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Abstract: This paper explores the influence of Hebraic themes and ideas on the ideo-
logical construction of Early American society. It discusses a particular intersection be-
tween the American jeremiad and the Hebraic tradition: the use of Hebrew Scriptures 
as focal texts in New England election sermons. Looking more carefully at the verses 
Puritan preachers chose to explore in their election sermons sheds light on the develop-
ment of an American way of thinking about politics that remains deeply informed by 
the idea of the “chosen nation.” New England Jeremiahs articulated themes of covenant, 
sin, judgment, and redemption as they sought to connect the experiences of their own 
communities with the story of the ancient Israelites. The power of the jeremiad—for 
the ancient Hebrews and the seventeenth-century Puritans—lay, in part, in the way it 
expressed both a sense of chosenness and a deep anxiety about the prospects of contin-
ued blessings. Beyond the parameters of early New England, the jeremiad continued to 
provide both millennial hope and existential anxiety for Americans into the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, and it still does down to our own day. 

1. Introduction

The New England jeremiad has long been recognized as foundational in 
the American political and literary tradition. It denotes a rhetorical and lit-
erary form that evoked the long line of Hebrew prophets who, driven by a 
sense of crisis and a deep anxiety about their community’s spiritual health, 
lamented Israel’s violation of its covenant as a story of decline that invited 
God’s punishment.1 This paper explores the ways in which Hebraic themes 

1 Perry Miller, “Declension in a Bible Commonwealth,” in Miller, Nature’s Nation 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967); Miller, The New England Mind: 
From Colony to Province (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953); Sacvan 
Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978); 
Andrew R. Murphy, Prodigal Nation: Moral Decline and Divine Punishment from New 
England to 9/11 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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and ideas figured into the ideological construction of Early American soci-
ety and politics during one of its most formative historical moments. It 
takes up a particular intersection between the American jeremiad and the 
Hebraic tradition—the use of the Hebrew Scriptures as a focal text in New 
England election sermons—as a means of reflecting how Hebraic ideas, 
inflected through a Calvinist-Christian frame, informed the thinking of 
an influential segment of Early American thinkers. As a meditation on the 
collective purposes that lay behind the New England colonizing endeavor 
and a mechanism for interpreting current events, the jeremiad proved to be 
a highly effective form of religio-political rhetoric. looking more carefully 
at the verses Puritan preachers chose to explore in key sermons may lead 
to new and important historical insights and may also shed light on larger 
issues in the development of an American way of thinking about politics 
that remains deeply informed by a rhetoric of the “chosen nation.” 

The jeremiad as a form of political rhetoric presented a prophetic cri-
tique of the ruling powers. The prophetic vocation was itself political, and 
Jeremiah preached a political message in distinct tension with the politi-
cal interests of the elites of his day. like so many other Hebrew prophets, 
Jeremiah voiced criticism of the urban establishment as well as the royal and 
temple authorities. Although ruling elites often assumed that God would 
never forsake his chosen people, Walter Brueggemann notes that Jeremiah 

sound[ed] a counteropinion… that there is no such thing as 
“guaranteed shalom.” All shalom is conditional, and Jerusalem has 
failed to qualify for Yahweh’s shalom precisely because of ethical 
misconduct…. Very often, the rhetoric moves in the direction of 
termination because this sovereign God will not be mocked.

This counteropinion was especially poignant in the biblical story, given 
the Babylonian exile. 

Indeed, the jeremiad was always delicately balanced between imagery 
of judgment and imagery of hope, and the presence of each is integral to 
the narrative’s rhetorical power. If Jeremiah had provided a rationale for 
the misfortunes that the community was experiencing—the people had 
abandoned the covenant sworn at Sinai, and thus God had allowed or even 
recruited Babylon to serve as the instrument of their chastisement (“the 
army belongs to Nebuchadnezzar, but the intent belongs to YHWH,” in 
Brueggemann’s words)—the prophet’s Deuteronomic cadences also held 
out the hope of restoration and forgiveness if the community repented 
and returned to obedience.2 Although lament and critique were the  

2 Walter Brueggemann, Old Testament Theology: The Theology of the Book of Jeremiah 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 51, 67, 79, 115ff. For Brueggemann, 
the book of Jeremiah is “completely geared toward the crisis of 587 B.C.E. and the  
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prophet’s stock-in-trade, and although Brueggemann argues that “the theme 
of hope… is not as deeply developed as the theme of judgment,” this same 
author also acknowledges that “the second half of the book [of Jeremiah] 
(from chapter 24 on) offers a variety of strategies for restoration.”3 A jer-
emiad without hope would have been little more than a pronunciation of 
damnation; a jeremiad without lament and a sense of crisis would hardly 
have been able to summon the moral and religious indignation necessary 
to call for reform and repentance. Both elements were critical. 

