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In this seminar I hope to accomplish three things. First, I hope to explore the colonial and Early American context in which the doctrine of original sin played a significant role.  I hope to examine theological, social and philosophical ideas related to original sin in order to frame our later conversation. Second, I want to look at Jonathan Edwards’s Original Sin in some detail.  This book separates Edwards from many of his English contemporaries, but also from his most prominent students.  The third goal is to look at the relation of Edwards’s notion of sin in relation to his philosophy of self-knowledge. It is my thesis that the awareness of sin, in terms of sin as an original condition of all humanity, comprises the first step of self-knowledge according to Edwards’s. In this section we will compare relevant sections of Religious Affections and Freedom of the Will.  The fourth session of the seminar will be given over to a conversation analyzing, countering or extending Edwards’s conception of the relation between sin and self-knowledge  

Thesis of the seminar and its connection to a larger project-
My thesis in relation to Edwards is that a personal understanding of one’s sinful condition includes the understanding that our rational powers are not able to correct for the defects of our knowing the good or God.  In other words, reason does not provide a trustworthy access to the truth.  Therefore, knowing the limits of one’s reason – coming to grips with original sin – is a gift of divine grace that enables the person to seek the kind of healing needed to approach the truth.  Edwards does not argue that original sin is the problem, but that the doctrine of original sin and resistance to it reveals the deeper struggle in the human soul.  Rational moralists were, in Edwards’s estimation, proposing inconsistent descriptions of the power of our self-knowledge.  A more accurate accounting of the nature of original sin fits with experience and scripture, and provides the basis for seeking salvation from a gracious God.
The larger project I have in mind is a book length treatment on Knowledge and Transformation.  I want to explore the relation between personal transformation as a criterion for developing a workable notion of knowledge, and also to use the prospect of personal transformation as a critical tool for assessing some contemporary epistemologists.  So, from Edwards I move to Peirce (“Knowledge and Transformation in Peirce’s “Reasoning and the Logic of Things” Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 2007) who argues the teleological self-control is the goal of inquiry, to Bernard Lonergan’s idea of conversion and scientific inquiry, to John McDowell and Alvin Plantinga as test cases for my theory.  In a way Plantinga is the main target of my argument because I think he works from a tradition that takes original sin and epistemic failure as a general state of human reason, like Edwards, but his epistemic theory fails to provide a notion of transformation consistent with this claim.

Reading and Material
The most important reading for this seminar is Jonathan Edwards’s Original Sin.  A full text version can be found at http://www.ccel.org/ccel/edwards/works1.vi.iii.i.i.html.  The Yale edition of this book is very well done and the critical introduction by Clyde Holbrook is worth its price.  For other background I recommend George Marsden’s Jonathan Edwards.  In this text I have included an article on Edwards’s conception of original sin by David Brown.  

In what follows I have copied two other documents on Edwards that I have written.  The first is titled “Jonathan Edwards and 18th Century Religious Philosophy” and covers the main works by Edwards.  This is important because Edwards is an amazingly consistent thinker and it is imperative that his work on Original Sin be taken in context with his other work.  Following that essay is a section from a chapter in Conversion in American Philosophy (Fordham 2004) in which I describe Edwards’s orientation toward “absence” which you may feel free to associate with sin.  Absence, for me, is the aspect of our thought in which we have no outright control or direction.  How such a category fits with a positive notion of knowledge is my subject in the section reproduced below. 
Jonathan Edwards and 18th Century Religious Philosophy (forthcoming, Oxford Handbook of American Philosophy)
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) is widely considered one of America’s most influential theologians and philosophers, but he remains an intensely disputed figure even after nearly three centuries of debate. As a pastor and evangelist, Edwards is credited with sparking the revival that developed into the Great Awakening in New England (1740-44) and redefining the literary form of the Puritan sermon. Some of his best known works are polemic defenses of Puritan doctrines, Freedom of the Will and Original Sin, but his constructive treatises--The History of the Work of Redemption, Religious Affections, The Nature of True Virtue, The End for Which God Created the World-- and his many sermons and notebooks also reveal a creative philosophical conception that transcended the thought of his day and continues to be fertile ground for scholarship and speculation. Though Edwards speaks in the idiom of 18th century intellectual discourse, his intention is to ‘discover’ or disclose to his readers the reorienting power of Christian revelation. Edwards’s conception of the reality of the divine being, developed from his holistic approach to scripture, his close observation of religious experience in himself and others, and his philosophical analysis, dramatically transformed the Puritan tradition and deeply influenced the development of philosophy in America. Understanding the origin, content, and coherence of Edwards’s philosophy remains a significant task.

Reading Edwards as a philosopher is daunting. Because he quotes few of his sources and the complexity and volume of his writing is overwhelming, it is easy to discount Edwards’s connection to human problems. His human side appears in experiences like his youthful struggle with Calvinism and the ‘horrible doctrine’ of God’s judgment (Edwards 1998: 792) and a conflict with his parents, probably about his status for communion. He did not meet his father’s strict standards (Marsden 2003: 57). Later he was confronted by the position of his grandfather Solomon Stoddard who opened access to communion widely as a ‘means of conversion.’ In this confused setting Edwards engages his deepest theological and philosophical questions. 

Personal spiritual responses are an opening, in Edwards’ estimation, for discovering the reality of divine influence. A case in point is Abigail Hutchinson, a quiet, unmarried woman not given to enthusiasm. ‘She seemed to be astonished,’ Edwards says,  ‘at what she read, as what was real and very wonderful, but quite new to her. . . she wondered within herself that she had never heard of it before; but then immediately recollected herself, and though she had often heard of it and read it, but never till now saw it as real’ (The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume 1 1974: 356). The dynamic response of the divine to the active seeking and perceiving of his congregants deeply influenced Edwards’s conception of God’s sovereignty. John E. Smith notes that in these events Edwards is ‘looking into the heart of the activity of the Spirit in regeneration, not engaged in theological accounts of the manner in which the transformation is supposed to take place, but instead in the description of what actually happened’ (Smith 1992: 6). In a note to himself, Edwards writes ‘what I need to give a clear and more immediate view of the perfections and glory of God, is a clear knowledge of the manner of God’s exerting himself, with respect to spirits and minds, as I have, of his operations concerning matter and bodies’(Marsden 2003: 104). As a young man Edwards planned a treatise titled ‘A Rational Account of the Main Doctrines of the Christian Religion Attempted,’ but the works he produced focused instead on interpreting the signs of the work of divine grace and understanding the reality of God who actively transforms souls by ‘experimental’ means.

 
Edwards was first and foremost an intellectual for his community, and an account of his place in the philosophical landscape can best be viewed from this perspective. The founding hope of the Puritans was that a faithful religious community, ordered by a covenant with God, would enlighten the whole world. Perry Miller perhaps overemphasizes the self-critical ambition of this ‘errand into the wilderness,’ although New England’s identity with Israel led to a New World history that developed into a sacred mythology. This mythology warranted the cultural preservation and continuity of the Puritan community as the prime exemplar of a good human society (Stout1986: 69). Edwards challenged the confidence common to Puritan practice, but not supported theologically, that meeting external conditions in some way obligated God to preserve the covenant with New England. His use of Locke, Hutcheson, and other modern thinkers is in part a response to Puritanism’s failure to describe adequately the transformation of human souls. Philosophy was an opening for productive conceptual inquiry so long as it continued to center on the deliverance of revelation. Edwards exposed the fault line internal to Puritan thinking by affirming that God works through chosen nations and people, but that ‘this people’ – the current generation – had no guarantee of place. The covenant could be lost by rejecting God’s overtures; New England could become a negative example in the realization of God’s kingdom. Edwards’s theology of political history turns on understanding the response of a ‘whole person’ to the sovereign and gracious God as a microcosm of ultimate reality. This was Edwards’s intellectual task for his community.

B. Education and Idealism

Edwards’s collegiate education reflected the tumultuousness of Puritan life. Competing locations and theological orientations that divided students and tutors finally resolved into the institution of Yale College. Records of Edwards’s reading are incomplete, but lists from shortly after his time show a range of authors from standard works of divinity to Descartes, Locke, and Newton. (forthcoming Works of Jonathan Edwards Volume 27). In an essay titled ‘Of Being’ dating from the 1720s, Edwards states his dual conviction of the ‘impossibility that there is nothing,’ which demonstrates a necessary, infinite, and omnipresent being, and that ‘nothing has existence anywhere but in consciousness’ (1980: 204). He adopts a phrase of the Cambridge Platonist Henry More in stating that ‘space is God’ in order to formulate the ultimate character of that which subsists in the absence of any material bodies. He infers that ‘beings that have knowledge and consciousness are the only proper and real and substantial beings,’ (Edwards 1980: 204) setting himself squarely against materialism. 

