsically wrong, or
unethical about having an agenda. However, if the historian is not honest, his agenda may
mutate into a litmus through which he will filter all data. It is at this point that historical
revision which moves the writer from fact of folklore becomes certain.

In an article titled “The Decade Ahead in Scholarship,” George Marsden
articulately captured this problem of agenda. His position was that all historians know
that total objectivity is unobtainable. He thus declared since “we are all controlled by our

biases, we might as well just admit it and use history to champion the causes with which
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we agree.”” He then noted that such an approach was problematic. It would lead some
historians to disregard the facts and write whatever they wanted. Others might, as
Marsden wrote, “ revert to mid-nineteenth-century historiographical standards.” He
lamented that this period produced “Presbyterian, Methodist and Catholic histories, and
so forth, each arguing in lawyer-like fashion for the superiority of their own tradition.”
However, today instead of denominational debates, scholarship revolves around “liberal,
neo-conservative, feminist, anthro-phobic, Euro-phobic, funda-phobic, and the like.”®
Despite the problems related to agenda driven historians, Marsden argued that
being agenda driven is not only good, but necessary:
One of the perennial problems for scholars is that they are liable to substitute their
own agendas for those of the subjects whom they are studying... The balance that
we ought to strike regarding this issue is, it seems to me, a delicate one. Since our
jobs as historians are to interpret earlier eras, we have to translate the concerns of
the past into terms that make sense to our audience today. So having our own
agenda is necessary to interpretation... Are we truly celebrating the diversity of
cultural traditions if we ask their representatives, in effect, to check their religious
beliefs at the door when they enter a university or religious department?’
Regardless of the virtue, or vice of having an agenda, what is obvious is that
historians have them. Therefore, it is incumbent that one assumes that any primary source
he uses will have the personal agenda of its author encoded within the text. It is also
necessary to realize that even primary sources are themselves tools of historic revision.

This section will discuss why the primary sources of the Prayer Revival went to

such lengths to laud the calm, solemn nature of the revival and why these same sources

>George Marsden, ‘Forum: The Decade Ahead in Scholarship,” Religion and
American Culture (Winter 1993) 10.

%Ibid., 10.

"Tbid., 13.
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exalted prayer above all other virtues. For further reading, the appendix of this
dissertation offers an illustration of revisionism within the sphere of American revival
history by offering a brief case study on revisionism of the First Great Awakening. Such a
study is pertinent to the Prayer Revival of 1857-1858 because the conventionally accepted
interpretation of the First Great Awakening was the template used by nineteenth century

writers who documented the Prayer Revival.®

Historical Revision and the Prayer Revival of 1857-58

It was earlier stated that the conventionally accepted interpretation of the First
Great Awakening provided a template for many of the mid-nineteenth century writers
who documented the Prayer Revival. The template utilized was one developed at the very
outset of the Second Great Awakening by New Divinity leaders. These leaders, according
to Joseph Conforti, “began an interpretive process that continued into subsequent phases
of the revival: invoking the past to explain the present and anticipate the future.””
Conforti wrote, “This Second Great Awakening transmuted individual recollections of
the colonial revivals into social memory—group pictures of the past that wielded

interpretive power over the present.”'

The Prayer Revival and its lack of Enthusiasm

If one reads primary source accounts of the Prayer Revival, he will recognize the

*For further reading see Joseph Conforti. “The Invention of the Great Awakening,
1795-1842,” Early American Literature 26 (1991) 104-05.

’Conforti, “Invention,” 101.

“Ibid., 101.
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universal exaltation of the demeanor of the event. This calm non-enthusiastic
characteristic of the Prayer Revival was to many of its contemporaries the resounding
evidence that the it was an authentic work of God.

The calm gentle spirit of the Prayer Revival was considerably different from the
enthusiastic and often wild camp meetings and tent revivals of the early nineteenth
century. The primary source writers of the Prayer Revival juxtapositioned the different
events and reported with zeal the serenity of their revival as opposed to the extravagant
behavior of the revival of the 1830s. However, they were not the first authors in
American history to distance themselves from former, less attractive, elements of revival.

This was done a generation earlier by the New Divinity preachers who had distant
ties to the First Great Awakening. These ministers employed both historical and
theological ties to the awakening of the 1740s. They too, like the documentors of the
Prayer Revival, decried radicalism. However, unlike the later writers of the Prayer
Revival, the New Divinity did not reject the enthusiasm of old. Instead, they edited it out
of their historical accounts. The towering example of this is their edited version of
Jonathan Edwards. Conforti argued that these New Divinity preachers, in their efforts to
contrast the extravagances of Kentucky frontier revivals with the eighteenth century
awakening, “deradicalized the revivalistic legacy of Edwards” and offered instead a
“tradition of sober, clerical-directed local revivals.”"!

This is more, or less, a passive form of revision. Instead of documenting all
known aspects of an event, the historian chooses, instead, to only report those elements

that support his agenda. The New Divinity leaders saw the transformation of the colonial

"Ibid., 101-02.
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awakening from personal recollection to American historical consciousness. By the time
of the Prayer Revival, the newly formed understanding of the First Awakening was
becoming both the precedent for, and judge of, all contemporary religious events.'? The
templet was being established and the eye witnesses of the Prayer Revival were going to
use it. Dr. Kathryn Teresa Long, in her book The Revival of 1857-58, offered this
statement regarding the link between the New Divinity historians and the Calvinist
writers of the Prayer Revival:
During 1858 and 1859 an influential core body of primary-source material had
appeared. Through this literature, Reformed clergymen had managed an
impressive interpretive feat, one that built on the efforts of earlier New Divinity
historians. They had placed the 1857-58 awakening squarely within the context of
a “deradicalized” or formalist American revival tradition, one shaped by
Calvinists, characterized by a series of national awakenings and sanitized of
emotional excesses."
For example, Talbot W. Chambers, in his Noon Prayer Meeting of the North
Dutch Church, wrote that the revival was neither started, nor perpetuated by eloquent
orators, noted revivalists or any “display of intellectual abilities.” He noted that there was
“nothing to gratify a refined taste, or stimulate a jaded imagination, or cater to itching

ears.” There was no enthusiasm to be found. According to Chambers, “it was simply a

gathering of men who turned aside from secular cares to consecrate an hour to prayer or

Ibid., 104-5. Conforti wrote “Trumbull and other New Divinity leaders initiated
the transformation of the colonial awakening’s place in American historical
consciousness form personal recollection, to social memory, to full-fledged, if partisan,
interpretation of a heroic past... [they] asserted, the colonial revival not only established
the historical precedents for the Second Great Awakening, but it also represented the
‘traditionality’ against which contemporary religious events were to be judged.”

“Long, The Prayer Revival of 1857-58, 17.
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praise.”"

When Samuel Irenaeus Prime described the character of the Prayer Revival he
declared it to be “as remarkable as its inception and extent.” He celebrated the notion that
“it lacked almost everything that made up the leading features of the revivals of 30 and
32.” Regarding enthusiasm, “there was no unrestrained excitement, no exuberant and
intemperate zeal... that there is enthusiasm—a well regulated and joyful enthusiasm—we
use the word in the best sense-we are most happy to admit.”"

These declarations by Prime and Chambers resonated with the same sentiments as
the New Divinity who denied any radical enthusiasm of the First Awakening, but
embraced religious affection as defined by Edwards.'® Prime and Chambers, like the New
Divinity historians, tended to report the elements of history they agreed with and omitted
those in which they did not."’

Neither Prime, nor Chambers bothered to mention a group of prominent
Methodist laity nicknamed the Flying Artillery. Conant wrote that this group traveled
from church to church initiating prayer meetings. He spoke of these men as being

“especially zealous in their exhortations™ and that they were “achieving great success.”"®

“Chambers, The Noon Prayer Meeting, 70.
Prime, The Power of Prayer, 30-1.
"Edwards, Religious Affections.

"Three examples of Prime’s willingness to omit major elements of the Prayer
revival was his absolute omission of Methodism, the Y.M.C.A. and Bible and Tract
colportage. Chambers did speak of Methodism and the Y.M.C.A., but he did not offer any
real recognition of colportage. In fairness, it must be noted that the proponents of the
Y.M.C.A. and colportage also engaged in this same form of selective writing.

8Conant, 365.
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In one strange turn of events, Peter Cartwright, in his Autobiography, actually
blamed the Calvinists for any unwarranted enthusiasm. He wrote that the problem with
extreme enthusiasm did not rest with the Arminians. It was produced by Presbyterian
preachers and members who “not being accustomed to much noise or shouting, when they
yielded to it went into great extremes and downright wildness, to the great injury of the
cause of God.” Cartwright noted that young Presbyterian ministers were taught a
confession of faith that required them to embrace unconditional election and reprobation.
However, during times of revival “they, almost to a man, gave up these points of high
Calvinism, and preached a free salvation to all mankind.”"

Without doubt, the revival of 1857-58 was far more sedate than the camp
meetings and protracted meetings which occurred at beginning of the eighteenth century.
But, why was it important for men like Prime and Chambers to exalt the apparent serene
nature of the Prayer Revival? To answer this question, one must be aware of the
theological battle that had been waging for over a century. That battle was between the
Calvinists and Arminians. Both Calvinists and Arminians agreed that genuine revivals
and awakenings were born in the will and providence of God. Where they disagreed was
over the importance, and/or necessity, of human agency.

The classic example of an Arminian perspective is Charles Finney’s Revival of
Religion,” which is a book comprised of sermon lectures that were designed to promote

revival. Lecture fourteen is entitled Measures to Promote Revivals. The proposition of

PPeter Cartwright. Autobiography of Peter Cartwright (New York: Carlton And
Porter, 1857) 46. In all probability, this is an anecdotal overstatement.

*Charles G. Finney, “The Christian Classics,” Revival of Religion (Virginia: CBN
University Press, 1978) 261.
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this lecture was that God did not establish any particular system of measures for revival,
therefore, it was up to Christians to experiment with new methods and find out what new
measures could be employed to bring revival. Finney declared:

THE GOSPEL [emphasis added by Finney] was then preached as the appointed

means of promoting religion; and it was left to the discretion of the Church to

determine what measures should be adopted, and what forms should be pursued,
in giving the Gospel its power.*'

A good example of a Calvinist understanding of promoting religion can be seen in
an article published in 1831 in The Princeton Review. The title of this article is “An
Inquiry into that Inability Under Which the Sinner Labours, and Whether It Furnishes
Any Excuse for His Neglect of Duty.” This article depicted the utter futility of any
minister who attempted to rouse religious interest in the minds of the unconverted:

Be exceedingly careful, therefore, to adopt no measures, and to give no advice,

but such as are plainly warranted in the scriptures of truth... if at any time, the

zealous preacher urged upon his hearers, in private, the duty of repentance, he was
sure to hear the echo of his own doctrines; we are incapable of doing any thing;
until God shall be pleased to work in us to will and do of his good pleasure, it is
useless for us to attempt anything.”
The editors of the Princeton Review were so resolute in their stand against human agency
that for the next twenty years it became a recurring theme. In 1841, The Princeton
Review published John Woodbridge’s article “Revivals: or the Appropriate Means of

Promoting True Religion.” Here, Woodbridge accused anyone who participated in any

extravagant method for promoting revival of “kindling UNHALLOWED FIRE UPON

*'Ibid., 261.