2. A Covenanted People in New England

Centuries after Jeremiah excoriated the ruling elites of his time and 
yearned for a restored kingdom, another people in a different part of the 
world that was convinced of its “parallel status” with the ancient Israelites 
developed its own jeremiad tradition. like their Hebrew predecessors, 
New England’s seventeenth-century Jeremiahs lamented the state of 
their society, looked back to a glorious past grounded in a covenant with 
God and each other, and called for repentance and reformation in order 
to reclaim their foundational blessing. The Deuteronomic notion that 
calamities of various sorts represented “outward signs of God’s displeas-
ure and [were] indicative of the spiritual sickness of the community” was 
hardly limited to the Hebrew Scriptures; it reached back to the sixteenth-
century English Puritan movement as well.4 Among the more influential 
justifications for the seventeenth-century migration to New England, the 
understanding that God was preparing to punish England for its people’s 
sins played an important role in their thinking about, and planning, the 
colonial endeavor. Spurred on by narratives of England as God’s chosen 

demise of Jerusalem” (p. 5), an attempt to “make theological sense out of a geopolitical 
crisis” (p. 7, emphasis in original). See also John van Seters, “Historiography in Ancient 
Israel,” in lloyd Kramer and Sarah Maza, eds., A Companion to Western Historical 
Thought (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2002). The relationship between Jeremiah and 
Deuteronomy—in terms of the books themselves as well as the communities respon-
sible for their production—is complex, and the directionality of influence is difficult to 
determine. For a sensitive discussion, see Philip Hyatt, “Jeremiah and Deuteronomy,” 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies 1 (1942), pp. 156–173. 

3 Brueggemann, Old Testament Theology, pp. 40, 116.
4 Winthrop S. Hudson, “Fast Days and Civil Religion,” in Theology in Sixteenth- 

and Seventeenth-Century England: Papers Read at a Clark Library Seminar; February 6, 
1971 (los Angeles: William Andrews Clark Memorial library, 1971), p. 7. Such a view 
is hardly unique to either the Christian or Jewish tradition, but applies across time and 
place. In this sense, this paper takes as its focus one manifestation of a broader provi-
dential worldview as it developed in Early America.
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nation (such as those advanced by martyrologist John Foxe),5 English 
Puritans suggested that their country was provoking God’s wrath by its 
failure to fully reform its church as well as through its broader corrup-
tion in social life and mores.6 

While an English jeremiad helped prompt migration to New England 
during the 1630s, the language of decline re-appeared almost immediately 
in the new settlements, as elites there began bemoaning a perceived lack 
of religious zeal, especially among the young. As a recognizable social 
and literary form, the jeremiad came into its own during the second 
generation, and most scholars emphasize the years 1660 to 1685 as the 
period in which it attained its most highly developed form.7 Domestic 
controversies in these years included the 1662 Halfway Covenant, which 
provided a conditional form of church membership for the children of 
church members who could not attest to a conversion experience yet 
lived respectably; King Philip’s War, a series of devastating and destruc-
tive armed conflicts between New England settlers and natives during 
the mid-1670s; and the increasing practice of church covenant renewal. 
In England, the Restoration witnessed a resurgent Anglican royalism in 
Parliament throughout the 1670s and a persistent hostility to Protestant 
Dissenters, who were often associated with Cromwell’s regime, and those 
Puritans implicated in the execution of Charles I. The accession of the 
openly Catholic King James II in 1685 set in motion a series of events 
that would lead to James’ ouster three years later, an event with significant  

5 John Foxe, Actes and Monuments of These Later and Perillous Days, Touching 
Matters of the Church (london, 1653). Foxe’s book, often colloquially referred to as the 
Book of Martyrs, was both an account of Christian martyrdom from the days of the 
early Church and a polemical intervention in the anti-Catholic propaganda justifying 
the English Reformation.