Another early essay, ‘The Mind,’ most likely begun in 1723, contains Edwards’s seminal terms excellency, proportion, entity, and consent, around which he constructs an ontology of relation. His beginning point is the preference for harmony and beauty in natural and spiritual beings. Excellency, the characteristic agreement of the divine mind with itself, is the basis of moral and aesthetic beauty and all value; hence it is the ultimate principle of all relations. In ‘The Mind’ Edwards appropriates Locke’s idea that ‘truth is the agreement of our ideas with existence’ but modifies this idea in the sense that ‘God and real existence are the same’ (1980: 344-5). In a triadic formulation worthy of C.S. Peirce, Edwards says ‘Happiness consists in the perception of these three things: of the consent of being to its own being; of its own consent to being; and of being’s consent to being’ (1980: 338).

In the section immediately following this sentence Edwards remarks that for Locke a mind or spirit is ‘nothing else but consciousness, and what is included in it’ (1980: 342). The implied criticism or question is whether Locke’s notion of consciousness can support the discovery of excellency. In another place he writes ‘Intelligent beings are the end of creation, that their end must be to behold and admire the doings of God, and to magnify him for them, and to contemplate his glories in them. . . . for we are to remember that the world exists only mentally, so that the very being of the world implies its being perceived or discovered’ (Miscellanies no. gg, Edwards 1980: 79). 

Edwards also deviates from Locke’s idea of substance. Locke says ‘we have as clear a notion of the substance of spirit as we have of body, the substratum of operations in ourselves within’(Locke 1959: 395). Simple ideas connect directly to ‘what is,’ and abstractions from these ideas constitute general ideas. Edwards disagrees, claiming that general ideas arise from a habit of mind that collects like to like. The constitution of consciousness occurs by experience of orders of relations, not a compounding of simple ideas. 

In addition, Edwards argues that the divine consciousness stands in relation to created consciousnesses through rules that reflect the orders of relation. Wallace Anderson points out that Edwards’s view ‘excludes . . . the very notion of substance as it was entertained during this period. The claim that every real being must, as a condition of its reality, stand in some relation to other things, and even to all the other things, implies that the universe is necessarily pluralistic’ (Edwards 1980: 85). Consciousnesses are not independent substances but a ‘plurality of items that stand in the same relations as those of the other’ (Edwards 1980: 85). Altogether this real order of ideas comprises what Edwards calls ‘the system of the ideal world’ (1980: 357). Edwards’s realist conception of the order of nature anticipates a pragmatic sense of inquiry for ‘any difference in supposed objects or events implies some difference in the states of affairs that actually are or eventually will be perceived by some mind’ (1980: 108). 

Edwards is explicitly clear about the potential of intellectual discovery: ‘were our thoughts comprehensive and perfect enough, our view of the present state of the world would excite in us a perfect idea of all past changes’ (1980: 354). Inquiry into the origin and character of consciousness reveals not an opaque substance, but an intelligible structure that reflects the perfection of the created universe. This is a claim Edwards later brought to the test in Religious Affections, as we will see below. Sang Lee notes that for Edwards, ‘Human beings, as intelligent creatures occupy a unique position in which their laws are singular enough, and their independence from laws of matter great enough, so that they can be said to possess a “secondary and dependent arbitrariness”’ (Lee 1998: 73). The arbitrariness of divine action that is the essence of God’s sovereignty reflects a habit or pattern of action. So, as Edwards says, ‘Man’s soul influences the body, continues its nature and powers and constant regular motions and productions, and actuates it as the supreme principle does the universe’ (Miscellanies no. 383, Edwards 1994: 451-2). In this sense intelligent beings participate in creative action by an arbitrariness that is reflective of the divine arbitrary such that human action harmonizes with divine action. 

Norman Fiering notes that references to harmony were abundant in Edwards’s context, for instance in Heereboord, but that Edwards advances a rather scholastic conception where the supreme value is in unity (Fiering 1981: 73). Fiering also points out Edwards’s similarity to Malbranche’s notion that ‘though God governs and conserves in accordance with rules and laws determined by perfect wisdom, he does not alter or go against wisdom. Therefore it is appropriate to interpret the world through order, harmony, and beauty’ (Fiering 1981: 79). In Edwards’s words, ‘Truth as to external things, is the consistency of our ideas with those ideas, or that train and series of ideas, that are raised in our minds according to God’s stated order and law’ (1980: 342).

About the time Edwards wrote these essays or shortly after they were completed he confesses that he was in a ‘low, sunk estate and condition’ of religion (Marsden 2003: 111). Whether this spiritual low had direct relation to the comprehensive defense of Christianity that he intended to write, a lack of confidence in his conclusions, or some other specific cause is unclear. About this time, 1727, Edwards’s began his notes on scripture, which would grow into one of his major intellectual projects. He also began articles on deism that would inform much of his later writing. Married and settled in Northampton, Edwards wrote his first published sermon, ‘God Glorified in Man’s Dependence’ in 1731. ‘Man was created holy,’ he states, ‘for it became God to create holy all his reasonable creatures. It would have been a disparagement to the holiness of God’s nature, if he had made an intelligent creature unholy. But now when fallen man is made holy, it is from mere arbitrary grace; God may forever deny holiness to the fallen creature if he pleases, without any disparagement to any of his perfections.’ The power of God, though, is sensible in conversion and enriches life with all good. He continues, ‘That holy and happy being, and spiritual life, which is produced in the work of conversion, is a far greater and more glorious effect . . . . [T]he state from whence the change is made is far more remote from the state attained, than mere death or non-entity’(Edwards 1999: 204-5). The echo of ‘The Mind’ is evident in this juxtaposition of non-entity to the glorious state of conversion, which marks a turning of sorts for Edwards from a focus on the philosophical ground of idealism and relational ontology to a theological expression and expansion of these themes.

C. Awakening and Affections

The core of Edwards’s mature philosophical formulation occurs in the context of religious awakening from 1736 to 1744. The phenomenon of the Awakening challenged Edwards’s understanding of the valid responses to the work of grace. This was a pastoral as well as a theological concern that had long occupied his thought. His pre-revival sermon ‘A Divine and Supernatural Light’ (1734) explored the peculiar effect of grace by which God ‘unites himself with the mind of a saint, takes him for his temple, actuates and influences him as a new, supernatural principle of life and action’ in which God ‘communicates himself there in his own proper nature’ (Edwards 1999: 411). While the light shines only according to God’s sovereign action, Edwards urged his congregation to ‘earnestly seek’ and ‘move to it’ (1999: 423).

A fuller exploration of the effects of the discovery of God’s excellency appears in the Religious Affections (1746). In this text Edwards uses and quotes more sources than in any of his other writings. He quotes primarily from Puritan divines and most extensively from Thomas Shepard. An exception is John Smith, a 16th century Cambridge Platonist who, although not a theologian, described ‘the excellency and nobleness of true religion’ discovered through a spiritual sensation by means of which the truths of religion are apprehended (Edwards 1959: 66). Edwards explores the distinction of this sensation from natural forms of sense, and the alterations within the understanding and active character of individuals that signify its presence. 

True religion, Edwards begins, consists primarily in affections, such as love and joy. These are not emotions, but depend on understanding the object of love as well as receiving the gift of joy. Edwards’s original insight, according to John E. Smith, is the uniformity of the gifts of the spirit in true religion with the ‘vigorous and sensible exercises of inclination and will’ (Smith 1999: 6). ‘Affections’ refer to the orientation that is discovered within a person’s inclinations. A gracious affection arises when God ‘discovers’ himself to the soul sufficient to effect a re-orientation of the inclinations. Smith also points out that the gracious affections are not signs indicating the influence of a remote being ‘God’; for Edwards the affections are the real presence of the divine Spirit in the soul. 

Part 2 of the Affections describes twelve signs that give no clear evidence of a gracious change in the soul, followed by twelve positive signs of gracious affection in Part 3. This part of the text has attracted the most scholarly attention. One way of portraying the twelve signs, which are given without an explanation of their number or order, is a four-fold progression of discovery of the excellency of God within the soul’s inclinations. Signs 1-3 describe an aesthetic sense of wholeness Edwards connects to the ‘new simple idea’ of the metaphysicians, which is a not a new conception but a principle perceived within the understanding that acts as a ‘new foundation’ in the mind. Sign 3 is that the moral perfection of God becomes an object of the understanding that is loved for its beauty. Next, signs 4-6 follow the individual’s reflexive awareness of a new principle in the understanding and will, which Edwards calls the ‘sense of the heart.’ Sign 5 is the conviction of the truths of the gospel concerning Jesus as the orienting principle of the understanding and the will, and sign 6, evangelical humiliation, is the recognition of the extreme state of sin discovered by the absence of the excellency of Christ in the soul. The discovery of the soul’s utter helplessness to re-orient itself is a work of grace that is answered in signs 7-9. Sign 7, conversion, is an ‘alteration in the very nature of the soul’ that is ‘peculiar to the Spirit of the Lord’ which brings a ‘new nature’ that abides in the soul through the appearance of a Christ-like spirit among the affections. The fourth series of signs 10-12 describe the beauty, stability, and manifestation in practical living of gracious affections (Ward, 2004: 9-19). 

