Jonathan Edwards as a Pluralistic Personalist
On, to the bound of the waste

On, to the City of God.

                                                                                       — Matthew Arnold, Rugby Chapel
Joseph Conforti has aptly characterized Jonathan Edwards as “a kind of white whale of American religious history” and, I might add, of American culture in general.  Like Moby Dick he continues to lurk, typically unseen, in the deeper waters of American philosophy and to haunt the American psyche.  Like Melville’s monstrous cetacean, his thought dazzles by its brilliance but ultimately confounds by the enigma at its bottom.  He invites ambivalence: he both fascinates and repels, both loved and loathed; this ambivalence is neatly caught in Mark Twain’s remark about him, “a resplendent intellect gone mad." Be that is it may, a student of the history of American ideas (whether religious, literary, or philosophical), like Ahab, is predestined to be encountered by Jonathan Edwards.  The eminent nineteenth-century American historian, George Bancroft, counseled, “he that will know the workings of the mind of New England in the middle of the last century, and the throbbings of its heart, must give his days and nights to the study of Jonathan Edwards.” One might say the same of someone who would know the workings of the American mind. And Frederick D. Maurice, the English cleric and philosopher, prophesied in 1872, “In his own country Edwards remains, and must always remain, a great power.  We should imagine that all American theology and philosophy, whatever change it may undergo, and with whatever foreign elements it may be associated, must be cast in his mould”; this prophecy has come to pass, albeit in ways subtle and indirect but unintended and perhaps unimagined by Maurice.  

Some scholars have revealed apparent thematic continuities (the key word here is “continuities” not “influences) between his thought and that of later American thinkers.  In a now classic essay, “Jonathan Edwards to Emerson,” Perry Miller traced thematic continuities between them.  To critics who thought that he was claiming an influence of Edwards on Emerson, he replied that he was not arguing for a “direct line of intellectual descent, as though Edwards were a Holinshed to Emerson’s Shakespeare” but “that certain basic continuities persist in a culture . . . which underlie the successive articulation of ‘ideas.’”  In a more ambitious project along the same lines, Bruce Kuklick, in Churchmen and Philosophers: From Jonathan Edwards to John Dewey, argues “that there are continuities that take us from Edwards to Dewey.” And William A. Clebsch, in American Religious Thought: A History, links Edwards with not only Emerson but also William James as advocates of a distinctively aesthetic spirituality in contrast to a prosaic moralism.  Some scholars have even traced continuities between Edwards and both Thoreau and Annie Dillard, and they are ostensibly there between him and Royce.

In this paper I hope to continue this trend by showing thematic continuities between the thought of Edwards and American Personalism, particularly that espoused by George Holmes Howison.  In so doing, I hope to enfranchise Edwards as a bona fide Personalist—in spirit, at least, if not in name.  Edwards’ recent biographer, George Marsden, has recognized the Personalistic element in his thought when he writes, “Edwards insisted that the starting point for all thought must be the recognition that the universe is essentially personal.  All being originates in the interpersonal relationships of the Trinity and the very purpose of creation is to express God’s redemptive love.” My focus is on Edwards since the Personalistic cast of his thought may be unfamiliar to you.  In a coda to the paper I shall briefly indicate how his Personalism anticipates Howison’s, and I shall let you who are more familiar with Howison than I fill in the details and perhaps think about how it anticipates other Personalists.  

The idea for this paper came from Alan Heimert’s remark in his Religion and the American Mind: From the Great Awakening to the American Revolution that “in substance, the God of Jonathan Edwards was a supremely excellent Christian commonwealth.”  Heimert argues that Edwards in his speculations on the Millennium had a vision for a distinctively American democratic polity (though Darroll Bryant has refuted this narrow interpretation of Edwards).   As far as he goes Heimert is in the main correct but, as we shall see, he does not go far enough: to continue the metaphor, God is the Lord Protector of that commonwealth.  Similarly, Howison “saw the Ideal as the ‘eternal republic of God’” (the “City of God”) which is “a democratic, pluralistic type of community of human minds.”  

In what follows I shall consider the following: (1) Edwards’ conception of the person; (2) his idea that reality must be constituted of a plurality of persons; (3) his understanding of persons as the only real substances and thus solely constitutive of reality; (4) the inviolableness of the individual person; (5) that all value, aesthetic and moral, presupposes a plurality and union of persons.  In brief, I shall demonstrate that both Edwards’ axiology and ontology are irreducibly and necessarily personalistic and pluralistic, and that persons in their consenting are the source of all goodness.   