#¢“An Inquiry into that Inability Under Which the Sinner Labours, and Whether It
Furnishes Any Excuse for His Neglect of Duty,” The Princeton Review 3 (July 1831)
360-1.
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THE ALTAR OF THE LORD.” (emphasis added by Woodbridge)*

Calvinists, such as Samuel Irenaeus Prime, James W. Alexander, and Talbot W.
Chambers embraced and reported on the Prayer Revival with utmost haste for two
reasons. The obvious reason was that it was indeed a genuine outpouring of the Spirit of
God. However, what set this revival apart for them was that it finally gave the Calvinist
world a revival that looked the way they always believed a revival should. At last, they

found what they were looking for.

The Involvement of Laity and Clergy

Another element of the Prayer Revival that was championed with the utmost vigor
was the lay involvement. One of the labels of this movement is the Layman’s Prayer
Revival. This paper does not challenge records that indicate intense lay activity during the
revival. That cannot be denied. Nor, does it attempt to prove that the clergy were more
active than were the laity. However, it does seek to point out that the attention given to
the laity, as opposed to the clergy, was out of proportion. Though there was considerable
involvement and activity among the clergy, it was the laity who received the praise and
recognition.

For example, Prime stated that “another feature of this work is, that it has been
conducted by laymen. It began with them. It continues with them. Clergymen share in the
conduct, but no more than laymen, and as much as if they were laymen.”** Prime further

asserted “they [the clergy] are often seen in these assemblies. But they assume no

»John Woodbridge, “Revivals: or the Appropriate Means of Promoting True
Religion.” The Princeton Review 14 (June 20, 1841) 44-5.

**Prime, The Power of Prayer, 33.
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control.”

However, Conant, in his Narratives of Remarkable Conversions, did not make any
assertion that the laity were more involved in leadership than the clergy. He gave equal
weight to both. When Conant reported on the opening of a prayer meeting in the
Methodist Church in John-street, he remarked that “this meeting... is hardly ever
conducted by a clergyman or an old man.”* Yet, he also recorded that when the prayer
meeting at Burton’s Old Theatre on Chambers street was opened [by laymen], it was first
led by Rev. T. L. Cuyler.”’

In his Autobiography, Recollections of a long Life, Theodore L. Cuyler confirmed
his involvement in the first prayer meeting at Burton’s Old Theatre. His involvement in
the noon day prayer meetings extended beyond just the Theater. Cuyler offered this
remark regarding his participation in the prayer meetings:

In 1858 there began a marvelous work of grace, which extended throughout not

only the churches in New York, but throughout the whole country... The flame

thus kindled in that meeting soon extended to my church in Market Street... The
special feature of the revival of 1858 was the noon-day prayer meeting. It was my
privilege to conduct the first noon meeting in Burton’s old theatre in Chambers

Street, and in a few days after, a similar one in the Collegiate Church in Ninth

Street, and also the first prayer meeting in a warehouse at the lower end of

Broadway.”®

Conant also recorded that in the city of Hudson four evangelical churches led by

Rev. Dr. Demarest, Rev. Mr. Smith and the Rev. Mr. Leavitt “inaugurated a Union

*Tbid., 33.
*Conant, 361.
bid., 362.

*Theodore L. Cuyler. Recollections of a Long Life: An Autobiography (New
York: The Baker and Taylor Co., 1902) 85-6.
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prayer-meeting for each day in the week.”” On the following page he wrote that “In
Utica, in December last, the pastors of the various evangelical churches united in holding
weekly Union prayer meetings in the different churches.”

However, the majority of the time, when Conant recorded the various prayer
meetings, he did not specify if they were started by either laymen or clergy. It is probably
safe to assume that a majority of these meetings were started by laity. Nevertheless,
Conant’s Narratives offer a picture of intense activity and leadership among the clergy.

Chambers championed the lay involvement and leadership during the revival. He
wrote “the responsibility for interest and success has been made to rest directly upon the
laity as such. It is true clergymen were not excluded, but on the contrary, were gladly
welcomed.” He asserted that “the sacred office of the ministry was in no degree trenched
upon. There was no rash interference with institutions of Divine appointment and
immemorial usage.” The primary mover and shaker of the Prayer Revival was the
layperson. Nevertheless, Chambers recognized the important, and perhaps essential role
of the clergy. He witnessed a wonderful cooperation between clergy and laity:

The energies of men were employed in coordination with the commissioned
minister of Christ, or under his direction; and so far from the two agencies
clashing, each was furthered by the other, working in its appropriate sphere. There
is a work which the ministry alone can perform, because they alone are called and
trained for it. And there is a work which laymen only can do, because no minister
who seeks properly to discharge the other duties of his office, can find the

requisite time for this... There is therefore ample room for both these
instrumentalities, and both should be employed.”™"

*Conant, 370.
bid., 371.

*'Tbid., 296-7.
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Chambers, like Prime, exalted the role of the layperson during the Prayer Revival.
However, he also recognized the important role of the minister. For him, it was not an
“either/or,” but a “both/and” proposition.

The Media also reported extensively on the efforts of ministers during the Prayer
Revival. During the month of March 1858, in only three publications, the New York
Times reported on the labors of over thirty different ministers.’”> On April 4, 1858 the
Allen County Democrat praised both ministers and lay members in the city of Lima for
“going hand in hand laboring together for the good of souls.”* Even as early as 1857,
news papers were recognizing that a revival was in progress and endeavored to notice
various ministers who were reaping a harvest.**

In 1935 Carl Lloyd Spicer wrote a dissertation titled “7The Great Awakening of
1857 and 1858.” In this dissertation he offered considerable documentation regarding the
work of the clergy during the revival. He asserted that “there were hundreds of other
clerical and laymen... who gave of their time and energy.” As for the minister, “the part
played by the clergy in the popular revival of religion in 1857 is interesting, for in many
instances it profoundly shaped the direction of the movement.”® Spicer then mentioned a

number of ministers who were involved in the promotion and perpetuation of the Prayer

32The New York Times, March 17", 18™, 20™,
3The Allen County Democrat, Lima (Ohio, April 4, 1858).

¥ Zionist Herald and Weekly Journal, 10 vol 28, no. 3, (January 21, 1857);
Christian Observer. vol 36. no 9. (February 26, 1857).

»Carl Lloyd Spicer, 79.

*Ibid., 48.
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Revival:

Along with Charles Finney and Henry Ward Beecher in the Congregational fold

should be mentioned the Rev. Dr. Henry W. Bellows, Pastor of the Church of All

Souls, New York City... In the spring of 1858 he worked with other ministers to

promote the revival. Other prominent Presbyterian leaders were Drs. William L.

Breckenridge, Charles Hodge, N. L. Rice, and E. D. McMasters.?’

Spicer also mentioned the labors of other ministers such as Elder Jacob Knapp,
Baptist Humphrey R. Jones, Methodist Episcopal ministers Bishop Waugh and Bishop
Pierce, and Protestant Episcopal minister Dudley A. Tyng and Dwight L. Moody as being
important personalities who worked in and promoted the revival.”®

In one of the most recent works published on the Prayer Revival, Dr. Kathryn
Teresa Long also picked up on the lack of recognition accorded to ministers. She urged
readers not to “overshadow the active clerical role both in supporting many noon
meetings and in sustaining revivals in their churches.” She then offered several accounts

of “exhausted ministers” who worked feverishly during the Prayer Revival.*’ To date,

there are no narratives on laymen who worked to the point of exhaustion in order to

bid., 71-72.
*¥Ibid.,75-79.
*Long, 59.

“Long, 59-60. Dr. Long mentioned these examples as testimony to the work of
many ministers: Henry Ward Beecher, who postponed his other activities and devoted full
time to the new revival (Clifford E. Clark, Jr., Henry Ward Beecher: Spokesman for a
Middle-Class America, Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1978, 132); Francis
Wayland, who drove himself to exhaustion during the Revival (Francis Wayland and H.
L. Wayland, 4 Memoir of the Life and Labors of Francis Wayland, New Y ork: Sheldon,
1867, 2:215); Thomas Osborn who labored night after night and spent his days going
house to house (“Thomas Gilbert Osborn, [1820-1888]” Minutes of the New York East
annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, New York: Phillips and Hunt,
1888, 70); and John H. Bocock who labored for ninety days without a rest C. R. Vaughan,
“Biographical Sketch” in John H. Bocock, xv. Bocock 1813-1870).
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promote the Prayer Revival.

Months before the Prayer Revival commenced, the Y.M.C.A. was already busy
organizing their association prayer meetings throughout New York City. The desire and
efforts by the Y.M.C.A. to start prayer meetings would later become an indispensable
element of the Prayer Revival. In April of 1857 the Quarterly Reporter of the Young
Men’s Christian Association noted that without “the increased sympathy of the clergy of
the city,” and their “hearty approbation we could not expect to have the full confidence of
the Christian community.”*' This was of vital importance to the Y.M.C.A. because even
though it was a para-church organization its members considered themselves “in all
things auxiliary and subservient to the church.”*

Months before the Prayer Revival, the Y.M.C.A. recognized the essential role of
the clergy in their prayer meetings. This recognition continued on through the revival.
April 1858, in the city of Troy, New York, the Young Men’s Christian Journal noted that

because of growth, a prayer meeting was moved from the Y.M.C.A.’s associational office

to the 2™ Street Presbyterian Church. Once there “the daily meetings were continued for a

"'The Quarterly Reporter of the Young Men’s Christian Association in North
America, vol. 4, no. 2. (April, 1857) 42.

*Journal of Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Convention of the Young Men's
Christian Association, 140. In one journal article a representative of the Y.M.C.A. in
Springfield, Ohio wrote of the dismal performance of his association. From July 1856 to
May 1858 they held no meetings. In a cry of desperation he wrote “I wish some dear
brother would send you and article for the Journal on the “duty of the ministry and the
church” to Young Men’s Christian Associations, and it could be read from every pulpit in
the land. Young men, and especially young Christians, easily get discouraged when they
see that they are not aided and encouraged by the “Fathers in Israel,” who should give
their prayers, exhortations, and purses, if need be, in helping on this glorious cause.”
Recorded in the “Home Department,” Young Men’s Christian Journal, no. 9, vol. 5,
(Richmond, VA: Macfarlane and Fergusson, March, 1860), 275.
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number of weeks, under the care of our city pastors and the members of our association,
and for a time were largely attended.”

Another point that is noteworthy is that during the years of the Prayer Revival,
New England was experiencing an oversupply of ministers. Spicer reported that in 1858
there were fifty Congregational ministers in Massachusetts alone who were without
ministerial charges.** In 1859 the Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review reported that
as many as two-fifths of all college students entered a theological seminary after
graduation. In 1858 at a prayer meeting for colleges, Mr. Larabee, leader of the prayer
meeting, noted that of the 26,687 students that graduated from Bowdoin, Waterville,
Williams, Amherst, Brown, Yale, Trinity and Wesleyan University, that 7,192 graduated
as ministers.*

Spicer noted that even though the South and West were destitute for ministers,
the majority of college educated ministers chose rather to remain in the North East.
Therefore, in the middle of the Prayer Revival, the North East was inundated with
thousands of fresh ministers eager and ready to take part in the ministry of the revival.
One can only assume that a very large number of the active laity were actually ministers,
who were fresh out of college, but without a pulpit to fill.