Edwards’s conception of the soul and the discovery of divine excellency in the Affections holds together relational ontology, Puritan theology, and the revival experience in a remarkably coherent description. From this position Edwards was able to perceive the threats to true religion inside and outside his tradition, and to place his thought in relation to the philosophers and theologians of his age. The Affections also solidified his conviction that Stoddard’s policy of open communion was an error. Extending the rights of membership to men and women who did not exhibit signs of gracious affection truncated their further discovery of God’s gracious work. Edwards correctly anticipated that this change of polity would bring ‘a separation between me and my people,’ (1998: 327) and after a drawn out conflict over the qualifications for communion Edwards was removed from his pulpit.  After another year of delay, he moved with his family to the small outpost of Stockbridge in 1750 where he ministered to a mixed congregation of settlers and Housatanic natives.

D. Stockbridge Treatises 

One of the reasons for Edwards’s forced removal from Northampton was a resistance, even among the faithful, to his doctrinally informed interpretation of religious experience. He discerned a shift in the foundation of Christian thinking toward a dependence on reason as a guide to morality and religion, which manifested itself as a source of anti-conversion pressure and an impulse to seize the false remedy of Arminianism. Edwards responded to this condition by demonstrating the coherence of his philosophical/theological thought formed in close union with his understanding of the coherence of Scripture. In Freedom of the Will (1754) Edwards challenges the Arminian understanding of the will, buttressing the doctrinal basis of Calvinism more on philosophical than theological grounds. Given the absence of theological disputation in this text, Gerald McDermott suggests that exposing Arminianism was a step in Edwards’s larger plan to prevent ‘the disaster of deism’ spreading in New England  (McDermott 1992: 47). 

Edwards’s philosophical defense of Christian orthodoxy had, and continues to have, a monumental effect on American Christianity (Guelzo 1989) by his demonstration of the inconsistency in thinking ‘the will itself determines all the free acts of the will.’ This is based on the ‘great absurdity’ that the choice of motive from which free acts follow implies a free act of choice before a free act of choice (Edwards 1957: 189). A self-grounding will violates the stable senses of words and ideas. For instance, ‘necessity’ in its common sense means ‘that one thing supposed, the other certainly follows’ while ‘philosophers and divines’ used the term of an action when ‘connections with its causes is not discerned’ (Edwards 1957: 155). Edwards also points out that Arminians, following Locke’s lead, consider ‘the will’ something like an independent agent. He strenuously rejects this understanding by emphasizing ‘that which has the power is the soul’ [my emphasis] (1957: 163).  

The intellectual context of this treatise is significant. There was no official school or spokesperson for Arminianism, so Edwards’s choice of interlocutors in a way substantiated this movement, and of the three primary figures he selected two were more deist than Arminian. Thomas Chubb, a deist, claimed that in order to be free the very first in the whole series of actions must be excited by a previous motive (Edwards 1957: 229). Edwards replies that ‘when the self-moving power is exerted, it becomes the necessary cause of its effects,’ reducing his position to ‘a heap of absurdities’ (1957: 235). This rebuttal is more than a rhetorical flourish. Demonstrating the internal inconsistency of Chubb’s position undermines the Arminian claim that Calvinism forced one into irrational corners. At best Chubb was exchanging one irrational position for another. 

Daniel Whitby, an Anglican Divine, argued that moral worth depends on the agent’s original state of indifference before acting. Only then can a person act freely and earn moral approbation or guilt. Edwards responds to Whitby by showing the impossibility of a state of ‘indifference,’ and pointing out that even Jesus would not meet Whitby’s condition of moral worth since he was ‘not free to do or refrain’ from his actions as Messiah. Again, the rhetorical device draws attention to Whitby’s dismissal of the essence of the Christian gospel in order to justify his account of freedom. Finally, Edwards takes up the ideas of Isaac Watts, a former Calvinist and friend who promoted his revival writings in England. Watts says that any ‘necessary’ action cannot be free. The regularity of God’s character and freedom appears in that it is ‘impossible [for God] to act otherwise’ than in the most fitting way. Edwards shows that this amounts to necessity under a new name, and so according to Watt’s own account ‘God exercises no moral excellence, exercising no freedom in these things, because he acts by moral necessity’ (Edwards 1957: 382). And if God cannot be morally free according to this understanding, how can this way of thinking support our moral freedom? 

Edwards is sensitive to the Arminian goal to locate human responsibility and understand freedom. But this legitimate inquiry becomes destructive both to human reason and practice when it vainly challenges God’s sovereign choice of those who receive grace and denies the necessity of holiness. He muses, a little sarcastically, whether it would it be better for these thinkers if there were no end in view for God’s actions (Edwards 1957: 394). Then, in his typical fashion, he runs the opposing position to its logical conclusion: ‘Instead of a moral necessity of God’s will, arising from or consisting in the infinite perfection and blessedness of the divine Being, we have a fixed unalterable state of things . . . distinct from the nature of the divine mind . . . which God’s will is truly subject to . . . so that all is in vain, that is not accommodated to the moral world which depends upon the acts and state of the wills of moral agents’ (Edwards 1957: 395-6).  The result of the Arminian/deist account of freedom is an absolute determination by fate, which runs directly counter their desire to secure human freedom (Edwards 1957: 395-6). In other words, human agents are only able to discover freedom in relation to the necessary character of holiness in the divine Being. Otherwise they are condemned to the slavery of determinism. Edwards affirms that in the context of moral necessity ‘saints have not their freedom at all diminished, in any respect; and that God himself has the highest possible freedom, according to the true and proper meaning of the term; and that he is in the highest possible respect an agent, and active in the exercise of his infinite holiness though he acts therein in the highest degree necessarily’ (1957: 364). 

Freedom of the Will is a negative polemic exposing the complete failure of the Arminian and deist line of reason. But in one place Edwards muses that ‘means and endeavors to obtain virtue could have an effect . . . through a natural tendency and influence, to prepare and dispose the mind more to virtuous acts . . . by causing the disposition of the heart to be more in favor of such acts’ (1957: 368). Exploring this natural tendency toward discovering a supernatural disposition of the heart is his principle aim in The Nature of True Virtue. But before completing this work, Edwards met another serious challenge from the rising tide of deism and rationalism. The British divine Dr. John Taylor greatly unsettled Christianity with The Scripture Doctrine of Original Sin (1738) in which he rejected the universal depravity of mankind and challenged the morality of guilt imputed to Adam’s posterity in the Edenic fall. Clyde Holbrook notes that Taylor’s ideas found a hold in New England where traditional doctrines had lost their vigor, citing Jonathan Mayhew’s sermonic admonition to ‘Exercise your reason, and the liberty you enjoy, in learning the truth, and your deity from it’ (Edwards 1970: 11). A debate over the doctrine of original sin in the late 1740s divided New England clergy and churches, but when Edwards responded to this ‘paper war’ he completely ignored the local fight and took aim at the central ideas of the rational moralists. He attacked their inability to describe the true moral state of mankind’s struggle with sin and juxtaposed the hopelessness of their scheme against the redemption offered in Christ. Original Sin (1758) not only details the inconsistencies of Taylor’s view of scripture and his ‘scheme’ of human moral virtue, it also gives Edwards the opportunity to justify this difficult doctrine by scripture and properly ordered reason.

In Original Sin Edwards inquires ‘whether we have evidence that the heart of man is naturally of a corrupt and evil disposition’ (Edwards 1970: 107). Discovering the reality of the human condition depends on a dispensational understanding of the moral world and the relational nature of human consciousness. In a general sense, Taylor and the thinkers he represents consider the moral world in one dimension. Actions are attributable only to the agents of those actions. As Taylor puts it, there can be no moral guilt ‘without having merited the displeasure of the Creator by any personal fault’ (Edwards 1970: 111). As we have seen before, Edwards anticipates the cul-de-sac of inquiry in Taylor’s moralism; a self-grounding moral character presents an opaque end to inquiry. But to argue otherwise, to argue for original sin as an outworking of grace, entails both scriptural ground and philosophical description.

Edwards confronts Taylor’s argument by showing that it is inconsistent with experience of human sinfulness, that it destroys the overarching sense of scripture, and that it fails to provide a satisfactory explanation of human moral conscience under divine influence. Taylor’s account fails to account for the widespread reality of sin, for ‘the permanence of effect implies a permanence of cause,’ which remains submerged in Taylor’s ‘scheme.’ Taylor can also not explain the absence of positive influence of God’s moral government after thousands of years and multiple generations have lived with the ‘favor and benefit of death’ (Edwards 1970: 212). If it has not worked yet, what is the ground for confidence that it will suddenly begin to have a positive effect now?