6 See, for example, Thomas Hooker, Thomas Hooker: Writings in England and 
Holland, 1626–1633, eds. George H. Williams, Norman Pettit, Winfried Herget, and 
Sargent Bush Jr. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1975), pp. 244, 246, 250. 
For more on these issues, see Andrew R. Murphy, Conscience and Community: Revisiting 
Toleration and Religious Dissent in Early Modern England and America (University Park, 
Pa.: Penn State University Press, 2001), ch. 2. 

7 Theodore Dwight Bozeman argues that first-generation New England Puritans 
emphasized the salvation of the soul, while the second generation articulated deep con-
cerns about the world around them. Bozeman, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist 
Dimension in Puritanism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988),  
pp. 308–310. On the nature of the second-generation jeremiad, see Emory Elliot, Power 
and the Pulpit in Puritan New England (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 
pp. 6–8; Stephen Carl Arch, Authorizing the Past: The Rhetoric of History in Seventeenth-
Century New England (DeKalb, Ill.: Northern Illinois University Press, 1994), pp. 90–91; 
and Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1956), pp. 9–11.
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ramifications for New England.8 Fewer jeremiads would appear as the 
1680s wore on, perhaps reflecting increased tensions between the colo-
nies and England. As Harry Stout has observed, 

Those sermons that addressed internal problems like leadership 
turnover, materialism, instability, and contention invoked the rhet-
oric of failure and impending doom for New England’s native-born 
generation. Other sermons directed against external enemies cel-
ebrated the superior piety and unconquerable faith of the same 
generation.9 

But where, in concrete, social terms, would an early New England set-
tler have encountered a jeremiad? The jeremiad most often appeared in 
the form of an “occasional sermon” delivered at a public event author-
ized by the civil government. Such occasions were “solidarity rituals,” 
in Richard Gildrie’s words, designed “to celebrate and rectify society’s 
relationship with God, to define and legitimate the social and political 
order, and to control internal conflict.” By restricting public expression 
on election days or fast days to clergy selected by civil magistrates, New 
England elites ensured that the sermon would occupy a prominent, vir-
tually unchallenged status on that day. In addition, by authorizing the 
publication of sermons delivered on such special occasions, and through 
their tight control of the press in early New England, colonial elites 
attempted to reinforce in print the spoken word’s emphasis on order, 
public piety, and social hierarchy. While not necessarily “representative” 
(most sermons in early New England were preached on Sundays and 
dealt with issues of personal salvation and spiritual discipline), occasional 
sermons played a vital role at moments when the people were choosing 

8 Massachusetts Bay Colony’s charter was revoked in 1684, and New England found 
itself under the thumb of (Anglican) royal governor Edmund Andros, until he was 
removed in the fallout from the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689. Increase Mather 
played no small part in defending Massachusetts Bay’s interests as its colonial agent in 
london during and just after that revolution. Mather secured a new charter, one that—
to his initial chagrin—granted the franchise to all freeholders rather than limiting the 
vote to church members, as had been the prior practice.

9 Harry Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial 
New England (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 85. Elliot makes a sim-
ilar point about the 1680s. See Emory Elliot, “New England Puritan literature,” in 
Sacvan Bercovitch, ed., The Cambridge History of American Literature, Vol. 1, 1590–
1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 261–262. On Andros and 
the Glorious Revolution, see David S. lovejoy, The Glorious Revolution in America 
(Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press/University Press of New England, 
1987). On the Halfway Covenant, see Robert G. Pope, The Halfway Covenant: Church 
Membership in New England (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970); and Michael 
G. Hall, The Last American Puritan: The Life of Increase Mather, 1639–1723 (Middletown, 
Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1988), pp. 55–60.
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their leaders or collectively exhorting God to show them mercy in times 
of strife or uncertainty. Such official “occasions” (fast days, thanksgiv-
ings, elections) were more common in New England than in the mother 
country, and being asked to deliver such an address provided evidence 
of a minister’s public stature.10 

The occasional sermon was intended, then, to remind audiences of the 
religious roots of their colonizing enterprise, to assess the current sta-
tus of the settlements and their inhabitants, and to call the community 
to repentance. The speaker aimed “not to be innovative or entertaining, 
but to recall for his audience the vision that first impelled New England’s 
mission.”11 With some variations, clergy inveighed against a society that 
had fallen away from its pious origins and was suffering the consequences 
in factionalism, pride, vanity, Indian wars, and natural disasters. In sharp 
contrast to “the supposed spiritual temperature of a past generation,” 
Stephen Foster writes, “New Englanders could know they had fallen into 
a state requiring immediate repentance mainly because in the election 
sermons the minister regularly told them so.”12 t.H. Breen describes the 
aims of the jeremiad thus: “The speaker would observe that his contem-
poraries had deserted the ways of their fathers, succumbing to a myriad 
of worldly temptations. lest their audiences be discouraged, however, 
Jeremiahs explained that, if the colonists reformed and returned to the 
pristine manners of the founders, New England might still be saved from 
God’s wrath.”13

Before proceeding any further, it will be helpful to consider one con-
crete example of the New England jeremiad in slightly more detail. 