As late as October of 1859, ministers in Philadelphia were still vigorously

attempting to maintain the noon day prayer meetings. In early September of 1859 a

““Home Department,” Young Men’s Christian Journal (April, 1859) 83.
*Spicer, 50.

The Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review vol. XXXI, (1859) Rev. Charles
Hodge, ed., Philadelphia,
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pamphlet was circulated for the purpose of designating the first Monday of October as a
day of special prayer. This pamphlet listed twenty-six churches with their pastors. On
September 12, some fifty ministers, who were attending the prayer meeting at Jayne’s
Hall remained by invitation. After a short discussion they passed the following
resolution:

Minister’s prayer meeting on Monday, October 3, at 9:00. Laity are to be invited.

All present will endeavor to add to the interest of the usual noon prayer meeting of

that day. All ministers, on the Sunday previous to October 2, are to call the

attention of their people to the subject of the unity of the Spirit among Christians

of every name.*®

This pamphlet stated that it was the laity who were invited. In this instance, a
prayer meeting was clearly a clergy-led event. According to Prime, the Prayer Revival
began, continued and was conducted by laymen. He asserted that clergy assumed no
control of these prayer meetings. However, other sources disagree. Conant acknowledged
a high level of involvement by ministers. Chambers recorded a symbiotic relationship
between the clergy and laity. The secular and religious papers of the day recognized the
considerable involvement of the clergy in the Prayer Revival. At best, Prime’s assertion

regarding lay involvement was an overstatement and his dismissal of minister

involvement was gross understatement.

The Spiritual Climate of the United States Between 1843-1857
Virtually all contemporary sources that address the Prayer Revival of 1857 make

the assertion that between the years 1843 and 1857 there was a period of both numerical

*Philadelphia Meetings, October 3, 1859. Annual Concert of Prayer for the Unity
Of The Spirit, Philadelphia [Pamphlet] (Henry B. Ashmead, Book and Job Printer, 1860)
5.
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and spiritual declension.*’ This declension did not take place! The sources that do make
this claim all reference the same quote. What is disconcerting is that this quote is from a
secondary source that was over fifty years removed from the actual revival. Not only was
this secondary source removed by over fifty years, it offered no data to support its claim.*

The only contemporary source that attempted to document this declension was J.
Edwin Orr’s The Event of the Century. Of all the historians who documented a time of
declension, he was the only one to offer any primary sources and statistics. However, the
only statistics he noted did not show decline but growth. His argument was that the rate of
growth between 1843 and 1856 was not as great as in prior years. Orr offered an
unconvincing argument which will be challenged in this section.

This belief in a spiritual declension fosters the notion that the Prayer Revival was
a movement that was distinct from the Second Great Awakening. Part of the proposition
of this dissertation states that the Prayer Revival of 1857-58 was not a distinct awakening,
but the crescendo of the Second Great Awakening. The primary object of this section is to
show evidence that there was no overall substantial numerical, or spiritual decline in the
Protestant church between the years of 1840 and 1857. During this period some
denominations dwindled, some plateaued, and others flourished. However, when all the
denominations are grouped together, the data demonstrates that there was continual

growth and progress within the Protestant churches of the United States. This progress

*"Listed here are a few examples of contemporary works that speak of a spiritual
declension between 1843 and 1857: Roy Fish, When Heaven Touched Earth; Malcolm
McDow and Alvin L. Reid, Firefall; J. Edwin Orr. The Fervent Prayer, The Light of the
Nations, and The Event of the Century; Warren A. Candler, Great Revivals and the Great
Republic; and Williston Walker, 4 History of the Christian Church.

*The source is Frank Grenville Beardsley and will be addressed later.
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started before 1800 and continued unabated through 1860. Any activity beyond 1860 is
outside the scope of this dissertation and will therefore not be addressed.

This section is divided into two parts. The first addresses the belief of declension.
It will be demonstrated here that this conviction was based on personal and anecdotal
information and was not carefully documented with empirical data. The second part will
utilized statistical data and primary source testimonials to rebut to belief that there was
either quantitative, or qualitative decline in the Protestant churches of America. The

primary period of focus will be between the years of 1840 and 1857.

The Belief of Spiritual Declension

Decline According to Source Accounts

“Decline is the other word which describes one aspect of life in the United States
in the time period preceding 1857.”* These words penned by Roy Fish echo the
sentiments of most accounts of the Prayer Revival of 1857. There is nothing new to such
a sentiment. Financial prosperity and/or moral decline are woven into the fabric of pre-
awakening culture. Before any recorded awakening, there is always a period prior to the
event which is perceived as a period of financial prosperity and social decline. In The
Great Awakening, Joseph Tracy wrote that “as the business and pleasures of this life
demand present attention, religion is put off to a more convenient season.” He wrote that

“the result is an increasing laxity of morals.” Tracy noted that this was the “downward

“Roy Fish, When Heaven Touched Earth (Azle, Texas: Need of the Time
Publishers, 1996) 24.
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progress in New England.” before the First Great Awakening.”® Warren A. Candler in his
Great Revivals and the Great Republic, wrote that the Second Great Awakening, in 1800
was “preceded by a period of great religious declension.”' Fish noted that all the major
denominations in the United States experienced a series of unusual revivals. However,
this experience started waning in the early 1840s. He wrote that the “fires of revival”
were “extinguished” by a combination of events. The result was that the years between
1843 and 1857 “became years of declension in most American church scenes.”*

Williston Walker in his A History of the Christian Church spoke of a decline in
the intensity and frequency of revivals after the 1840s. He then stated that a nationwide
revival “burst out again in a new crescendo in 1857-1858.”%* McDow and Reid are a little
more optimistic with regard to the years of decline. They wrote that “while occasional
glimmerings of revival burned American soil in the 1840s and 1850s, a noticeable loss of
spiritual fervor came across the nation during this time.”** Nevertheless, they too stressed
the notion of a period of spiritual decline.

Candler also supported the idea of a spiritual declension. In his Great Revivals

and the Great Republic, he went to some length to not only describe what happened, but

why it happened. He noted that before 1840 the nation experienced a period of “religious

*Tracy, 7-8.
SICandler, 164.
21bid., 24.

»Williston Walker, 4 History of the Christian Church, 4™ ed. (New York: Charles
Schribner’s Sons, 1985) 653.

**McDow and Reid, Firefall, 251.
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prosperity. As the United Stated increased in religious prosperity, it also increased in
wealth and power. Between 1840 and 1857 this increase in wealth and power led to an
increase in godlessness.” Candler wrote that “men forgot God in pursuit of gold.” This
zeal for wealth caused the hearts of the country to become lukewarm towards religion.

America departed from God and was “finally prostrated by its evil idolatry.” God
brought forth a financial panic that brought America’s financial prosperity to a crashing
halt. Candler then noted that as the “wheels of industry stood still” the “noisy cries of
greed were hushed.” As men listened to the voice of repentance, “another revival of
national extent began.””* Like McDow and Reid, Candler looked at this in an optimistic
light. Regarding the declension and financial crash, Candler wrote that:

The nation was backslidden, but not apostate from the faith. Men knew the truth;

even the layman of the countinghouse and the forum knew well enough the gospel
of Christ’s salvation. Hence the revival of 1858 began outside the Churches, in the
center of the nation’s commerce.>

J. Edwin Orr had much to say about a spiritual declension preceding the Prayer
Revival. He wrote that between 1843 and 1855 “religious life in the United States of
America was in decline. There were many reasons for decline, political and social as well
as religious.”” In his Light of the Nations, Orr recorded that during this time of

declension, there were several years when the number of those joining the church barely

kept pace with losses from discipline and death. He commented that the “tide that had

>Candler, 210-12.
*Tbid., 212-13.

'Orr, The Fervent Prayer, 1.
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flowed in so strongly was now ebbing out rapidly.”® Orr repeated this exact sentiment
almost verbatim in The Event of the Century.”

When one studies the above accessions to a period of spiritual declension, he will
quickly notice how similar these statements are to each other. When footnotes are studied
the familiarity of these statements becomes clear. They all quoted from the same
secondary source. Regarding the documentation of a spiritual declension from 1843 to
1857, almost all roads point to Frank Grenville Beardsley.

In his Religious Revivals Through Religious Progress, Beardsley declared that the
influence of the Second Awakening impacted the United States for a half century. During
this period, Beardsley claimed that there was an “almost unbroken succession of revivals,
thereby constituting an era of evangelism unparalleled in the history of the nation or the
world.”® However, this succession of revivals did not last. The following was a statement
written by Beardsley:

Towards the close of the first half of the century, however, for a time revivals

almost wholly ceased throughout the country. For several years, from 1843 to

1857, the accessions to the churches scarcely equaled the losses sustained by

death, removal or discipline, while a widespread indifference to religion became
prevalent.”'

*0rr. Light of the Nations, 100.
>0rr. The Event of the Century, 7-12.
%Beardsley, 39.

®Ibid., 40. Beardsley made another statement similar to this in 4 History of
American Revivals, (New York: American Tract Society, 1912), 214-15. In this book he
offered the following statement: “It was a time of spiritual declension. From 1840 to 1845
much excitement was aroused in various parts of the country on account of the views
propagated by William Miller and others in sympathy with him concerning the second
advent of our Savior and the end of the world... Finally the confidence of the public
became shaken and the excitement was at an end. The faith of many was staggered, not a
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This is the quote that filtered into virtually every contemporary account of the Layman’s
Prayer Revival of 1857-58.9 It is always quoted with complete deference. Not only did
Beardsley make this claim with no real documentation, but the tertiary sources that
quoted him also failed to offer support with further documentation.

In his 1845 publication of Letters on Revivals of Religion Addressed to Ministers
of the Gospel, Finney wrote at length about a spiritual decline in religion. He wrote that
“about the year 1835, I was led, I believe by the Spirit of God, to perceive that the course
of things was tending rapidly towards the decline of revivals.”® During this period he saw
“little growth in grace in the churches; and that their increase of spiritual strength, and of
aggressive power, was by no means commensurate with their increase in numbers.”* In
other words, the churches were growing in number, but not in spirit. The growth was

quantitative and not qualitative.

few became infidels, others passed over to materialistic views, while those who returned
to the churches were for a time unfitted for Christian service. As a consequence public
confidence in religion became impaired, and churches were made the subject of ridicule
and abuse. Revivals were few. From 1843 to 1857, there were several years during which
the accessions to the churches scarcely equalled the losses sustained by death and
discipline.” Like his statement of decline, many tertiary sources quoted his assessment of
Miller with absolute deference.

2Here is a list of some secondary source authors who spoke of the spiritual
decline and quoted Frank Grenville Beardsley’s Religious Progress, pg. 40, (of 1912, also
a secondary source) as their only source: Roy Fish. When Heaven Touched Earth, 24-5,
29. Malcolm McDow and Alvin L. Reid. Firefall, 251. J. Edwin Orr. The Fervent Prayer,
1. Orr. The Light of the Nations, 100. Orr. The Event of the Century, 7-12. Orr’s The
Event of the Century is the only work that made an attempt to provide extra data in an
effort to document the spiritual declension between 1843 and 1857.

$Charles G. Finney, Letters on Revivals of Religion Addressed to Ministers of the
Gospel (Manchester: W. Bremner, 1861), 92.