Edwards explicitly and in detail destroys Taylor’s claims that original sin is not familiar to the biblical writers. Chapter and verse is piled on chapter and verse, demonstrating the breadth of the focus on sin and God’s treatment for it. This includes the dispensation of grace to Adam in his original innocence, which according to Edwards was that he was given ‘superior principles’ in addition to natural human virtues. These principles were lost when Adam sinned. Taylor claims that there is no difference between Adam’s original condition and that of any other human, to which Edwards quips ‘Paradise must therefore have been a delusion!’(1970: 233). Likewise, Taylor’s interpretation of the meaning of ‘sin’ makes void the large scope of the Epistle to the Romans, particularly the distinction between the two Adams that ‘death comes by one, and life and happiness by the other’ (Edwards 1970: 313). Edwards extends Taylor’s point to its conclusion that if ‘mere justice makes sufficient provision for our being free from all sin and misery by our own power,’ then ‘redemption is needless, and Christ is dead in vain’ (Edwards 1970: 357, 356).

The positive justification that original sin is common to humanity extends from Edwards’s conception of personal identity. He argues that a person is not an individual substance, referencing his opposition to Locke on this point, but the function of divine action forming human consciousness into a stable unity. Such a unity is the basis for the reality of human will and understanding sufficient for a re-orientation in conversion, ‘which Christ says is necessary for everyone, in order to his seeing the kingdom of God, by giving a new heart and spirit’ (Edwards 1970: 365). The coherence of scripture, which Taylor’s view explodes, is an indication of the divine order surrounding the reality of our condition. ‘If as we come into the world, are truly sinful and consequently miserable, he acts but a friendly part to us who endeavors fully to discover and manifest our disease,’ as Christ in his preaching ‘tends to search the hearts of men, and to teach them their inbred exceeding depravity, not merely as a matter of speculation, but by a proper conviction of conscience; which is the only knowledge of original sin, that can avail to prepare the mind for receiving Christ’s redemption’ (Edwards 1970: 424, 429). Just as perceiving divine beauty depends on the disposition of heart, so the practical conviction of sin depends on the disordered character of the affections being discovered in experience. Although the practical conviction of original sin appears to be mitigated by the presence of ‘mutual benevolence, tender compassion, etc.,’ Edwards refers those who ‘desire to see them particularly considered’ to ‘a Treatise on the Nature of True Virtue lying by me prepared for the press’ (1970: 433). This promissory note should not be seen as a dodge from Edwards’s main focus on original sin and the hermeneutical power associated with this doctrine. Human experience of sin is an occasion of inquiry and discovery, and the pervasiveness of sin and the spiritual nature of this struggle provide a stable interpretative connection to scripture. Scripture is a ‘manifold witness’ of this interpretive power, and thus the presence of ‘sin’ as a meaningful and consistent term in a scheme of understanding is an indication of epistemological soundness, not just for theology, but for any attempt to understand the limits of natural reason. Exhibiting the broad reach of his epistemological soundness carries Edwards into the topic of true virtue and natural moral conscience. 

Edwards’s moral writings, including his 1738 sermon series ‘Charity and its Fruits’ and the twin dissertations The End for Which God Created the World and The Nature of True Virtue (1765, published after his death), yield some of the richest ground for theological and philosophical speculation. True religious virtue, Edwards’s subject in all these works, is comprehended in love to the divine Being. The presence of this love enables persons to determine whether theirs is a ‘real Christian experience’ because ‘true discoveries excite love in the soul’ (Edwards 1989: 145). 

Paul Ramsey notices that in the Charity sermons there is a progression of virtues that is not due to a developing rational facility or expanding self-love, but by the expanding and deepening of the immediate perception of divine beauty toward a holistic comprehension of all the saint’s habits. In the last sermon, ‘Heaven is World of Love,’ Edwards states that ‘the infinite essential love of God’ is ‘an infinite and eternal mutual holy energy between Father and the Son, a pure, holy act whereby Deity becomes nothing but an infinite and unchangeable act of love, which proceeds from both the Father and the Son’ that flows out in ‘innumerable streams towards all the created inhabitants of heaven’ (1989: 373). This mutuality is reflected in the human response of ‘those who have freely chosen that happiness which is to be had in the exercise and enjoyment of such love as is in heaven above all other conceivable happiness,’ not on the basis of ‘rational arguments which may be offered for it,’ but because ‘they have seen that it is so; they know it is so from what they have tasted’ (Edwards 1989: 388). This statement does not contradict Edwards’s positive consideration in The End for the ‘attainments of habitual exercise of reason’ since it is by reason that ‘it might appear by his works what manner of being [God] is, and afford a proper representation of his divine excellencies, and especially his moral excellence, consisting in the disposition of his heart’ (1989: 422). The crucial point is that the ultimate end of inquiry into human morality is the discovery of God’s holiness.

If The End moves from a Scriptural standpoint focusing on God’s holiness, True Virtue explores the same objective reality from the perspective that God has given ‘faculties capable of discovering the immense superiority [of God] to all other beings’ (Edwards 1989: 551). Most illuminating is Edwards’s appreciation for the ‘secondary’ beauty of human virtue, whatever its origin. He commends Hutcheson’s and Hume’s perception of the attraction of a unity of design in virtue, suggesting that ‘some image of true spiritual origin of beauty, some image of a higher agreement and consent of spiritual beings’ informs his vision (Edwards 1989: 564). ‘Natural conscience,’ Edwards says, ‘if well informed, will approve of true virtue, and will disapprove and condemn the want of it, and opposing to it; and yet without seeing the true beauty of it’ (1989: 595). 

Edwards reserves his sharpest comments for thinkers that allow for God, but not as the end of all virtue. ‘In their ordinary view of things,’ he says, ‘[God’s] being is not apt to come into the account, and to have the influence and effect of a real existence,’ in comparison with whom ‘all the rest are nothing’ (Edwards 1989: 611). From this perspective, Edwards evaluates moral philosophy as a search for a replacement of the immediate vision of divine holiness that eludes the reach from ‘natural’ principles and therefore resolves into something less in terms of generality and power. But even this negative resolution is an opening for divine infusion. ‘Every being who has a faculty of will,’ Edwards says, ‘must of necessity have an inclination to happiness’ which leads necessarily to the desire for the ‘happiness of Being in general’ (1989: 621). Finally, Edwards says that natural conscience is not an arbitrarily occurring faculty, or dependent merely on causal circumstances, but is ‘ordered by a necessary nature in God’ (1989: 623) and so is permanently sustained in moral experience as an image of a higher agreement and consent of spiritual beings.

E. Interpretations and Effects of Edwards

Assessing the influence of Edwards’s thought has engaged many of America’s best historians, philosophers, and theologians. His students Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins sought to clarify his more obscure ideas in the hopes of reigniting a religious awakening. Hopkins, considered by some the ‘best representative of Edwardseanism’ and the New Divinity movement focused on defending Edwards’s conceptions of sin, virtue, and experimental religion (Boardman 1987: 73,193). With the object of protecting a system of theology rather than developing new lines of inquiry, their work has often been criticized as departing from Edwards’s spirit and rubbing off the sharp edges of his ideas in order to broaden their appeal (Conforti, New Divinty). Allen Guelzo skillfully traces the movement of these thinkers toward a heightened sense of moral ability, reformulating the fall as an event that did not diminish the power of human understanding, and asserting that there is no natural impossibility to repentance. (1989: 104, 136). Joseph Haroutunian famously decried this re-formulation of Edwards’s thought as a movement from ‘piety to moralism’ (Piety Versus Moralism, 1932). 

Perry Miller and other admirers of Edwards disconnect his intellectual value from the development of Reformed Christianity, emphasizing his similarities to the transcendentalists’ richness of natural inquiry. Morton White highlights the dependence on intuition rather than tradition and the sense of the heart as a ‘native antecedent’ of Emerson’s Reason as grounds that the intention of the transcendentalists was to ‘open up for all’ the perception of the divine that Edwards described as peculiar to saints (1971: 80). 

No thinker of Edwards’s power and novelty emerged in America until C. S. Peirce (Smith 1992 ). Influenced by Plato and Kant, Peirce’s semiotic theory of meaning and habit as conceptual discovery provide grounds for comparison to Edwards (Lee 1998, Raposa 1993), as does Peirce’s agapism as the principle of the universe. The transformation of knowledge in the discovery of the reality of God is another interesting and striking similarity (Hausman 1987, Ward 2000). William James responds directly to Edwards in The Varieties of Religious Experience. James affirms Edwards’s focus on the ‘fruit not the root’ of religious experience, but challenges Edwards’s conception of conversion to the character or disposition of God’s heart. John Dewey, who was reared in a Calvinist Congregational tradition, makes tangential references to Edwards in his approval of the transcendentalist movement from a divinely infused order to religious naturalism. In A Common Faith, Dewey rejects outright the claims of revelation as rationally insupportable, while in other texts he appears to affirm benevolent holism with scriptural allusions such as ‘we know that though the universe slay us still we may trust, for our lot is one with whatever is good in existence’ (1958: 420). Josiah Royce also does not make direct reference to Edwards, but his metaphysical idealism is similar in spirit, identifying the Absolute with the divine character of Scripture, while his inquiry follows a trajectory toward rational power and interpretation incarnated in the beloved community. For Royce, God is the ‘All-knowing Spirit-Interpreter’ who opens up inquiry into the immanent/transcendent character of the divine (Oppenheim 2005: 268). But Royce is careful to avoid traditional theological conceptions, and so his thought does not explore the Trinitarian dynamic of holy love in the God-head ad intra as Edwards does.