10 Richard P. Gildrie, “The Ceremonial Puritan: Days of Humiliation and 
Thanksgiving,” New England Historical and Genealogical Review 136 (1982), p. 4; Stout, 
New England Soul, ch. 4. Of course, no society is free of internal divisions, and the se-
lection of clergy to deliver election sermons in early Massachusetts Bay often reflected 
tensions between the magistrates and the deputies. On the power of the press in early 
New England, see Hall, Last American Puritan, pp. 131–140.

11 Stout, New England Soul, p. 29.
12 Stephen Foster, The Long Argument: English Puritanism and the Shaping of New 

England Culture, 1570–1700 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 
pp. 216–217

13 t.H. Breen, The Character of the Good Ruler: A Study of Puritan Political Ideas in 
New England, 1630–1730 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 97. On the aims 
and intentions of jeremiads, see also James Egan, “ ‘This Is a lamentation and Shall Be 
for a lamentation’: Nathaniel Ward and the Rhetoric of the Jeremiad,” Proceedings of 
the American Philosophical Society 122 (1978), p. 402.



134  the American Jeremiad and the Hebrew Scriptures

 
3. A Jeremiah in New England

In 1674, when Increase Mather delivered “The Day of trouble Is Near”—
a sermon that his biographer calls “the first of the great sermons that 
were to make him famous”14 and one that placed him “among the first 
rank of his generation of Puritan preachers”15—it is unlikely that even he 
could have guessed just how near the trouble would turn out to be. That 
December saw the outbreak of sustained conflict with the natives, known 
to later generations as King Philip’s War, a conflict that one historian has 
called “the great crisis of the early period of New England history.”16 
Between the spring of 1675 and the summer of 1676, half the towns in 
New England were damaged, twelve completely laid waste; the economy 
was left in shambles, with colonial treasuries near bankruptcy; and hun-
dreds were killed, wounded, or carried away in captivity. (For the natives, 
of course, the toll was even more bitter: to the enormous loss of life 
would be added disease-ridden captivity, loss of land, and the misery of 
seeing many of their number sold into slavery. The war may have claimed 
as many as 68 percent of the Indians in southern New England.)17

Of course, these grim details lay well in the future on the day Mather 
preached in Boston. And yet, as his title indicates, he did not rise to 
offer congratulations to his fellow New Englanders. What Mather saw 
all around him were the horrendous sins of a once godly people. He 
lamented “a great decay as to the power of godliness amongst us”; neglect 
of religious duties; spiritual and carnal pride “in apparel, fashions, and 
the like”; disobedience within families, churches, and the commonwealth; 
insensitivity to the poor; and growing contentiousness and disunity. And 
the younger generation was even worse!18

More to the point of the present study of New England Hebraism, 
Mather saw distinct and significant parallels between his compatriots in 
New England and the ancient Israelites—“Without doubt, the lord Jesus 
hath a peculiar respect unto this place, and for this people,” he preached, 

14 Hall, Last American Puritan, p. 96. Mather’s sermon was delivered “on the occa-
sion of a day of humiliation, 12 mo 11 1673,” which is February 11, 1674, according to 
the Julian calendar. 

15 Hall, Last American Puritan, p. 99.
16 On the war as “the great crisis” of early New England history, see Richard Slotkin 

and James K. Folsom, So Dreadfull a Judgment: Puritan Responses to King Philip’s War, 
1676–1677 (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1978), p. 3.

17 The figure on Indian casualties is taken from James Axtell, Natives and Newcomers: 
The Cultural Origins of North America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001),  
p. 293.