“Ibid., 93.
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Throughout these letters Finney wrote of a superficial faith that was becoming so
characteristic within the churches. He reported that there was “much less probing of the
heart by a deep and thorough exhibition of human depravity.”®> He believed that there
was less stress on divine influence.® In another letter, he wrote that sinners were urged to

t67

submit to the Lord before they understood what submission meant.”” He even wrote two

letter spelling out the dangers of too much excitement.®®

Rebutting the Source Accounts of Decline

As noted, McDow, Candler, Walker and Roy Fish all recorded that there was a
period of spiritual declension between 1843 and 1857. However, none offered any data or
statistics to support their claim. Their source was Beardsley who published his history
some fifty years after the actual revival.

Orr did attempt to build a case for decline, but his efforts are unconvincing. To
argue his case for spiritual decline, Orr sited Heman Humphrey and Henry Clay Fish.
Therefore, in order to challenge Orr’s proposition of spiritual declension, his citations of
Humphrey and Fish must be addressed.

In 1859, Heman Humphrey published his book titled Revival Sketches and

Manual. In this book, Humphrey wrote that suddenly, after the business revulsion of

%Charles G. Finney, Letters on Revivals of Religion Addressed to Ministers of the
Gospel Compiled by Donald Dayton. (Bethany Fellowship, 1979), 15-16.

Ibid., 16.
Ibid., 18.

%Ibid., 38-51.
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1857, “God interposed in a way which but few if any would have chosen or thought of.”%
He then claimed that “It was just then that God put it into the heart of a humble individual
to propose a daily prayer meeting.””

In Humphrey’s zeal to ascribe God all the glory, he unfortunately got some of his
facts wrong. The thought that God would start a revival through prayer was anything but
a method “which but few would have chosen or thought of.” For the Calvinist, who
understood revival as a cyclical event, prayer was always the key human component. One
may even argue that for the Calvinist who understood revival as a cyclical event, prayer
was the only human component. For years, Calvinists entreated the citizens of the United
States to seek the Lord in prayer.

Back in January of 1831 the Princeton Review published an article titled Hints
Concerning Prayer Meetings. In this article, the writer stated “the propriety and
expediency of social prayer meetings was one of the main things which formed the line of
distinction between friends and opposers of vital piety.” He later wrote that of all the
weapons at a Christian’s disposal, “none are more universally accessible, more powerful
than PRAYER.” [emphasis added by author of article].”'

In 1832, Calvin Colton published his book History and Character of American

Revivals of Religion. Colton urged Christians who “desire a revival of religion” to

“assemble anywhere, and at any time” for the purpose of prayer. He encouraged believers

Heman Humphrey, Revival Sketches and Manual. In Two Parts (New Y ork:
American Tract Society, 1859) 278.

"Ibid., 275-6.

"“Prayer Meetings,” The Princeton Review, vol. 3 (New York: January, 1831) 37-
44,
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to “meet as often as every day, if there is a spirit to support it.” As long as there was a
demand for prayer, Christians should gather together and pray. If need be, “every morning
and every evening.” Colton did however, discourage any attempt to force prayer
meetings. To do such would fall under the guise of “extraordinary measures for the
revival of religion.””

Humphrey wrote that “God put it into the heart of a humble individual to propose
a daily prayer meeting.” This too is historically inaccurate. Lanphier did not propose to
start a daily prayer meeting. He proposed to start a noon-day businessman’s prayer
meeting to be held weekly. It was only after the explosive growth of the meeting that the
scores of participants in the prayer meeting pressed the leadership to move from weekly
to daily meetings.

The inference here with Humphrey was the same as with Alexander, Prime and
Chambers. Those who read these works were led to believe that Lanphier’s move to start
a noon-day prayer meeting among business men in New York was something unique and
different. This dissertation will later demonstrate that the concept of a business man’s
prayer meeting was not a novel idea. It was not even unique for the Dutch Reformed
Church at Fulton Street.”

Also, Humphrey’s comment on the “increasing coldness and worldly conformity
in the churches” between 1845 and 1857 was at best anecdotal. Typical of nineteenth

century ministers, who attempted historiography, he made declarative statements but

"Calvin Colton, History and Character of American Revivals of Religion
(London: Frederick Westley, and A.H. Davie, 1832) 79.

See the section titled The Y.M.C.A. and its Organizational Role in the Daily
Prayer Meetings, 142.
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offered no real data to support his claims. The only evidence that Humphrey offered with
regards to spiritual declension was his word.

Orr wrote that “in Heman Humphrey’s review, the panic of 1857 and the revival
of 1858 concluded the period of decline.” With this sentence, Orr transitioned from
Humphrey to Henry Clay Fish. He wrote that Fish, who was a contemporary to
Humphrey, “propounded this somewhat similar interpretation in 1873.”7

Orr buttressed this statement by footnoting Fish’s Handbook of Revivals.
However, when this writer looked at Fish’s Handbook of Revivals, he saw no such
interpretation. In the passage that Orr sited, Fish was addressing a series of revivals in the
United States. He recorded revivals incidents in 1791, 1792, 1799, 1803, 1807, 1814,
1831, and 1815-1840.7 After offering these records of revivals, Fish made this
declaration:

Thus, whatever view we take of the work, this was a most gracious period in the

religious history of Christendom. Besides the rich harvests of priceless souls then

gathered, these revivals stand directly connected, as we shall see in the next
chapter, with all those aggressive movements which are turning the world’s
wildernesses into fruitful fields.”

This quote concluded Fish’s section on what he interpreted as the fourth revival
period which lasted from 1790 to 1842. The following section covered what Fish declared

to be the fifth revival which was the Prayer Revival of 1857. When surveying these two

sections, it becomes clear that Fish did not “propound” any interpretation. He simply

"Orr, The Event of the Century, 8.
"Henry Fish, Handbook of Revivals, 62-65.

Ibid., 65.
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addressed what he conceived to be five epochs of revival.”” Fish neither stated, inferred,
supported, nor denied that there was a spiritual decline between 1842 and 1857. It was at
best an embellishment for Orr to make such a suggestion.

Following his suggestion of spiritual decline, Orr quoted Timothy L. Smith’s
Revival and Social Reform. He noted that Smith did not share his conviction that the
period before the Prayer Revival was marked by decline. Smith argued that any belief in
spiritual decline after 1840 “seems in direct contradiction to the facts.””® Orr did not
challenge the assertion with any data. He presented it as “an opposite opinion”” and then
dismissed it with the following qualification:

Perhaps it can be said that such revivals, in the common sense of the quickening

of believers that resulted from a local or general outpouring of the Spirit, had

diminished, and that revivalism (in a less logical sense as congregational
evangelism) was still continuing, but no longer as fruitfully in the growth of local
churches of the deepening of Spiritual life.*

Orr then offered statistics of numerical growth among Methodists and Baptists.
He asserted that the growth experienced by the Methodist Church from 1852 to 1857
“approximated the growth of families, making modest allowance for the immigration of
British Methodists.” Orr suggested that in most states the Methodists were growing only

in biological growth. In other states, they were in decline. According to Orr, between

1852 and 1857, the Baptists faired no better. They enjoyed a paltry annual growth of

Mbid., 32-3.
"®Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform, 62.
Orr, The Event of the Century, 8.

*Ibid., 9.
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3.5%.*" He then recorded how the Presbyterian, Congregational, and Protestant Episcopal
churches also struggled during this period.

Though Orr asserted that the spiritual decline lasted from 1843 to 1857, he only
offered data on churches between the years of 1853 and 1857. Orr documented the
annual rate of growth for the Presbyterian church to be only about 1.5%. However,
according to the Bureau of the Census’ Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial

t.32 Also, it will be demonstrated later in

Times to 1970, the growth was more significan
this dissertation that Orr’s assessment of the Baptist and Methodist Churches also offered
conclusions of decline that were inaccurate.

From 1840 to 1860 the population of the United States grew from seventeen
million to over thirty one million. The annual growth was about 3.5%. During this same
period the Methodist Church grew in membership from 894,753 to 1,802, 927. This was
an annual growth of over 4%. According to the “American Baptist Home Mission
Society,” from 1840 to 1860, American Baptist churches in North America increased in
membership from 572,122 to 1,025,135. The rate of growth here is equal to the
population growth of the United States.

Orr argued for decline, however, what he offered was growth. Statistics will show

that the rate of increase among churches between 1840 and 1860 was almost identical to

*bid., 10.

2Bureau of the Census. Bicentennial Edition, Historical Data of the United
States: Colonial Times to 1970, Part 1 (U.S. Department of Commerce: Bureau of the
Census) 362. This table is posted on page 97 of this dissertation. One possible reason for
this discrepancy between Orr and the Bureau of Census is that Orr included both Old
School and New School Presbyterians. The Census did not distinguish between
Presbyterian denominations. Perhaps the census included the Cumberland Presbyterian
church also.
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the growth between 1800 and 1840. Some denominations posted a numerical decrease,
but they were the exception. From 1840 to 1857 church membership was on the rise.
Even though some denominations did not increase as rapidly as in years before, the
aggregate of all the Protestant denominations showed growth.

Timothy L. Smith offered the very provocative argument that if there was any
decline in religion it was not due to wealth and worldliness. The culprit was anti-mission
ultra-Calvinism. Smith asserted that the anti-mission schism after 1820 among the
Baptists brought about wide spread rejection of any special measures for the conversion
of the lost. This led associations in Ohio, Georgia, Alabama and Tennessee to almost
unanimously spurn any “evangelizing efforts in the two decades after 1830.”* If Smith
was correct, then the very religious leaders who lamented over the spiritual and numerical
declension of their churches were the ones who probably caused it. If contemporary
historians wish to uncover the powers and influences that quelled the revival of 1840 and
diminished the rate of increase among churches for the next dozen years, then they
probably need to divert their attention from the secular impulses of the age and focus
instead on the internal conflicts within the church itself.

In The Churching of America, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark strongly challenged
the notion of spiritual declension. The issue was one of perception and not reality. Finke
and Stark noted that in 1776, Congregationalists, Episcopalians and Presbyterians
claimed 55% of all Americans who were active in a religious body. However, by 1850 the
three combined represented only 18%. In 1776 the Congregationalist church was the

largest mainline denomination in the Unites States. By 1850 it was one of the smallest.

$3Smith, 7.
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However, in this same time period, the Methodist and Baptist churches grew. In 1776, the
Methodist and Baptist churches claimed 23% of America’s religious body. By 1850 they
represented 54.7%.%* These two authors noted that “frequently, a lack of religious activity
is asserted when all that is lacking is a preferred brand of religious activity.”®

America did not experience either spiritual or numerical declension from 1840 to
1860. It experienced a denominational shift from 1776 to 1850. As the population moved
westward, it was the Baptists and the Methodists who were able to make inroads in the
frontier culture. The Presbyterians, Episcopalians and Congregationalists found it
extremely difficult to maintain self sufficient churches in these regions. Finke and Starke
noted that it was not uncommon for journals funded by the Presbyterians, Episcopalians
and Congregationalists to speak of geographical regions of the country as being “destitute
of the stated ministry of the gospel of every denomination.” However, when taking a
closer look at these very regions, one discovered the presence of “many churches and
many ministers of the gospel... but they were all Baptists or Methodists.”*

The majority of secondary sources build the case that there was a period of
spiritual declension between the years of 1843 and 1857. It is very important to note,
however, that the most quoted primary sources of the Prayer Revival made no mention of

this spiritual declension. Nevertheless, they did speak of the evils of prosperity. Theodore

L. Cuyler in his Recollections of a Long Life: An Autobiography wrote that “Materialism

%Roger Fink and Rodney Stark. The Churching of America, 1776—1990 (New
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992) 54-5.