Jonathan Edwards’s life and thought continues to deeply influence American philosophy and theology. The expectation informing American intellectual life that a philosophical re-orientation or a spiritual transformation are potential products of inquiry into experience owes much to Edwards’s spirit of discovery.

From Conversion in American Philosophy, Chapter 6 “Dwelling in Absence”
Pragmatic paths in absence --Edwards prefigures both Peirce’s and Dewey’s means of dwelling in absence.  Like Peirce, Edwards is struck that his ability to fully discern his own presence in the community is depends on his own transformation.  Discovering what remains absent for him and the community is the same thing.  His transformation, then, is like the transformation of the community, and on the basis of this continuity he can speak to his community and to himself in one voice.

Like Dewey, Edwards realizes that his failure to convincingly articulate the pressing authority behind the good of the universe limits the prospects for his temporal community.  Transformation is limited by the rhetorical power revealing the authority of the content of nature and God.  But also like Dewey, Edwards knows that the content he serves does not wait for his creative act and neither will its final success be reduced by his failure.

Beyond Peirce or Dewey, however, Edwards finds the compelling source of absence for his reflection in the affections of human hearts.  The affections, our most powerful desires and lively ideas, reveal a character that cannot understand its own ordering.  There is an absence in the principle that makes our desires into a character.  Unless we are able to bring this absent order to view we will not fully understand all that we are or what, in fact, we most deeply desire.  Edwards does not have to convince anyone that they are affectively dissatisfied.  If this dissatisfaction is not apparent to the person there is nothing anyone can do or say that would work a transformation in that person.  To do so would be to force an adoption of some linguistic formula without genuine connection to the person’s habits – it would mean nothing.  But people do desire to know themselves, and to know themselves through the transformation of their desires. 

Dwelling in absence leads Edwards to the questions of how the structure of inquiry and the appearing content in experience becomes the platform for an alteration of the affections – not a change in desire, but a discovery of the principle of desire that attests to the soul’s transformation from what it is in its present incompleteness to the holism it can attain with an orientation toward God.  Philosophical absence, for Edwards, becomes the absence of conversion.

Edwards Dwelling in Absence

Edwards’s emergence as one of the most significant American philosophers of religion followed a protracted period of corporate neglect.  For some reason after his death Edwards became a sign of what his culture could not face, and so it excluded him from its identity.  At least it tried to. Edwards is the kind of thinker, however, who trusts the truth of what he has discovered.  Neither he nor any person can subvert the force of transformation that works within human life, inquiry, and religious practice.  This conviction gives Edwards’s thought a resilience that we are currently re-discovering in the midst of our post-modern and post-christian wanderings.  

But Edwards’s confidence is not built on the power of reason, rhetoric or intellectual creation.  Edwards’s confidence is built on his awareness of the human condition that precedes transformation, the lack of order, coherence or satisfaction that becomes an overwhelming absence within a person.  This order can only be recognized in its absence before it is approached as the proper object of our understanding or an orienting moment of our desire.  Edwards’s task in the Affections is describing how this absence appears and the connection it makes to transformation.  

H.R. Niebuhr, in the Kingdom of God in America, explores the character of America’s founding religious thought that sought to translate the pressing reality of God into a constructive Protestantism.  Niebuhr identifies Edwards as the leading theologian whose “faith in regeneration was solidly founded upon a supreme conviction of the reality of divine sovereignty.”
  The pressing reality of God’s purpose necessitated the transformation and conversion of man, not just a better moral state, but a new nature.  Given this acknowledgment of Edwards’s power it is surprising that Neibuhr uses F.D. Maurice rather than Edwards as the example of an advocate of “Christ the Transformer of Culture” in Christ and Culture.
   In this way I think Niebuhr confirms the American resistance to mixing the topics of philosophical progression and religious conversion.  But this is exactly where Edwards dwells.  If conversion is human, it will show up in the philosophical discovery of our world and ourselves.

Edwards’s philosophical range has been the topic of a variety of interpretations and expansions.  John Smith argues that Edwards’s response to Locke describes his focus on the development of a “spiritual taste” in the Religious Affections, although he thinks that Perry Miller and others drive this dependence on Locke’s empiricism too far.
   Michael Rapposa, on the other hand, develops Edwards’s emphasis on perfect moral obedience in the 12th sign in the Religious Affections using terms of Peirce’s theosemiotic philosophy, supported in spirit by the work of Sang Lee.
  These are just two examples of the philosophical completions Edwards’s Religious Affections invites.  But something more than these kinds of completions are necessary to probe the power of the Affections.  

Despite the ways Edwards appears in continuity with aspects of our philosophical tradition, the transformation of thought he proposes does not cohere with a linear or ascending character of intellectual discovery.  The transformation Edwards philosophically describes comes only by standing in the radical discontinuity of absence he identifies as “evangelical humiliation.”  While philosophers dismiss this reference to sin as a hold over from Edwards’s reformed tradition, I do not think this adequately address the issue.  Evangelical humiliation, as we will see in a moment, completely undermines the potential success of every form of continuous human thought, and this includes aspects of Edwards’s Puritan tradition as well.  Edwards does not repeat the formulas of his tradition, like original sin, without establishing the ground of these ideas in reflection.  The progressive discovery of conversion from the blindness of our natural state into a new nature is not one feature among many his thought – it is the whole story.  This puts Edwards at odds with all forms of philosophical continuity narrowly conceived.

On the other hand, conversion is discovered only within human reflection.  As such it is within the realm of human responsibility to seek reflective control over thoughts and action in relation to conversion.  Edwards does not pose God as the ineffable ground of experience that cannot be explained, like James does in “The Will to Believe.”  For James the ineffability of the object behind religious questions or commitments puts discovering it beyond control and thus beyond our responsibility. Edwards disagrees.  While God’s character is absent from us, discovering this absence is possible in reflection and is thus the most determinative aspect of our character.  

Edwards begins where Dewey and Peirce end by driving the questions of structure and content toward the Christian tradition and the soul.  Finding the place of absence in our reflective ordering becomes a sign of grace and an opening for reflection.  Edwards does not begin with revelation of supernatural content, but what is discovered to the soul is the supernatural depth of the absence of the affections.  

Progressive Discovery in the Signs of Affection

In the twelve signs of gracious affection in Religious Affections there is a clear sense of movement and progression in religious understanding.  Unlike the twelve signs of what are not gracious affections in Part II, the last part of the Affections moves to a positive statement of what kinds of affections signify the effect of God’s active grace.  This moving discovery of what is present in the affections of the saint gives Edwards’s account its character of building toward a conclusion of God, rather than simply proclaiming faith or knowledge based on intuition or revelation.  In this way Edwards not only contravenes Locke’s claim of supremacy for ideas immediately held in the mind, he also shifts the focus of his tradition from its expectation for an undeniable perception of God’s revealed truth to the way that truth does emerges with power in the affective lives of people.  The affections progress from the recognition of a spiritual sense of love to God, to an attraction for God’s moral perfection, to the awareness of a sense of the heart.  The progression moves in depth from conclusions that can be intellectually held to those that can only be sensed.  Edwards says, “The one is mere speculative knowledge; the other sensible knowledge, in which more than the mere intellect is concerned; the heart is the proper subject of it, or the soul as a being that not only beholds, but has inclination, and is pleased or displeased.”(RA 272)  God becomes a feature of sensible intuition only by virtue of the character inclinations make possible in the heart.  

But progression toward a sensible knowledge in the affections runs on another track than positive discovery.  The love the saint has for God is a love that arises without human control.  Edwards says “that God loved us, when we had not loved him.  God’s love to the elect, is the ground of their love to him” (RA 249).  Love toward spiritual things, for Edwards, is coupled with the recognition of what the saints perceive in their affections but that does not arise because of their power.  Also, God’s moral perfection appears as a beautiful thing, but it shows an order that is not our own but a further sign of God’s holiness.  This absence of the order that appears in the “great manifestation of God’s moral perfection” (RA 272) provides the ground for what the sense of the heart might be that it is not.  Without the opposing order of God’s moral perfection, the order of the saint’s inclination and will would not ever be recognized as an absent condition that might be satisfied.  This absence of the heart appears only in light of God’s moral holiness.

Edwards’s discovery in these first six signs of affection is that the soul can progressively move toward God only by a continued attraction to what is most absent in the soul.  The sense of the heart that follows the conviction of the truth of the gospel concerning Jesus is not the culmination of this progressive discovery.  It sets the ground for the discovery of the sensible knowledge that is most painfully absent in the affections.  The progressive discovery in the Affections resolves toward an absence that the soul knows cannot be overcome by any reason, intellectual production, or willful act.  