I shall begin, then, with Edwards’ conception of the person as it is found in his Religious Affections.  Edwards uses the term “soul” instead of “person” but in his context it means the same as do the cognate terms “mind” and “self.” Rejecting the old scholastic faculty psychology, going back to Plato, according to which the mind or soul was made up of three basic and distinct psychic departments or faculties, namely, reason, will, and the emotions, with reason being superior to and the proper regulator of the others, he puts in its place a strikingly modern and parsimonious concept of mind.  He reduces the mind to but two faculties, viz. the understanding and the will: “one is that by which it is capable of perception and speculation, . . . ; which is called the understanding.  The other faculty is that by which the soul . . . is some way inclined with respect to the things it view or considers; either is inclined to ’em, or is disinclined , and averse from ’em.” Further, Edwards assimilates the emotions (what he calls the affections) to the will: “the affections are not essentially distinct from the will, nor do they differ from the mere actings of the will and inclination of the soul, but only in the liveliness and sensibleness of exercise.” Note that in his phrasing—to wit, “by which it is capable” and “by which the soul is some way inclined or disinclined— Edwards, in Jamesian fashion, conceives of these twin faculties of understanding and will not as substances or things but as capacities or functions.  The intimacy that Edwards establishes between the understanding and will is found in his Freedom of the Will where he gives the following equation: “the will always is as the greatest apparent good is.” The good is whatever is agreeable (pleasing), the absence of which is disagreeable.
  The greatest apparent good is direct or immediate, not remote.  An object’s appearing good or pleasing to the mind is equivalent to the mind’s choosing or being pleased by it. This is virtually a behavioristic conception wherein volition is reduced simply to a stimulus and its response.

Edwards, then, conceives of the person holistically.  The emotions are awarded pride of place along with the understanding.  They, along with it, are integral to the person, the vital link between thought and action.  Any object of our awareness will ineluctably draw or repel us to some degree, however minutely; we cannot remain affectively neutral or indifferent to anything in our experience; we are, inescapably, in a continual state of affective and volitional responsiveness.  Edwards’ concept of the person is fundamentally and inherently voluntaristic.     

For Edwards, moreover, a plurality of persons is a necessary presupposition of his relational theory of value to which I now turn.  In his early essay, The Mind, 

Edwards informs us that what he calls “excellency” is an ultimate concern of his which he is at pains to define precisely. “There has nothing been more without a definition than excellency, although it be what we are more concerned with than anything else whatsoever.  Yea, we are concerned with nothing else.” A synonym for “excellency” is “beauty.” In the same place he makes a statement that takes us directly to his pluralistic theories of value and of being lying at the very center of his system:  “One alone, without any reference to any more, cannot be excellent,” the reason being that 

“in such a case there can be no manner of relation no way, and therefore, no such thing as consent” or agreement.  Excellency or beauty, then, is a matter of things agreeing or consenting.  It is a relational term.  He goes on to specify what that relation of consent boils down to, which is proportion.  And he defines “proportion” mathematically as “an equality, or likeness of ratios” such that “if two parallel lines be drawn, the beauty is greater than if they were obliquely inclined without proportion, because there is equality of distance.”  This is a description of sensory or aesthetic beauty as found in works of art and nature.


Now “consent” is originally a volitional term, applying to a relation among persons, not things. Thus when persons consent to one another or agree, they are united in heart and mind; their consent is “cordial.”  The parts of a physical design like a building do not consent literally or cordially since they lack understanding and will, but only analogically.  Their consent, which to distinguish it Edwards calls “natural,” is then but a pale reflection of, or abstract from, the cordial consent among persons, the only real and authentic kind of consent.  This natural consent Edwards denominates “secondary” beauty, and cordial consent “primary” beauty.  Cordial consent is nothing other than benevolence or love, so natural consent is its image.  Primary beauty is superior to secondary for three reasons: (1) It is the original beauty of which secondary is but a mere derivative and copy since the consent constituting it is cordial and not merely natural or analogous. (2) This cordial consent is a relation among minds or persons which, for Edwards the idealist, are the only substantial realities: “As nothing else has a proper being but spirits, and as bodies are but the shadow of being, therefore, the consent of bodies to one another, and the harmony that is among them, is but the shadow of excellency.  The highest excellency, therefore, must be the consent of spirits one to another.” (3) Primary beauty allows for vastly greater proportions: “Spiritual harmonies are of vastly larger extent; i.e., the proportions are vastly oftener redoubled, and respect more beings.”



 The cordial consent of minds or persons is moral beauty or true virtue.  In his late dissertation, The Nature of True Virtue, Edwards defines “true virtue” as what “most essentially consists in benevolence to being in general,” or “that consent, propensity and union of heart to being in general.” He here iterates the idealism of The Mind in stipulating that this cordial consent is a relation solely among persons: “When I speak of an intelligent being having a heart united and benevolently disposed to being in general, I thereby mean intelligent being in general.  Not . . . beings that have no perception or will; which are not properly capable objects of benevolence.” Edwards further stipulates that consent or benevolence is truly virtuous if it has as its object nothing less than being in general, or the totality of persons, including God, since each person is necessarily a part of general being: “And if every intelligent being . . . stands in connection with the whole; what can its general and true beauty be, but its union and consent with the great whole?” Consent that falls short of being in general, such as love limited to family, tribe or country, is not truly virtuous, unless it arises from and is subordinate to a more general consent.  One’s consent or love, to be truly virtuous, must be proportionate to the being beloved; the greater the being the more love owed it, the lesser the being the less love:  “that object who has most of being, . . . , will have the greatest share of the propensity and benevolent affections of the heart,” that object being God who is infinite being.  