®Finke and Stark, The Churching of America, 4.

*Ibid., 65.
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and mammon work against spiritual religion, and the social customs which wealth brings
are adverse to spiritual life.”*” Talbot W. Chambers, William C. Conant, Samuel Irenaeus
Prime and Alexander Waddell all addressed the business revulsion of 1857, but they said
nothing about a spiritual declension between 1843 and 1857.

Conant declared the very opposite to be true. According to him, the period before
the Prayer Revival was not marked by declension, but by “spiritual refreshings.” He
considered the century before the Prayer Revival to be marked by a seamless succession
of revivals and spiritual growth:

Generally, we must regard the century in which we live, perhaps rather the last

hundred and twenty five years, as an epoch decidedly characterized by revivals,

and by the increasing recognition, cultivation, and expectation of revivals, until
the last half century, and still more eminently the last quarter century, has
presented to view such a succession and general distribution of spiritual
refreshings, and such a general increase of believing prayer and sustained,

systematic, evangelical effort among Christians, as to encourage the hope that a

period of loftier aim and steadier progress—in other words, of permanent

revival-may be even now setting in.*
To Conant, the Prayer Revival was the culmination of a century of revivalism. The
difference between he and other later sources that decried spiritual declension was that he
surveyed the total Christian landscape of the United States.

However, even among primary sources there was some discrepancy in the records
of growth in the various denominations. In September of 1857 The Christian Advocate
and Journal published an article entitled “Decline of Methodism.” The article opened

with great praise and laud for the way God blessed Methodism. But in the second

paragraph the writer stated that “a careful study of her history reveals the painful fact that,

¥Cuyler. Recollections of a Long Life: An Autobiography, 271-2.

88Connant, 358-9.
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as a church, her power for good is steadily declining.” However the writer’s next sentence
betrayed his proverbial axe to grind: “She is not, with her increased facilities, effecting as
much as when her circumstances were less favorable.” The Methodist Church was now
rich and comfortable and the writer did not like that. He lamented that the Methodist
church was now “advanced in intelligence, and therefore in mental power, but her moral
power is diminished.”® He further stated:

While she is multiplying her material wealth, she is impoverishing her spiritual

treasury; while she is moving forward, she is going downward, instead of

upward... To some who never look beyond the surface of things, and are ever
exclaiming, “Methodism is bound to take the world,”... if they will open their eyes
for once to the real dangers that beset us, they will see that at present there is far
more danger that the world will neutralize Methodism.”*

The writer then offered two tables of statistics. The first showed the numerical
growth of Methodism from 1773 to 1856. The second table offered the decadal growth
during the same period. The tables listed in the article was considerably different from a
table of growth this writer received at the Methodist Archives at Drew University.
According to the table in the Christian Advocate the decade between 1790 and 1800
produced 4% growth for the Methodist Church. According to the table from Drew
University, the Methodist Church enjoyed a decadal growth rate of 12.7%. In the
subsequent years, the numbers continue to conflict. On the following page is a table

offering a side by side comparison the statistics of growth from both the Christian

Advocate and the Drew University Methodist Archives:

¥ Christian Advocate and Journal. Vol. 32. No. 39. (New York. September, 24,
1857).

*Ibid.
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Year Growth According to the Growth According to the
Christian Advocate Drew University Archive

1790-1800 6% 12.7%

1800-1810 7.5% 168.6%

1810-1820 4% 53.5%

1820-1830 7% 86.5%

1830-1840 6% 78.5%

1840-1850 4% 39.4%

1850-1860 44.6%

Both statistics cannot be correct. The Christian Advocate did not divulge the
source of its statistics, nor did it specify whether or not the table represented the
Methodist Church in total, or just one geographical region. Without actual numbers
behind the percentages, it is impossible to tell. What is evident is that if the Methodist
Church experienced the paltry growth listed by the Christian Advocate then it could not
have grown into the largest Protestant denomination in the United States by 1850.

Interestingly, when this article appeared, churches across the United States were
already feeling the winds of revival. In one month New York would be swept with the
Prayer Revival. This article demonstrated how those who lamented over spiritual
declension did so through tunnel vision. The writer of the article in the Christian
Advocate did not like the direction of the Methodist church and therefore assumed it was

in a spiritual tailspin. His assessment of the Methodist Church was not remotely accurate.

'Tbid.

92United Methodist Church Historical Archives. The web link to this site is
http://www.gcah.org/membership.htm. The title of the chart is the United Methodist
Membership As Compared to the United States Population Census.
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When lamenters recognized declension within their own denominations or in their
own geographical context, they assumed the crisis was nation wide and endemic in all
other denominations. In December of 1852, the New York Daily Times conveyed a story
that was earlier printed in The Boston Traveller. This article gave a summary of statistics
of Congregationalism in most of the New England States. It spoke of a number of vacant
churches and of ministers who had no pastoral charge.” There is no reason to doubt the
article. However, one must realize that Congregational churches represented only one
aspect of New England Christianity. While Congregationalism was in decline nation
wide, the Baptist and Methodist denominations were flourishing.”

Finney’s Letters on Revival provided the most compelling argument for spiritual
decline that was studied by this writer. Therefore, if the belief in spiritual decline is to be
sufficiently rebutted, his Letfers must be addressed.

It is easy to detect a sense of nostalgia in Finney’s letters. He spoke of “the
revivals which occurred ten or twenty years ago” and how other ministers of his
acquaintance “long to see the days return when we shall have such revivals as we saw

years ago.”” In his perception, the revivals which occurred after 1835 were less dynamic,

%New York Daily Times, (December 25, 1852).

**From 1840 to 1855 the Methodist Church enjoyed consistent and healthy
growth. However, during this time the Methodist Quarterly Review did not publish a
single article on revivals. It wrote instead about “Methodism.” During this period same
period, the Princeton Review published dozens of articles on the state of religion, the
need for revival, the need for proper religious methods, the need for sound doctrine, the
need to stay away from enthusiasm and the like. During this time, Methodist churches
were experiencing significant growth, while the traditional Calvinist denominations were
not. Mainline Calvinist denominations spoke about revival while the Methodists
experienced it.

“Finney, Letters (Manchester: W. Bremner, 1861), 92., 14.
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less spiritual and less impacting. The fact that there was “little or no opposition made by
impenitent sinners to revivals” was evidence enough to suggest that carnality and not
spirituality fueled the new movements.”

One is compelled to ask what was it that led Finney to perceive a spiritual decline
a full five years before anyone else did? When one looks closely at these letters, it
becomes apparent that Finney’s grievances with the churches, and particularly the pastors,
was not empirical. They were personal. This whole work was a diatribe. In one of the
letters Finney declared “the fact is, brethren, a revival must take place among
ministers.””’

His gripe was not with the churches, but with the ministers. His letters were not
addressed to churches, but to ministers. In his Letters, Finney indirectly offered the
sources of his displeasure. His Letfers revealed at least four personal reasons why he was
not happy with the state of religion. First, his expectations were not met. In one letter
Finney wrote that “I expected that ministers and old professors of religion, would follow
up these powerful revivals by most careful training of young converts. But my
expectations in this respect were by no means realized.””® Finney’s perfectionist
tendencies could not allow him to accept any religion that was not absolutely pure and
untainted with worldliness.

Second, he apparently had some guilt over the manner in which he conducted

himself in the past. Finney helped to pioneer a method of evangelism that signaled out

*Ibid., 16.
"Ibid., 102.

“Finney, Letters, compiled by Dayton, 93.
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unconverted individuals and put enormous pressure on them to repent and be converted.
In his early ministry, Finney made much use of evangelistic tools such as the anxious
bench. According to his Letters, it was obvious that he no longer desired to employ
methods of ministry that put too much stress on an individual’s natural ability to seek
salvation. He admitted in his Letters that in an effort to “rout sinners...I have laid, and I
doubt not that others also have laid too much stress upon the natural ability of the sinner...
This has grieved the Spirit of God.”” Though Finney believed he repented of this method,
the unfortunate truth was that the proverbial Genie was out of the bottle and ministers
across the nation were continuing to employ it.

Third, Finney’s Letters indicated that he was desiring to shift the emphasis of his
ministry from evangelism of the lost to spiritual health of the saved. However, he was
continually frustrated by churches and ministers that only wanted him as an evangelist.
He wrote that when he was invited to preach at “certain churches, they have been willing
that I should, if I would preach to sinners; but they were not willing that I should preach
to the church.”'® Finney concluded that he was not invited to challenge the spiritual
health of congregations because the pastors themselves were back-slidden. In a stinging
admonishment to pastors he posed the question; “Is it not true that you have resisted the
reformation of your own heart, and the efforts that have been made to revive the church,
and to elevate the standard of holiness within her boarders.” He then asked; “Have you

not been more afraid of sanctification than you have of sin?”'"!

“Ibid., 16.
'"“Finney, Letters, 96.

"'bid., 97.
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A fourth reason for Finney’s perception of spiritual decline revolved around the
diminishing of revival methods. In his estimation, fewer churches were employing
outside evangelists. They were holding fewer protracted meetings. He interpreted this as
“discountenancing the labours of Evangelists.”'" To Finney, revival meetings were
essential to the church. He wrote; “they are our life; they are the salvation of the church;
they are the hope of the world.”'”” Revival meetings were so essential that Finney
implored ministers “in the name of our Lord Christ, to keep as far as possible from the
appearance of the thought of discountenancing or looking coldly on revival efforts.”'%

Finney admitted that churches were steadily increasing in numbers. However, his
understanding of religion was such that he could not accept this growth as anything other
than carnality. The church looked different than he expected. Ministers continued to
employ methods of evangelism he pioneered even though he himself discarded them.
Churches were not inviting him to preach on the subjects he wanted and they were not
holding as many revival meetings as he thought they should. To him, this all meant
spiritual decline.

It is ironic that many of the grievances Finney expressed in these letters—such as

too much excitement, artificial means to promote revivals, carnality, and lack of reliance

on the power of God-are the exact same charges that Calvinist clergy laid upon him.'”

Ibid., 99.
Ibid., 101.
"Ibid., 101.

1See Article VII. “Lectures of the Revivals of Religion by Charles Finney”
Princeton Review 7, Issue 3 (July 1835), 482-528. And Article VI. “Lectures on Revivals
of Religion by Charles Finney” Princeton Review 7, Issue 4 (October 1835), 626-674.
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Calvinists didn’t like the way Finney conducted business and they did not like his
methods and theology. For example, Finney complained that promoting revivals of
religion were “so mechanical, there is so much policy and machinery, so much
dependence on means and measures, such much of man and so little of God.”'* In like
manner the Princeton Review wrote this regarding Finney and his new measures:

According to his theory, the gospel, which its divine author left complete in all its

parts and proportions, and most admirably adapted to secure its destined ends,

must utterly fail of its effect unless there be added to it a set of machinery of
man’s invention.'"’