Evangelical Humiliation

Evangelical humiliation interrupts the apparent ascent of the affections.  This humiliation, in which the true depth of our separation from God is discovered, is not an intellectual grasp but sensible knowledge of the heart.  This sense confronts the saint; it is not what would ever be aimed at intentionally, and this sense cannot be produced by any active work of the intellect or will.  In evangelical humiliation the holiness of God reveals what is absent from the soul, but this is revealed in the affections of the saint.  Edwards distinguishes between two forms of the recognition of error: 

There is a distinction to be made between a legal and an evangelical humiliation.  The former is what men may be the subjects of, while they are yet in a state of nature, and have no gracious affection; the latter is peculiar to true saints:  the former is from the common influence of the Spirit of God, assisting natural principles, and especially natural conscience; the latter is from the special influences of the Spirit of God, implanting and exercising supernatural and divine principles: the former is from the mind’s being assisted to a greater sense of things of religion, as to their natural properties and qualities, and particularly to of the natural perfections of God, such as his greatness, terrible majesty etc. which were manifested to the congregation of Israel, in giving the law at Mount Sinai; the latter is from a sense of the transcendent beauty of divine things in their moral qualities . . . ; a sense of this is given in evangelical humiliation, by a discovery of God’s holiness and moral perfection. . . . in legal humiliation, the conscience is convinced, as the consciences of all will be most perfectly at the Day of Judgment: but because there is no spiritual understanding the will is not bowed, nor the inclination altered: this is done only in evangelical humiliation. (RA 311-312)

Evangelical humiliation is the awareness that the content that is absent in the affections is the order of God’s moral perfection and holiness.  Time or reflection is not sufficient to develop this quality or order in the affections because no continuum of progress can overcome this absence.  The heart is not determined in its character by the long run of inquiry.  The inability to construct an entity out of linearly compiled acts or thoughts is the human absence Edwards strikes upon. 

In light of evangelical humiliation the unordered soul leaps to the inference that the absence within the person is the absence of God in the world.  The prior signs of the epistemic and moral incompleteness of the soul are confirmed in this humiliation as the demonstration of the blindness of human consciousness.  In opposition to his philosophical tradition Edwards finds that intellectual power and reflection are finally means of a clearer discovery of human limitations that can only be revealed in light of the unity of God’s moral holiness.  

Gracious affections flow out of this brokenness in self-abasement.  Self-abasement is not an exercise of decrying valuable efforts as not-valuable because the scripture says so.  Rather, genuine self-abasement follows the realization that we are not the order of ‘the divinity of Divinity.’  God’s character, as the origin of excellence, becomes clear in the discovery of this absence in ourselves, and nothing else can produce this disjunction.  Just as Dewey finds nature emergent in human habit, Edward finds the character of God emergent in relation to the soul only through the discovery of this absence. 

God, for Edwards, is discovered to us only in conversion.  The mystery of Christ appears as the order of the tradition that holds human time together, both the time of the power of human reflection as it constructs the ground for our identities through the compiling of actions and re-examining those for an order, and the breaking apart of that time by the discovery of the impossibility of overcoming error.  Christ is for conversion, where this continuity and discontinuity of the soul becomes one thing – the work of God.  This close connection between human conversion and a description of God’s character is one of the reasons Perry Miller sees Edwards as a closet naturalist.  Edwards does not herald a peculiar divine conviction that shoots into the soul or mind ad extra to confirm or create the positive character of God.  God is only known through the Christological absence in the affections.  

Tradition and Conversion

In this analysis of the Religious Affections I have paid attention to the negative or absent aspect of the progression of the soul’s awareness of gracious affections.  I have tried to show at each level of self-awareness, from the love of the saint for God, the recognition of God’s moral perfection in the revelation that there is a unity of will and intellect in the sense of the heart and in the experience of evangelical humiliation, that Edwards’s discovery is what the soul most deeply lacks.  Absence in the affections, however, leads to the content that answers in the Christ of the gospels.  Christ is not just a focus of faith or a claim that must be accepted, Christ is the lynch pin between the soul’s search for content in light of its failure and the tradition of Christianity that also finds its unity in this one that cannot be a construction by human mind.  

The truth of Christ emerges in the tradition of scripture by which the soul is now able “to behold the amiable and bright manifestations of the divine perfections, and of the excellency and sufficiency of Christ, and the excellency and suitableness of the way of salvation by Christ . . . Which things are, and always were in the Bible, and would have been seen before, if it had not been for blindness, without having any new sense added by words being sent by God to a particular person, and spoken anew to him, with a new meaning.”(RA 281)  Without this absence of meaning in the scriptures, that there are things ‘not seen’ that become the ground for a new meaning, there is no transformation of the affections.  The gospel tradition is an external confirmation of the sign that Christ is the essential content for the soul only if the Christ is the essential content for that tradition.  This locates the Christ between the soul and tradition built upon scripture.  

Without this content that links the tradition and the soul every adjustment will only be to another incomplete form of ordered affections or another incomplete tradition.  And if a complete ordering of affections is possible without Christ, then Scripture is not true in regard to Christ.  But more, if ordering the affections is possible without Christ, then all humanity is awash in a destructive absence that it should be able to rescue itself from, but so far it has not or will not.  If it is possible to order our affections and our tradition in some other way, and yet this remains undone, what hope remains?  Human life and affections will continue to show the absence of solidity, resistance, and entity, unless some transforming content appears.  In Sign 7 Edwards confirms the divine purpose of the discovery of Christ as this transformation,

“But we all, with open face, beholding as in a glass, the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image, from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord”(II Cor. 3.18).  Such power as this is properly divine power, and is peculiar to the Spirit of the Lord:other power may make a great alteration in men’s present frames and feelings; but ‘tis the power of a Creator only that can change the nature, or give a new nature.  And no discoveries or illuminations, but those that are divine and supernatural, will have this supernatural effect. But this effect all those discoveries have, that are truly divine.  The soul is deeply affected by these discoveries and so affected as to be transformed. (RA 340)

Discovering transformation is the proof of evangelical humiliation, just as stabilizing opinion certifies Peirce’s self-correcting inquiry.  We discover the beauty and power of the scripture tradition in light of our deepest awareness of failure.  Edwards raises the case another metaphysical level.  Not only are our errors an essential aspect of the discovery of God, the explicit rejection of Christ, in the heart of the individual and in the tradition, makes transformation a local healing, a return to the place of error where error must be corrected.  The individual returns to the tradition, and the tradition returns to the individual.  This mutual dependence is possible only on the condition that we cannot give ourselves the same order as the tradition, and that the tradition cannot create us in our true individuality.  The truth of this discovery is played out in the continuing search for the unity of inquiry and community that forms the backdrop for the American philosophical tradition.  Conversion becomes a reflective origin of American philosophy, standing for the possible unity of sense and reflection, and experiential truth that can be known only in the living of it.

From Edwards to Pragmatism
Speaking philosophically of Christ, and speaking religiously of Dewey’s notion of habits and Peirce’s notion of inquiry, brings this study to its most difficult point.  How is it possible to connect the tradition of philosophical discovery with the tradition of Edwards and his Christ?  Is absence a ground that enables us to move between these traditions?  Can we claim that pragmatism moves into all the reflective problems of men and women, including religious absence” Can we also claim that Edwards’s understanding of the affections retains any effective application to the human community today?

One way to examine the possibility of such a connection is to see how the deepest problems of Edwards correspond to the problems of the pragmatists.  Edwards does collect Peirce’s confusion about the structure of the self and the community.  For Peirce the truth that is present as an object of inquiry establishes the continuity of the community.  The object that recedes in our inquiy resembles Edwards’s co-emergence of Christ in the individual and the community.  But even more compelling is the significance of inquiry for the individual.  Peirce and Edwards deal in the same discovery of absence that defines the individual.  For Edwards and Peirce the individual is poised at the limit of the community.  It is also true for Edwards and Peirce that conversion (or manifesting the law of mind) is not possible unless the individual realizes that she is the sign of the community’s continuation.  Peirce’s difficulty in describing the way the centering of the community through inquiry and how it becomes a content that might inform the individual’s habit, is shared by Edwards.  Exploring the structure of the individual and the community brings Peirce to the limit of the will, and this becomes a question of facts about particular habits that are adopted and overcome.  The possibility of transformation is held within Peirce’s category of secondness, the brute fact of actions.  Conversion is not a matter of the intellect so much as the will.

Dewey’s sense of nature as the content that draws the community forward has its origin in the kind of discovery that Edwards describes.  The authority of that content stands apart from the content itself.  The authority is what cannot be produced from the side of experience.  We cannot make something authoritative for us and for our community. We only discover ourselves within that authority, or not.  What makes community is the recognition of an authority in experience.  Dewey explores the absence that Edwards finds, looking for a content that would satisfy every transformation of human habit.  This means that Dewey’s pragmatism seeks a Christological completion, or at least it reflects a Christological absence.  The community of transformation has this content that exceeds nature as its limit.