The existence of excellency, beauty and virtue, then, presupposes a plurality of persons.  Edwards’ axiology is fundamentally personalistic and pluralistic.  This, moreover, provides metaphysical justification for his Trinitarianism: “Therefore, if God is excellent, there must be a plurality in God; otherwise there can be no consent in Him.” Since the persons of the Trinity are united in cordial consent or love to one another, the relations constituting the trinity are the acme of primary beauty which “is first among the perfections of God.”


Edwards conceives of reality as a vast system of minds or persons who are, ideally at least, in relations of cordial consent among themselves thereby creating a supremely beautiful or harmonious system of beings.  It is their plurality that makes consent and so beauty and virtue possible.  They do constitute something of a Commonwealth with the divine mind or person of God at its center.  Furthermore, persons retain their individuality and integrity in this system; they do not lose their identities by being blended together into a homogenous mass like raindrops falling and dissolving into the ocean.  If they did the consent among them would be impossible and both beauty and virtue would vanish from the world not to mention the Godhead—“one alone, without any reference to any more, cannot be excellent.” 

Now to the coda of my paper where I indicate how Edwards’ personalistic pluralism anticipates Howison’s, though those of you familiar with Howison may have anticipated me.  


In his The Limits of Evolution of 1901, Howison lays down the following theses, which I quote verbatim:
“I. All existence is either (1) the existence of minds, or (2) the existence of the items and order of their experience, all the existences known as ‘material’ consisting in certain of these experiences. . . . 
III. These many minds, being in this mutual recognition of their moral reality the determining ground of all events and all mere ‘things,’ form the eternal (i.  i., unconditionally real) world; and . . . may be said to constitute the ‘City of God’ . . . God, the fulfilled Type of every mind, the living Bond of their union, reigns in it, not by the exercise of power, but solely by light.” . . . 
IV. This Pluralism held in union by reason, the World of Spirits, is thus the genuine unmoved Unmoved One that moves all Things.  Not the solitary God, but the whole World of Spirits including God, and united through recognition of him, is the real ‘Prime Mover.’ . . . Its oneness is not that of a single inflexible Unit, leaving no room for freedom in the many, for a many that is really many, but is the oneness of uniting harmony, of spontaneous cooperation, in which every member, from inner initiative, from native contemplation of the same Ideal, joins in moving all things changeable toward the common goal.” 

The ideas common to Howison and Edwards are obvious and striking: Edwards’ assertion that “nothing else has a proper being but spirits and . . . bodies are but the shadow of being” is mirrored in Howison’s thesis that “All existence is either (1) the existence of minds, or (2) the existence of the items and order of their experience, all the existences known as ‘material’ consisting in certain of these experiences.” Moreover, Edwards’ social ontology consisting of a plurality of consenting persons centered on God anticipates Howison’s third thesis that “These many minds, being in this mutual recognition of their moral reality the determining ground of all events and all mere ‘things,’ form the eternal (i.  i., unconditionally real) world; and . . . may be said to constitute the ‘City of God.’” Finally, an echo of Edwards’ moral vision of being-in-general as inclusive of all persons, human and divine, and the proper object of benevolence is heard in Howison’s fourth thesis, namely, “This Pluralism held in union by reason, the World of Spirits, is thus the genuine unmoved Unmoved One that moves all Things.  Not the solitary God, but the whole World of Spirits including God, and united through recognition of him, is the real ‘Prime Mover.’ . . . Its oneness is not that of a single inflexible Unit, leaving no room for freedom in the many, for a many that is really many, but is the oneness of uniting harmony, of spontaneous cooperation, in which every member, from inner initiative, from native contemplation of the same Ideal, joins in moving all things changeable toward the common goal.”

There is, however, a fundamental difference between Edwards and Howison.  Edwards excludes human freedom of will from his cosmos—his being-in-general is what Howison describes and rejects as “a single inflexible Unit, leaving no room for freedom in the many.” Interestingly, though, Howison takes note of Edwards in a commendatory way in a discussion of free will in The Limits of Evolution.  There he endorses the judgment that “the key to Jonathan Edwards’s genius in theology was his possession by the idea of the Divine Supremacy.” He continues by saying, “The problem is, keeping upon this highest theme in accord . . . with Edwards, and avoiding any compromise of its true exaltation, to find a new way, more genuinely divine and more expressive of the reality of Christ, than [his], to carry out the sovereign of God, to display its reality, and to accord to it commensurate results.” In both his aspiration to find a new way in keeping upon this highest theme in accord with Edwards and his pluralistic personalism, Howison has, as Maurice prophesied, cast, albeit unconsciously, his own philosophy in Edwards’ mould.
� Ibid., p. 143.
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