The Princeton Review published this article in 1835. According to Finney that was
the same year he perceived a decline in religion. The same year when Finney was
complaining about the “mechanical” measures of many ministers, the Princeton Review
published two separate articles on Finney which accused him of employing “machinery of
man’s invention.” It is plausible that the “Princeton Review” and Charles Finney were
both right. It is equally plausible they were both wrong. Both had agendas and both had
pre-suppositions of what revival should look like and what means and measures should
be employed.

Finney stated that this decline started as early as 1835. However, Henry Clay Fish
wrote that the United States was in a period of revival from 1815 through 1840.'% All of

the secondary sources quoted in a previous chapter did not record any spiritual decline

until after 1840. It is very interesting that none of the proponents of spiritual decline that

'“Finney, Letters, compiled by Dayton, 102.
17“Lectures of the Revivals of Religion” Princeton Review 7 (October 1835), 631.

"%Henry Fish, Handbook of Revivals, 62-65.
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were studied in this research were in agreement with Finney’s timetable. They all
perceived this decline after the year 1840. Was Finney more sensitive to the Spirit and
more cognizant of religion in America than any other minister of his day? Or, was he
simply overstating his case? Was America really experiencing a spiritual decline, or did
Finney just have an axe to grind? If Timothy Smith was correct in his assessment that
perfectionist tendencies were on the rise during this period it is obvious that these

tendencies were not perfect enough for Finney.'”

The Challenge to Spiritual Declension

It has already been noted that secondary sources on the Prayer Revival almost
universally parroted the mantra that there was spiritual declension in the United States
between the years of 1843 to 1857. It was also demonstrated that even primary sources
presented perspectives that did not correlate with the evidence. Regardless of the source,
if evidence suggests that the source is incorrect, or incomplete, then the historian is
obligated to analyze the source in light of new evidence and draw conclusions based on
the evidence, and not on personal preference and agenda.

The broad consensus of contemporary scholarship is that there was a period of
spiritual declension in the Unites States from 1843 to 1857. However, this writer believes
the evidence suggests that the consensus is incorrect. First, when sources did comment on

this declension, they made assertions with no supporting data. Second, the numbers and

"1t is very possible that Finney’s Letters are more of a reflection of personal
preference and not social reality. If so, it would not be the first time Finney was guilty of
this. In his Memoirs he concluded that the Prayer Revival of 1858 did not impact the
South because God would not bless anyone who condoned slavery. However, evidence
clearly demonstrates that the South, despite its support of slavery, was also considerably
impacted by the prayer revival.
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statistics of churches, religious organizations, Bible and Tract societies and the U.S.
census reports paint a picture of growth and not decline. For this reason, it is important
that today’s scholars take another look at the religious landscape in America between the

years of 1843 and 1857.

Numerical Growth According to Statistics

Historians such as Beardsley and Orr argued that there was a period of declension
among Protestant churches during this period. However, the data from the general
assembly minutes from many of the mainline Protestant denominations offer a very
different story. This section will therefore offer statistical data from different Protestant
denominations within the United States. Once the data from all the denominations are
gathered, they will be combined to offer the reader an accumulative growth rate that will
challenge any notion of declension. The main focus will be between the years 1840 and
1860. This section will establish that there was considerable quantitative growth during
this period of supposed decline.

The need for holistic research is especially important when surveying statistical
data. When surveying only one or two denominations, it is easy to deduce that there may
have been declension between the years 1840 and 1860. This is the error that Orr made in
his book The Event of the Century.""° However, when different Protestant churches are
combined, the aggregate number paints a much more positive picture. To support this
claim, a series of tables containing the records of various denominational minutes will be

presented. Except for the table taken from the 1860 Bureau of Census data, all data in this

"0rr, The Event of the Century, 9-11.
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section was obtained from the general assembly minutes of the respective denominations.

The table below represents the growth of churches and communicant members of

the Presbyterian Church of the U.S.A. (Old School) from 1839 to 1857.

Year Communicant Annual Growth Percentage of Number of
Members Annual Growth | Churches

1839 128,043 1,823
1846 174,714 46,671 36.45% 2,297
1847 179,714 50,00 2.86% 2,376
1848 192,022 12,308 6.85% 2,459
1849 200,830 8,808 4.59% 2,512
1850 207,254 6,424 3.2% 2,595
1851 210,306 3,052 1.4% 2,675
1852 210,414 108 .05% 2,733
1853 219,263 8,849 4.2% 2,879
1854 225,404 6,141 2.8% 2,976
1855 231,404 6,000 2.7% 3,079
1856 223,755* -7,649 -3.3% 3,146
1857 244,825 21,070 9.4% 3,251
Increase | 244,825 116,782 91.2% 1,428

The following table represents the growth of churches and communicant members

of the Presbyterian Church of the U.S.A. (New School) from 1839 to 1860.

Year Communicant Growth Percentage of Number of
Members Growth Churches
1839 100,850 1,286

" Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. With
an Appendix, vol. 13, [Old School] (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian Board of
Publications, 1839-1857).
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1840 102,060 1,210 1.2% 1,375
1843 120,645 18,585 18.2% 1,496
1846 145,416 24,771 20.5% 1,581
1849 139,047 -6,369 -4.4% 1,555
1850 139,797 750 .05% 1,568
1851 140,076 279 .02% 1,579
1852 140,652 576 .04% 1,602
1853 140,452 -200 -.01% 1,626
1854 141,477 1,025 07% 1,661
1855 143,029 1,552 1% 1,659
1856 138,760 -4269 -3% 1,677
1857 139,115 355 .03% 1,679
1858 143,510 4,395 3% 1,687
1859 137,990 -5,520 -4% 1,542
Increase | 137,990 37,140 37.9% 256'2

The above tables represent the growth of the New School Presbyterians and the

Old School Presbyterians during the entire period in question. Below is a conglomeration

of both tables.
Years Communicant Total Growth Percentage of Total
1839 to Members Growth Churches
1857
Old School | 128,043 - - 1,823
in 1839
Old School | 244,825 116,782 91.2% 3,251
in 1857

"2Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.
[New School] (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian Board of Publications, 1839-1860).
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New 100,850 - - 1,286
School in
1839

New 139,115 38,265 37.9% 1,679
School in
1857

Annual - 8,614 101
Increase

Total 382,815 153,922 66.67% 1,821
Increase

Orr wrote that from 1852 to 1857 the Old School and the New School

Presbyterian churches combined posted an annual growth of 1.5%, less than half of
biological growth.”'" Orr’s assessment was based on data from 1852 to 1857. He did not
cover the whole period of supposed decline. However, the statistics in the tables above
were gathered from the Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of
the U.S.A. from 1839 to 1860. Between the years 1843 and 1857 Orr recorded that the
Presbyterian church’s annual growth was 1.5%.""" According to the above tables, from
1852 to 1857 the New School Presbyterian church endured an annual decline of .4%
while the Old School enjoyed an annual growth of 3.2%. Combined, the Old and New
School Presbyterian denominations posted a 2.3% growth rate during this period. The Old
School Presbyterian church experienced a growth rate that was double Orr’s assessment.
When the decline of the New School is added, the cumulative growth is still .8% higher
than Orr’s calculations-almost a full percent.

The following table records the decadal growth of the United Methodist Church

"30rr, Event of the Century, 10.

"bid., 10.



from 1790 to 1860.

95

Year EUB Methodists Total % of Growth
1790 57,858 57,858

1800 65,181 65,181 12.7%

1810 528 174,560 175,088 168.6%
1820 10,992 | 257,736 268,728 53.5%

1830 23,245 | 478,053 501,298 86.5%

1840 38,992 | 855,761 894,753 78.5%

1850 61,175 1,185,902 1,247,077 39.4%

1860 141,841 | 1,661,086 1,802,927 44.6%
Increase | 141,313 | 1,603,228 1,745,069 2,916%'"

From 1790 to 1860 the Methodist church grew by over 1.7 million members. This

represents growth of 2,916%. From 1840 to 1860 the church grew by 908,175 members,

representing a growth of 94%. This is an annual growth of almost 4%.

The following table describes the number of members, the number of Baptist

churches and the spread of Baptist churches throughout the United States. It covers the

years between 1790 and 1860.

Period Number of Percentage of | Number of States with Baptist
Members Growth Churches Churches

1784 35,101 871 16

1792 65,345 86% 881 17

1812 172,972 165% 2,164 22

1832 385,459 122.8% 5,331 26

"United Methodist Membership As Compared to the United States Population
Census. www.gcah.org/membership.htm. July 1, 2005.
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Growth

1840 572,122 48.4% 7,787 29
1851 801,770 40.1% 9,549 34
1860 1,025,135 27.9% 11,902 371
Percentage of 2,821% 1,266% 100%

Orr, in The Event of the Century, recorded that Baptist churches experienced a 3.5

percent annual growth between 1852 and 1857. The above chart, which can be found in

the book Baptist Home Missions of North America, corroborates this statistic. From 1840

to 1860 this chart shows the growth in membership to be 79%. This translated to an
annual increase of approximately 3.5%. When comparing the growth rate of Baptist
churches between the years 1840 and 1860 with previous years, the growth trends from

1784 to 1860 show a fluctuation in statistical growth. Still, the chart reveals consistent

and considerable growth.

From 1812 to 1832 Baptists enjoyed an increase of 122.8%. The years between
1840 and 1860 recorded an increase of 79%. This demonstrates a 44% decline in the
percentage of growth. However, the period between 1812 and 1832 posted a numerical
growth rate of 212,487 while the years between 1840 and 1860 revealed a numerical
growth rate of 453,013. Though one can argue that the percentage of growth declined
from 122% to 79%, the actual growth increased from 212,487 to 453,013. In total

membership, the Baptist church between the years 1840 and 1860 outgrew the Baptist

church of 1812 and 1832 by over 100%. This was not decline. It was phenomenal growth.

"Baptist Home Missions in North America, (New York: Baptist Home Mission

Rooms, 1883), 554-5.
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The following example of statistical growth was taken from the Bureau of
Census’ Bicentennial Edition of Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times
to 1970. In this publication, the Bureau of Census tracked the growth of the Presbyterian,
Methodist and Southern Baptists churches. The table below records the part of the chart
that covered these churches from 1841 to 1860. Once again, statistics will clearly show
that during the period of supposed decline, the Presbyterian, Methodist and Southern

Baptist churches were experiencing considerable growth.

Year Presbyterian | Methodist S. Baptist | Total % Growth
1857 244,000 1,372,000 580,000 2,196,000 45%

Growth
1845 172,000 995,000 352,000 1,519,000'"

The supposed spiritual decline started after 1843. The full table as presented by
the Bureau of Census covers from 1841 to 1860. However, the SBC was not formally
organized until 1845. For this reason, the only portion of the table utilized here dates
from 1845.

According to this chart, the total growth rate of the three denominations from
1845 to 1857 was 45%. In 1843 the approximate population of the United States was 18.9
million. By 1857 the population grew to approximately 29 million. This represented a
decadal population growth rate of about 34.5%. During the mid-nineteenth century there
were dozens of Protestant denominations in the United States. However, if one excludes

all but these three denominations, the growth of Protestant Churches within the United

""Bureau of the Census. Bicentennial Edition: Historical Statistics of the United
States, Colonial Times to 1970, Part 1 (U. S. Department of Commerce) 362.
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States from 1843 to 1860 was 11.5% higher than the general population growth.