Conversion is yet to be fully explored, but dwelling in absence is a necessary feature of this exploration.  Without a discovery of absence all creations and expansions of habit are disconnected from the core realization that we must exceed the aspects of our thought and practice from within that practice to attain real transformation.  All of our habits must emerge in relation to the nature of our experience, as Dewey says, but this is not the most determining limit.  How these habits reflect an order beyond that nature is the question.  What Dewey desires is a loft to practice, where practice attains an ideal production that transcends what is now appearing with what might express a value not yet conceived.  Peirce, on the other hand, longs for confirmation that the individual inquirer, namely himself, becomes not only a part of the community but that his inquiry becomes a sign of the agapistic expansion of meaning in the universe. 

For Edwards, the opening for meaning for individuals and for the community of saints far exceeds all the expectations of our discovery.  The soul becomes expansively unlimited as the answer to the Christological absence in the universe.  Seeing what it is not, the soul sees what it is yet to be.  Edwards says this material for growth of the meaning of the soul is vast; “Spiritual good is satisfying, as there is enough in it, to satisfy the soul, as to degree, if obstacles were but removed, and the enjoying faculty duly applied.  There is room enough here for the soul to extend itself; here is an infinite ocean of it.” (RA 379)  This is true freedom, where our discovery is never limited by the content we inquire into but only by our efforts toward it.  


But the only way to prove out this absence is precisely what William James says it is – it must become a part of action taken at the risk of losing everything on the hope of gaining a place in the universe.  But instead of taking for true that which we think we can live, as James does, the witness of Edwards, Peirce, and Dewey is that real freedom is living beyond what we are exactly sure we can.  This means that freedom must explode beyond our expectations and our thought into the kind of life that exceeds what we can imagine or control.  God, or whatever is Real, must be like a flood coursing through valleys that can never hold its fullness.  There is always a spilling over and backing up into other valleys.  To use a different metaphor, our inquiry must always be getting away from us, bringing us to ever new discoveries in places that we thought were plumbed for all the good there.  Transformed inquiry must also be breaking into places that before were reserved or cut off from our view as possible areas for exploration.  The conversion that emerges out of absence means that we do not know the areas in which our discovery will expand, but our inquiry there will be a discovery just the same, and that we are not yet as free as we are intended to be. 

JONATHAN EDWARDS ON ORIGINAL SIN WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO HIS CONTRIBUTION TO UNDERSTANDING THE DOCTRINE OF IMPUTATION

by David S. Brown
I. Original Sin - The Treatise

Jonathan Edward’s The Christian Doctrine of Original Sin Defended (1758) was written in response to Dr. John Taylor’s Scripture Doctrine of Original Sin Proposed to a Free and Candid Examination (1741), which presents the Arminian arguments for actual sins rather original sin. Being a thoroughbred Calvinist and “the last Puritan” (as J. I. Packer calls him), Edwards was solidly committed to the Augustinian/ Reformation doctrine of original sin, which in his day as it is in our’s is a major offense to many, if not most, people. Pascal once observed that the doctrine seems an offense to reason but once one accepted it it makes total sense of the entire human condition. John Gertsner comments that Edwards’ work, Original Sin , “may be the most profound articulation and defense of that Reformed doctrine ever written.” Edwards’ reason for going after Taylor was his deep, abiding concern that Taylor’s Arminian theology would destroy the Scriptural basis of the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone because of Christ alone:

“I look on the doctrine [of original sin] as of great importance, which every body will doubtless own it is, if it be true. For if the case be such indeed, that all mankind are by nature in a state of total ruin, both with respect to the moral evil of which they are subjects, and the afflictive evil to which they are exposed, the one as the consequence and punishment of the other; then doubtless, the great salvation by Christ stands in direct relation to this ruin, as the remedy to the disease; and the whole Gospel, or doctrine of salvation, must suppose it; and all real belief, or true notion of that gospel, must be built upon it.”

In this paper I will give particular focus on Edwards’ unique and, I think, helpful philosophical and theological insights on the imputation of Adam’s sin and guilt to us. 

II. Original Sin - the Doctrine

The doctrine of original sin (first coined by Augustine) doesn’t so much refer to the first or original sin committed by Adam as it does to the result of the first sin i. e. the corruption of the human race and the fallen condition into which we are all born and in which makes natural men “enemies of God”. In short, the classic doctrine, while maintaining that God made Man upright (Eccles. 7:29), holds the entire race is corrupt and culpable. Edwards also viewed the Fall as the loss of the spiritual nature (original holiness and righteousness) that belonged to the human race as the created imago dei. Therefore, Man has a twisted heart prior to any actual sin. This inner sinful disposition or motivation is the root of all sin and it derives to everyone of the human race in a mysterious but real way through our first parent, who was our representative before God.

The doctrine is therefore the basis for the familiar formulation: we are not sinners because we sin but rather we sin because we are sinners. (“Surely I was sinful at # birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” Ps. Ps. 51:5). The Westminster Confession brilliantly captures the results of the Fall:

By this sin they fell from their original righteousness and communion with God, and so became dead in sin, and wholly defiled in all the parts and faculties of soul and body. They being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed, and the same death in sin, and corrupted nature, conveyed to all their posterity descending from them by ordinary generation. From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly disposed, disabled and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to evil, do proceed all actual transgressions.

Edwards subscribed to this Reformed understanding but he perhaps moved into the doctrine more deeply and with a more unique, fresh perspective than perhaps anyone save Augustine. He writes of two principles God implanted in Man. One, the “natural” (or call the flesh) is self love, passions, natural appetites etc. The other refers to as “divine” (or Spirit) which is the image of God and is the superior principle that is to dominate the heart or affections. When Man sinned, the divine principle left the heart and the “Holy Spirit, that divine inhabitant, forsook the house.” When that happened, Man was given over to his inward, private affections. Consequently, the “natural principle”, not the “divine”, now reigned, cosmic treason occurred, God is forsaken and the imago dei is shattered. Thus , it is God’s absence from us i. e. the withdraw of His Spirit, not His presence, which explains sin.

By original sin, Edwards meant that “innate sinful depravity of the heart” Consistent with classic doctrine, Edwards believed, not that we tend always to sin, but we always have a disposition to sin. Evidence for this innate tendency of corruption as the prevalent, universal condition of man, Edwards contended, is readily found in observation, experience and Scripture. On the other hand, Taylor to support his moralism supposedly looked at the same evidence and saw a preponderance of good and virtue in the tendencies of the race to support. Taylor’s conclusion, like that of other Arminians, suggests that it is not necessarily the evidence about the twisted heart of man that is want but either the sufficient strength of the lens through which it is examined or the absence of spiritual lens at all.

Edwards argues that we humans are born into and retain only a physical nature which is completely “bereft” of the “things of religion”. We are by nature totally depraved, that is every part of our being is permeated with sin - it is at our core - and we are alienated from God. Our will (which Edwards defines as the mind choosing) is so corrupted that we cannot by nature choose God apart from His affecting grace. Although we have a rational capacity, it is corrupted in spiritual things and cannot see sin for what it is. 

In his Freedom of the Will, Edwards argued that we are free to always choose according to our strongest desire at the moment of choosing. The problem is that in our fallen state we cannot choose God because we do not desire Him. We have freedom to choose what we would have but we will not have God in our lives. We do not have liberty to choose God because our nature lacks Edwards’ divine principle. 

III. Adam As Federal Head

Edwards saw Adam as a representative through whom God covenanted with the entire human race, not only in a parental sense but more particularly in a federal sense. Adam as the federal head of the race was tested and when he sinned as the public person, he thus sinned for all of us. His fall, as well as his guilt, is ours. When God punished Adam by withdrawing His grace and communion and by giving him over to his own affections and desires, Adam lost or forfeited his original righteousness and the same consequences attend all his posterity. We follow after Adam willingly and like Adam hide ourselves from God, cover ourselves with our own works of righteousness and seek peace, as Edwards said, with false gods. Therefore no infusion of evil was necessary for us to sin in Adam. Edwards contended that it is privation of God’s divine love that explains man’s wickedness and therefore, its cause is internal, not external or environmental. No external act belongs to a person “otherwise...than as his heart was in it.” Yet because the human race’s heart is inclined to Adam’s act, his act is the race’s act as well. For Edwards all it takes is for God in response to Adam’s sin to withdraw special grace from him and create his posterity without it.

Edwards thought the most excruciating of all theological problems was how, in the case of Adam who was created fresh from the hand of God with holiness and righteousness, can a good tree can bear bad fruit. From whence did Adam’s disposition or inclination come? As much as this challenged Edwards’ acute intellect and as much as he labored with it, it is even more of an unfathomable mystery to us. But Edwards waded into its depths concluding based on Scripture that a perfectly righteous person, which Adam was, may will that which he knows to be unrighteous. Yet Edwards held fast to Scripture that God could not be and is not the author of the # sinner but the sinner is himself morally responsible for his choices. John Gertsner at this point helps place this gordian knot into some perspective at least by suggesting that “God intends the question of the origin of sin as an academic thorn in the flesh. There must be an answer to the question but no one has yet discovered it. Edwards mistakenly believed he had.” Edwards did, however, succinctly capture the essence of the pattern of sin and guilt in the following brilliant explanation:

“The depraved disposition of Adam’s heart is to be considered two ways. (1) As the first rising of an evil inclination in his heart, exerted in his first act of sin, and the ground of the complete transgression. (2) An evil disposition of heart continuing afterwards, as a confirmed principle, that came by God’s forsaking him; which was a punishment of his first transgression. This confirmed corruption, by its remaining and continued operation, brought additional guilt on his soul. 

And in like manner, depravity of heart is to be considered two in Adams’s posterity. The first existing of a corrupt disposition in their hearts is not to be looked upon as sin belonging to them, distinct from their participation of Adam’s first sin; it is as it were the extended pollution of that sin, through the whole tree, by virtue of the constituted union of the branches with the root; or the inheritance of the sin of that head of the species in the members, in the consent and concurrence of the hearts of the members with the head in that first act...But the depravity of nature, remaining an established principle in the heart of a child of Adam, and as exhibited in after-operation, is a consequence and punishment of the first apostasy thus participated, and brings new guilt. The first being of an evil disposition in the heart of the child of Adam,, whereby he is disposed to approve of the sin of his first father, as fully as he himself approved of it when he committed it, or so far as to imply a full and perfect consent of heart to it, I think, is not be looked upon as a consequence of the imputation of that first sin, any more than the full consent of Adam’s own heart in the act of sinning; which was not consequent on the imputation of his sin to himself, but rather prior to it in the order of nature. indeed the derivation of the evil disposition to the hearts of Adam’s posterity, or rather the coexistence of the evil disposition, implied in Adam’s first rebellion, in the root and branches, is a consequence of the union, that the wise Author of the world has established between Adam and his posterity: but not properly a consequence of the imputation of his sin; nay, rather antecedent to it, as it was in Adam himself. The first depravity of heart, and the imputation of that sin, are both the consequences of that established union: but yet in such order, that the evil disposition is first, and the charge of guilt consequent; as it was in the case of Adam himself.

In addition to the antipathy Arminians and others have toward to the doctrine of original sin and total depravity, there is their persistent objection to what they see as the inherent unfairness of judging anyone in another. The imputation of Adam’s guilt to his posterity is a real issue for them, although they do not seem to rail against the imputation of sinners’ guilt to an innocent Christ and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to guilty sinners. How Edwards dealt with the problem of Adam’s imputation was one of his most unique and original philosophical insights.

IV. Objections Answered - A Doctrine Deepened

In answering Taylor on imputation, Edwards framed the concept of personal identity whereby Adam and his posterity are constitutionally united in the divine order of things. The issue of why human should bear responsibility for Adam’s sin is no more of a philosophical problem for Edwards than why humans should bear responsibility for their own past deeds. He said that God sovereignly orders and sustains unity and continuity of all created substances (and their effects) - in nature, in a person and in the race. 

Edwards’ central point about imputation was that God in his dealings with Adam under the covenant of works (Gen 2: 16-17) “looked on his posterity as being one with him.” He further explains that man’s innate corrupt disposition is not a judicial punishment for Adam’s guilt but really is our own because of our participation (being one with) in the sinful inclination that preceded Adams’s sinful act, what Edwards called “extended pollution of that sin”. John Gertsner puts it this way, “there was a divinely constituted unity between Adam and those he represented. This constituted unity, being in tact, when Adam sinned, all sinned. The order of imputation is actually the same in Adam and in mankind: first, sin; second, imputation of guilt; third, pollution.” Adam’s case and ours are parallel, not sequential and are the same except the first appearance of evil and the first act are the same event which turned the heart away. 

Edwards believed in a “real union between the root and the branches of the world of mankind, established by the author of the whole system of the universe...and the full consent of the hearts of Adam’s posterity to the first apostasy...and therefore the sin of the apostasy is not theirs merely because God imputes it to them but it is truly and properly theirs and on that ground God imputed it to them.” Edwards viewed depravity and imputation as stemming from this union of Adam and his posterity. God so identified Adam with us that his choice and act was our choice and act. We too would have, had we physically been there in the garden, told Eve “pluck the fruit and eat it!”

God dealt “more immediately” with Adam but he did so as the root of the whole tree and also with all the branches “as if they had been existing in their root.” Based then on unity and identity, the only difference between Adam’s sin and our own is that Adam’s is first and we are merely repeating what he did. While the acorn that comes from a century’s old giant oak is distinct from it, it bears in it, however, constant succession of common nature by continuous divine creation. As Edwards saw it, when God deals with the whole tree He has sovereignly chosen to deal with each individual branch as well. This is what Edwards says is meant in Scripture by the oneness or personal identity of Adam and his posterity. He argues that “God, according to an established law of nature, has in a constant succession communicated to it many of the same qualities...as if it were one.” 

Likewise Edwards argued the mature person’s body is one with the infant body from which he or she developed and although its substance has changed greatly over time God sovereignly caused a “communication” between the infantile and the mature body so that he treats the individual as one body. He argued the same way for the mind and body in that when considered individually they are very different but by God’s contributions they are strongly united and become one. While we are not the same as our past existence, Edwards contends that God chooses to treat all new effects in us as a single identity resulting from His continuous creation. Since God chooses me to be the same as yesterday’s person I am also the same person as Adam. All the parts of the world “are derived from the fruit of the kind as from their root and fountain and the entire human race “partakes of the sin of the fruit apostasy.” There is unity and continuity in all created substance. In other words, just as there is by divine power a consistency and connectedness in all created entities and their derived effects so there is between sin and guilt past and sin and guilt present. Not only did we have a hand in Adam’s sin, but it was actually our sin. Edwards characterizes what happened this way:

“Adam’s posterity came by corruption of nature by God’s withholding his Spirit and image from them judicially for their breach of the first covenant. It is not derived down naturally but God withholds his Spirit from them in judgment for their sin viz. for their eating the forbidden fruit...They are looked upon as having eaten the forbidden fruit as well as Adam. They transgressed in Adam and therefore are subject to the same judgment...The guilt of the breach of the covenant of works is imputed to them and so they suffered the consequences and ill fruits of it which with loss of spiritual and holy principles and the consequent reigning of corruption is one...Adam’s posterity were as much concerned with the covenant of works as he himself.” 

It really does become our sin because of the real union that exists between the root - Adam - in each of us. In Adam, God judged the entire human race guilty, but only in Jesus Christ is this fact fully understood, as when on the Cross He cries out, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me.” (Mk 15:34, Isa 53:4-6, 2 Cor, 5:21).

V. Conclusion

Joseph Bellamy, Edwards’ intimate friend and neighbor, well states in his book, which Edwards endorsed, what in the final analysis stands behind the issue of imputation:

Obj. But I was brought into this state by Adam’s fall.

Ans. Let it be by Adam’s fall, or how it will, yet if you are an enemy to the infinitely glorious God, your maker, and that voluntarily, you are infinitely to blame, and without excuse; for nothing can make it right for a creature to be a voluntary enemy to his glorious Creator, or possibly excuse such a crime. it is, in its own nature, infinitely wrong; there is nothing, therefore to be said; you stand guilty before God. it is vain to make this or any other pleas, so long as we are what we are, not by compulsion, but voluntarily. And it is in vain to pretend that we are not voluntary in our corruptions, when they are nothing else but the free, spontaneous inclinations of our own hearts. Since this is the case, every mouth will be stopped, and all the world will become guilty before God, sooner or later.” 

The Edwards-Taylor debate continues today perhaps with less devotion to and knowledge of sound Biblical exegesis and even less appreciation for why its important to even discuss the great doctrines of sin and salvation publicly. Nevertheless, Conrad Cherry in his work puts his finger on what’s really at stake in properly understanding the context of human sin:

“Central to Edwards’ interpretation is his attempt to show how original sin illuminates the Pauline ‘justification by faith alone. Salvation by grace thorough faith means God accomplishes for man what man cannot do for himself; confidence in God’s power to deliver has as its correlate a conviction that man needs deliverance by a power not his own. The abandonment of the Calvinist doctrine that all men are totally corrupt coram deo has as its counterpart the abandonment of the doctrine of justification by grace through faith. For the depravity of man and the glorious majesty of God’s saving grace mutually illuminate each other. That is why Edwards insists that sin is a fall of the race in Adam (the continuity of guilt being maintained by the direct power of God) and not simply a series of separate human acts. It is a corruption of heart that reaches deep into the human subject, a corruption to be estimated primarily by comparing the selfishness of man with the overflowing love of the infinite God. The divine deliverance appears in its true light when one acknowledges that man cannot lift himself out of the mire of his own sin.” 
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