Nevertheless, these were not the only Protestant denominations in the United

States. The following table records the rate of communicant membership growth for the

Episcopal church from 1835 to 1863.

Year | Diocese | Communicant | Growth Percentage of New Churches
Members Growth

1835 |19 36,416

1838 |23 45,930 9,514 26%

1841 |25 55,477 9,547 21% 20

1844 |26 72,099 16,622 30% 39

1847 |27 67,550'"® -4,549 -6% 59

1850 | 28 79,802 12,252 18% 61

1853 | 30 105,136 25,334 32% 90

1856 |31 119,540 14,404 13.7% 154

1859 |33 139,611 20,071 16.8% 162

1862 |23 124,340 -15,304'" -11% 134

Total |33 149,983 113,567 312% 719

The 1847 statistics did not include data from the New York Diocese. The 1844

journal recorded that the New York Diocese posted its membership at 13,436

communicants. Thus, if the total membership for this diocese remained stagnant, then the

York Diocese. Therefore, the decline posted on the table is not accurate.

"¥Neither the 1847, nor the 1850 annual minutes included statistics from the New

"The data for 1862 does not include the communicant members of VA, NC, SC,
GA, FL, AL, MS, LA, TX, or TN. If the aggregate number of these ten states are added to
the 1862 report then the communicant membership of 1862 posts an increase of 10,372
instead of a decline of 15,304. This brings the membership of 1862 to a total of 149,983
and not 124,340.

2 Journal of the General Convention of the Episcopal Church, 1841-1862.
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actual number of communicant members for 1847 was 80,986. This would represent an
increase of 8,887 members, a three year increase of 11% and not a decrease of 6%. New
York also failed to deliver their membership report to the 1850 convention. Once again, if
the number remained stagnant from 1844, then the total membership of 1850 was 93,238.
This represents an increase of 12,252, a three year increase of over 13%.

The communicant church membership increase for the Episcopal church between
the years 1841 and 1859 was 84,134—a 152% increase in total communicant membership.
The average annual growth of the Episcopal church from 1841 to 1859 was
approximately 6%. Thus the growth of the Episcopal Church from 1841 to 1859 outpaced
the population growth of the United States by over 2%.

Another example of growth among Protestant denominations can be found with
the African Methodist Episcopal Church. The following table records the number of

members and churches within this denomination between the years of 1816 and 1896.

African Methodist Episcopal Church

Period Number of Percentage of Number of
Members Growth Churches

1816 400 7

1836 7,594 1,798.5% 86

1866 73,000 861.3% 286

1896 518,000 609.6% 4,850"

This chart reveals that the African Methodist Episcopal church membership grew

2IRichard R. Wright, 1816-1916 Centennial Encyclopedia of the African

Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia, PA: Book Concern of the A. M. E. Church,

1916) 5.
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from 400 to 73,000 between 1816 and 1866. From 1816 to 1836, the church had an
annual growth of approximately 329 members. Between the years 1836 and 1866 the
church enjoyed an annual growth of approximately 3270 members. From 1866 to 1896
the church experienced an annual growth of approximately 14,834. All three periods
experienced growth that is almost statistically identical. The African Methodist Episcopal
Church between 1816 and 1896 enjoyed a consistent statistical growth that far outpaced
the statistical growth of the general population of the United States.

This final chart displays a list of Protestant denominations in existence during the
first half of the nineteenth century. The information in this chart will be used to verify

that church membership increased during the years of supposed spiritual decline.'**

Denomination Year Churches Members
Associate Presbyterian 1845 211 13,477
Associate Reformed 1845 243 26,973%*
Baptists 1848 9,888 731,906

'2This chart was compiled out of data from John Winebrenner. History of all the
Religious Denominations in the United States, 2" ed. (Harrisburg, PA: John
Winebrenner, V.D.M, 1848). The table was constructed from the data provided by this
book. Not all of the denominations listed had complete records. Most of the records
provide both the number of churches and church membership, but not all. All numbers in
the table with an asterix represents data that was not provided by Winebrenner. In order to
get these numbers, all the references with complete records were compiled and added.
Then the aggregate number of churches was divided into the aggregate number of
members. This gave a nation wide average church membership of 111. If the data listed
the number of churches, but not the total membership, then the number of churches was
multiplied by the arbitrary number of 111, thus producing a statistical total membership.
If the data listed the total membership, but not the number of churches, then the
membership was divided by 111, thus producing a statistic for total number of churches.

Also, the data listed was compiled from different years. The years range from
1840 to 1848. Most denominations listed grew between 1840 to 1848. However, for the
purpose of simplicity, it is assumed that all denominations listed posted 0% growth until
1848. Thus, the numbers of all denominations will be recognized as data from 1848.
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Free Will Baptists 1846 1197 55,232
Free Communion Baptists 1840 51 2,470
Six Principle Baptist 1845 19 3,000
English 7" Day Baptists 1849 57 3,661
Christian Connection 1847 1,800%* 500,000
Church of God 1849 155 12,000
Congregational 1840 1,300 160,000
Dutch Reformed Church 1843 267 96,302
Disciples of Christ 1849 1,802 200,000
Protestant Episcopal Church 1844 1,185 500,000%*
Evangelical Association 1843 135% 15,000
Quakers 1849 1,351* 150,000
German Reformed Church 1842 250 27,750%*
Lutheran 1845 1,367 135,031
Moravians 1849 54%* 6,000
Methodist Episcopal 1843 9,665* 1,072,811
Methodist Protestant 1843 541%* 60,000
Wesleyan Methodist 1843 180* 20,000
African Methodist Episcopal 1847 180* 20,000
Mennonites 1847 400 60,000
Amish 1847 1,126* 125,000
Presbyterian 1843 2,092 159,137
Cumberland Presbyterian 1847 800 10,000
Reformed Presbyterian 1845 35% 3,853
United Brethren in Christ 1847 1,800 65,000
United Society of Believers 1847 6 1,850
Total 38,157 4,326,453
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In 1840 the population of the United States was 17,069,453. In 1840, the sum total
membership of the Baptist, Methodist and African Methodist Episcopal churches was
approximately 1,483,175. This represented almost 9% of the total population. In 1860 the
population of the United States was 31,443,321. In the same year the collective
membership of these three denominations was approximately 2,891,062. This represented
approximately 9.2% of the total population of the United States. With these three
denominations alone, the growth of Protestant America between the years 1840 and 1860
outstripped the growth rate of the general population of the United States by over 4%.
This represented an increased of the overall percentage of church membership in the
United States. If all the other Protestant denominations simply maintained their numbers,
then, as these plateaued denominations are added to the amassed church membership, the
overall percentage will continue to grow even further.

Beardsley remarked that between 1843 and 1857, “the accessions to the churches
scarcely equalled the losses.”'* However, the data posted in the tables challenge his
assertions. According to the above table, the total number of Protestant churches in the
United States in 1849 was 38,157. The aggregate Protestant church membership was
4,326,453. In 1850 the U.S. population was 23,191,876. Thus in 1850, Protestant church
membership in the United States was about 18.6% of the population of the United States.

It was earlier demonstrated that the Methodist, Baptist and African Methodist
Episcopal churches alone posted growth that outpaced the population increases. If these
three denominations are removed from the above chart, the combined Protestant church

membership in 1850 was 21, 367,159. If the 1.5% annual growth recorded by Orr is

ZBeardsley, 40.
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applied to the denominations represented in the above chart, then the total Protestant
church membership by 1860 grew to 5,096,339. In 1860 the accumulated membership of
the Methodist, Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal church was 2,891,062. Thus, the
total Protestant church membership in 1860 was 7,987,401.

The U.S. population in 1860 was 31,443,321. Therefore, if the growth of all
Protestant denominations in the United States (Other than the Methodist, Baptist, and
African Methodist Episcopal churches) were as minimal as the Presbyterians (as
documented by Orr), then in 1860, the cumulative Protestant church membership in the
United States grew to about 25.4% of the total population. This represented a 7% net
increase of church membership over the U.S. population from 1850 to 1860.

When one looks at the actual increases of church membership, baptisms and
church plants of all Protestant denominations across the board, the statistics will reveal
that between 1840 and 1857 the Protestant church in the United States enjoyed consistent
and substantial growth. This increase was statistically consistent with the overall increase
of Protestant churches from 1800 to 1840. This evidence seriously challenges the
contemporary consensus of decline. The contemporary consensus writes about decline,

but the data from denominational minutes recorded growth.

Spiritual Growth According to the Sources

The last section offered data supporting quantitative growth among Protestant
churches between the years 1840 and 1860. This section will offer sources to support the
notion that there was also qualitative spiritual growth during this period. There will be no

attempt here to prove that the spiritual fervor from 1840 to 1855 was greater, or even
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equal to the religious fervor of the 1830s and after 1856. The focus is to demonstrate that
there was religious fervor and a sense of anticipation during the period. It can even be
argued that as the rate of numerical increase diminished, the religious fervor, coupled
with a zeal for revival increased. Even though Orr argued for declension during this
period, he conceded that revivalism was on the rise.'** Smith declared that “The revival
measures and perfectionist aspiration flourished increasingly between 1840 and 1865 in
all major denominations—particularly in the cities.”'*

Before going any further, Beardsley’s famous statement must be redressed:
Towards the close of the first half of the century, however, for a time revivals
almost wholly ceased throughout the country. For several years, from 1843 to
1857, the accessions to the churches scarcely equalled the losses sustained by
death, removal or discipline, while a widespread indifference to religion became
prevalent.'*
In the last section the belief in a time of numerical declension was challenged by
presenting growth statistics of the various Protestant denominations. It was then
demonstrated that the aggregate membership of these denominations revealed a period of
consistent growth. When contrasted with the actual statistics of church growth,
Beardsley’s statement depicting a plateaued church must be dismissed.
In this section, the belief of spiritual declension will be addressed. Here it will be
demonstrated that Beardsley’s comment about the cease of revivals and widespread

indifference to religion was also incorrect.

According to sources such as Samuel Irenaeus Prime, Talbot W. Chambers, and

'20rr, The Event of the Century, 8-9.
12Smith, 8.

12Beardsley, 40.
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Frank Grenville Beardsley, America before the financial collapse of 1857 was a cesspool
of materialism, selfish indulgence, and all forms of avarice. However, Prime and
Chambers did not specify an identifiable time period when there was any spiritual, or
numerical decline among the Protestant Churches.

Historian Philip Schaff had a very different interpretation of the Unites States than
did Beardsley. In 1854, three years before the Prayer Revival, while addressing fellow
colleagues in Berlin, he made this statement:

The United States are by far the most religious and Christian country in the world.

Table prayer is almost universal, daily family worship’ is the rule ‘in religious

circles.” and church attendance is ‘inseparable from moral and social

respectability’... New York with a population of 600,000 had ‘over 250 well
attended churches.””'?’
Schaff further declared that in America “there are probably more awakened souls, and
more individual self-sacrifice for religious purposes, proportionally, than in any other
country of the world.”'*® He then said that Scotland may be the only exception.

Schaff offered these observations during the height of America’s financial
prosperity. Yet, he did not observe any detrimental affect of wealth on the religious
climate or spiritual fervor of the country. The reason for this is elementary. During the
period of perceived spiritual declension, the churches in the nation were actually growing
and developing, not only numerically, but spiritually.

The 1840s and 50s witnessed an explosion in missionary endeavors on both local

and international soil. The nation was being canvassed by colporteurs. Methodist, Baptist,

2"Winthrop S. Hudson and John Corrigan, Religion in America. Sixth ed. (New
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1999) 181.

'2%Smith, 18.
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Presbyterian, Episcopal, and African Methodist Episcopal churches were being planted
across the frontier lands. Even with the massive immigration, the growth rate of church
membership was exceeding the growth of the population. Religious colleges and
Seminaries were developing throughout the States. Denominational papers were being
published and circulated in greater volume than ever. As William Conant declared, it was
a time of “spiritual refreshings.”'*

During this period, the Methodist, Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal
churches were not the only denominations to experience significant growth. What may be
regarded as one of the most important chapters in American Lutheranism began in 1830
and ended in 1862."° The period in which Beardsley declared a season of decline was
actually the most fruitful years of the American Lutheran Church. In the 1850s
Lutheranism attained its greatest strength in the United States."”! Until the 1830s the
growth and development of the Lutheran church was gradual. It kept pace with the
immigration of the German population. Therefore, when over a million and a half
Germans entered the U.S. between the years 1830 and 1860, the Lutheran church grew at
three time the rate of the general population.”'*?

It is obvious that the lion’s share of increases in the Lutheran church was due to

transfer growth and not conversion growth. Nevertheless, it grew. There is no reason to

believe that the German immigrants gravitated towards churches that had nothing to offer

2Connant, 358.
BEdmund Jacob Wolf, The Lutherans In America, 353.
BITbid., 390.

B2Spicer, 43.
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them. The Lutheran church offered the immigrants a familiar environment, a familiar
style of worship, and a familiar culture.

Just because the increase was attributed to transfer growth does not imply that the
church was in spiritual decline. This increase did not occur without effort. The Lutheran
church actively sought out these immigrants. From 1846 to 1854, new synods were
formed in Missouri, Buffalo, and Iowa. New congregations were formed throughout these
areas. Along with new churches, missionary activity was initiated among the Cheyennes
in Nebraska and the Crow Indians in Wyoming.'** Despite numerous conflicts between
liberal and conservative Lutherans, the church enjoyed consistent growth for over twenty
years.

The previous section offered statistics on the African Methodist Episcopal
Church. This is another denomination that attained much growth between 1840 and 1860.
In 1816, the AME church was established in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware and
Maryland. At the time it boasted only 400 members. By 1836 it had started churches in
Ohio, New York and Massachusetts and had over 7,500 members. By 1856 the
denomination had churches in Illinois, Missouri, Louisiana, Kentucky and Canada. The
membership reached over 20,000. The growth continued unabated for a whole century.
By 1916, the AME had over 7,500 churches and 650,000 members."** From 1816 to 1916
the denomination enjoyed strong growth. This growth did not diminish between the years

1840 and 1857. During that period, spiritual and numerical declension was unheard of in

PIbid., 44.

B4Wright, Centennial Encyclopedia of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,
5-6.
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the AME denomination.

Between 1840 and 1857, revivals and revivalism were endemic throughout the
United States. During this period, according to Timothy Smith, revival fervor became “a
dominant mood in urban religious life.”"** Both secular and religious news papers were
inundated with both cries for the need of revival and accounts of revival activity."® In
1848, the Star and Banner of Gettysburg Pennsylvania, in a column titled “Religious
Revivals,” reported that religious papers from around the country were writing about “the
existence of unusual religious interest in their vicinity.” After siting revival incidents in
ten different states, the article made this declaration:

indeed, from nearly every section of the country, we are receiving intimations of

the existence, here and there, of special religious interest at the present time; and

this is not confined to any particular sect or denomination and as would appear not
generally the result of any special exertions, but of the blessings of Heaven on the
ordinary means of religious improvement."?’

John Corrigan in Business of the Heart, noted that in Boston alone there were city

wide revivals in 1823, 1826, 1827, 1830-31, 1840-42, and 1849-50."* Corrigan further

stated that “in the several decades leading up to the great events of 1858, revivals were

PSmith, 62.

*One example of such reports is found in The Daily Sanduskian. (Sandusky,
Ohio: May 1, 1850) pg. 2. “The Oswego Commercial Times of April 27" says, that a
deep religious interest was manifested at that place about two months ago, which still
continues, and that over 400 persons have been united with the different churches.
Besides these, many have been converted who have not yet united with any of the
churches.” Such reports are common weekly additions to secular newspapers during the
years between 1843 and 1857.

B7“Religious Revivals,” The Star and Banner (January 21, 1848).

B8John Corrigan, Business of the Heart: Religion and Emotion in the Nineteenth
Century. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002), 12.
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more or less standard feature of Protestant life in Massacusetts.”” The issue of decline
was one of perception and not necessarily reality. Corrigan had this to say about this
dichotomy of perception:

Church leaders agonized constantly over the condition of their congregations,

complaining about the loss of vitality in religion and pointing to the signs that

warned of the onset of spiritual corruption. Indeed, at the same time that the press
reported revivals in churches and towns, they published letters from ministers, or
ran editorials, that entreated readers to pray for divine help in stemming the tide of
declension... Theodore Parker took a longer historical view, arguing that the
churches had in fact institutionalized the machinery of complaint, that ministers
since 1636 had preached unceasingly about the decline of piety. In any event, the
clergy complained even during times of revival.'*

In 1854, three years before the Prayer Revival, Nashua, New Hampshire and
Lawrence Massachusetts reported revivals that lasted several weeks. In Campton, New
Hampshire, there was a revival with such power that one observer commented ““We
could no longer hesitate to say, ‘The Pentecost has fully come.””'*" In Trans-Atlantic
Revivalism, Richard Cardwine argued that revivals were a consistent and systematic
element of the American religious landscape for the entire first half of the 19" century.
After examining incidences of religious revivals during the Second Great Awakening, he
noted that they occurred from 1790 to 1865. During this seventy five year period,

Cardwine wrote, “it is of course possible to find evidence of revivals in almost every year

of this period if those of limited geographical and numerical extent are included.”'*

1bid., 13.
"bid., 13-14
*ISmith, 51. Smith is quoting from The Puritan Reader (Feb. 16, 1854).

"’Richard Cardwine, Trans-Atlantic Revivalism: Popular Evangelicalism in
Britain and America, 1790-1865 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1978) 45.
Cardwine is able to document that Methodism enjoyed consistent growth from 1790 to
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Smith stated that “no argument is required to establish the popularity of religious
awakenings among Methodists before the Civil War.” Revivalism, holiness and spiritual
fervor were common elements among Methodist congregations. Smith offered the reason
for this:

Long promotion of camp meetings had stamped Wesleyanism with a fervor which

city churches expressed in yearly seasons of special religious interest called

“protracted meetings.”... The fact that only four noteworthy full-time evangelists

appeared in the church before 1857-John Newland Maffitt, James Caughey, and

Dr. And Mrs. Walter Palmer, who were laymen—only emphasizes the point that

every bishop, college president, presiding elder, and circuit rider was expected to

be a constant winner of souls.'*

During the period of supposed declension, Phoebe Palmer experienced her most
fruitful years of ministry.'* Throughout her ministry, she kept a detailed diary of her
experiences. On December 29, 1844 she wrote that the previous year was “marked with a
good degree of outward prosperity.” She was encouraged to see that “holiness in the M.E.
Church seems to be gradually on the rise.”'* This statement was entered into her diary
just two months after she wrote a letter to William Miller. A good number of secondary
sources wrote that the disappointment caused by Miller’s false prediction of the second
coming of Christ was one of the major contributing factors to the supposed spiritual

declension between the years 1843 and 1857. However, Phoebe Palmer wrote that by

December of 1844—after both failed predictions—holiness was on the rise.

1865. Even during periods of nation wide financial, and spiritual declension, the
Methodist Church was able to sustain its growth (pp. 45-60).

1bid., 46.
'*‘Palmer’s ministry spanned from December 18, 1807 to November 2, 1874.

"*Thomas C. Oden, ed, Phoebe Palmer: Selected Writings (New York: Paulist
Press, 1988.) 210-11.
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In her diaries, Phoebe Palmer recorded numerous revival meetings and instances
of “warm times in discussing the subject of holiness.” During the time of supposed
declension, she was busy traveling from city to city, state to state, revival meeting to
revival meeting.'* Thomas C. Oden, the editor of Phoebe Palmer: Selected Writings,
wrote “by 1848 Nathan Bangs notes that the subjects of Christian perfectionism and
entire sanctification” had “very considerably revived within six of seven years past; and
that a more than usual number have sought and found the blessing of ‘perfect love.””'*’

Charles Finney, in his Memoirs, recorded a series of revivals in the State of New
York during the year 1852. One such event occurred when he was invited to preach for
Henry Ward Beecher. During this time Finney recorded:

There was a growing and deepening religious influence there when I arrived and

when I left... We came home and went on with our labors here as usual, with the

almost uniform results of a great degree of religious influence among our students,
and extending more or less generally to the inhabitants. It had become so common

to have large numbers of our students inquiring from week to week, and from
month to month, that the inhabitants came to look upon it as a thing of course.

99148
Finney further wrote about an experience with a revival that occurred among
several churches and denominations in the city of Syracuse, New York during the winter

of 1852."" Also in 1852 he recorded a revival that broke out in the city of Rome.""

Finney reported that there were two other revivals in Rochester before the revival of

Tbid., 208-44.

TIbid., 20.

“SFinney, Memoirs, 525-6.
"Ibid., 526-31.

Ibid., 539-546.
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1856. However, the revival of 1856 produced more converts than the previous two."'

The only other primary sources this research uncovered which spoke of any
religious decline and the need for revivals during the period between 1843 and 1856 were
news paper articles. However, one can document these same kinds of articles from before
1700 until well after 1950! Also, there is no evidence that the media outcry for a
sweeping revival was any more intense between the years 1843 and 1856 than during any
other twenty year period of American History. There is no evidence to support
Beardsley’s assertion that during the years between 1843 and 1856 there was a prevalent
and widespread indifference to religion. Smith observed that:

the common notion that, except for occasional sporadic outbursts led by Finney,

Moody, and the Y.M.C.A., revivalism declined steadily after the great Western

awakening burned out around 1840, seems in direct contradiction to the facts.'*

If there was indeed no spiritual decline, and instead spiritual growth, then one
must ask why so many secondary sources depicted the 1840s and 50s as a time of
declension. This is a fair and legitimate question. What was it that secondary sources saw
that compelled them to interpret the period prior to the Prayer Revival in such a way?
Nineteenth century historians James Burns and Joseph Tracy provided useful insights that
may help answer this question.

James Burns, author of Revivals: Their Laws and Leaders, detailed what he
perceived to be essential elements of a revival. In his book he offered a section titled

“The Law of Recoil.” He argued that all revivals must necessarily cease. All spiritual

movements would fall into decay. There would come a point when the life goes out of the

Plbid., 550-1.

2 Smith, 62.
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movement. He declared that “In all revival movements this law of recoil must be
recognized, and wisely and prayerfully anticipated.”'** The corollary to this law was that
before all revivals was a period of decay. Vestiges of an older revival existed but without
life.

Joseph Tracy in his book The Great Awakening, commented on this same idea.
His focus was on the First Great Awakening. Before the Awakening, New England was
experiencing a spiritual “downward progress.” As a result “