18 Increase Mather, The Day of Trouble Is Near (Cambridge, Mass., 1674), p. 22. 
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“here the lord hath caused as it were New Jerusalem to come down from 
Heaven”—and he connected the sins of the Israelites with those of his 
fellow colonists. taking his sermon text that day from the seventh chap-
ter of Ezekiel, Mather noted that although in Scripture the Chaldeans 
had inflicted judgment on Israel, the ultimate cause of these events had 
been God himself, who sent the Chaldeans in punishment for Israel’s 
sins and its betrayal of its covenant. Yet, Mather assured those in attend-
ance, God’s punishments of his chosen people—be they Israelites or New 
Englanders—are not merely punitive but corrective, intended for a spe-
cific purpose: “that which the lord intends by bringing his people into 
the furnace of affliction, is that he may make pure metal of them, yea, 
that they may be purged and sanctified, and become vessels meet for the 
master’s use.”19 

But more than present sin ailed the New England settlements. tying 
together Mather’s catalog of sins was a larger and more troubling his-
torical development: what had begun as a religiously based settlement 
populated by godly folk had degenerated and become infected with the 
poison of worldliness. “Alas! We have changed our interest. The interest of 
New England was religion, which did distinguish us from other English 
plantations... whereas now we begin to espouse a worldly interest, and 
so to chase a new God, therefore no wonder that war is like to be in the 
gates.” Still, despite signs of trouble all around, Mather expressed faith in 
God’s promises to New England, reverence for the founding generation, 
and hope for the colony’s relationship with God: “Our fathers have built 
sanctuaries for his name therein, and therefore he will not destroy us.”20

Mather felt sure that God was preparing not to destroy New England, 
but perhaps to afflict it. And afflicted it was: armed hostilities broke out 
in 1675, and by the spring of 1676 the Wampanoags and their allies were 
within ten miles of Boston. Churches throughout New England lamented 
the colonies’ sins and regularly called the faithful to repentance, attempt-
ing to regain God’s favor—with decidedly mixed results. On April 20, 
1676, for example, as churches in Boston observed a day of humiliation 
and fasting, the natives attacked the town of Sudbury, less than twenty 
miles away; took several hostages; and later that night “stripped them 
naked, and caused them to run the gauntlet, whipping them after a cruel 
and bloody manner, and then threw hot ashes upon them, cut out the 

19 Mather, Day of Trouble, pp. 26, 17. This imagery evokes that of God as a “refiner’s 
fire” who purges impurities; see Malachi 3:2–3 and Isaiah 1:25. 

20 Mather, Day of Trouble, pp. 23, 27.
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flesh of their legs, and put fire into their wounds, delighting to see the 
miserable torments of wretched creatures.”21 

The Indian “King Philip”22 was killed in August 1676, whereupon hos-
tilities in southern and eastern New England quickly ended. (The conflict 
lingered on in other areas, but I leave those aside for present purposes.) 
One of the first histories of the war was authored by none other than 
Increase Mather. Not surprisingly, his Brief History of the Warr with the 
Indians viewed the conflict as God’s chastisement of New England for its 
religious backsliding. Bound together with the Brief History was a piece 
that Mather called An Earnest Exhortation to the Inhabitants of New-
England. In it, Mather lamented the fact that New England continued 
in its sin even after nearly two years of war and destruction and despite 
God’s continual warnings in the form of epidemics, Indian attacks, and 
other extraordinary portents. Mather’s list of sins was as sweeping, if not 
more so, as the one he had laid out in “The Day of trouble” two years ear-
lier: contention, sensuality, drunkenness, pride in appearances, luxurious 
apparel, meager support for ministers of the Gospel, religious formality 
(the letter without the spirit), covetousness and land speculation, mis-
treatment of the natives, swearing, disregard of the Sabbath, dishonor 
to parents and magistrates, oppression, and a lack of zeal to convert the 
Indians.23 Each of these sins, in Mather’s view, represented a departure 
from the high moral and religious standards set by the colony’s found-
ers. Those founders—the generation of Mather’s parents—had ventured 
to America for religious reasons: to convert the natives and erect a bibli-
cal community, “so their children might not see evil examples, and be in 
danger of being corrupted thereby, as tis in other parts of the world.”24 
How far things had fallen since those days!

turning from reflection on the past to a vision of the future, Mather’s 
Exhortation called for “a sincere reformation of those evils which have 

21 Increase Mather, A Brief History of the Warr with the Indians in New-England 
(Boston, 1676), p. 27. Mather’s dates are often unreliable, but here he seems accurate. 
See Jill lepore, The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins of American Identity 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), pp. 97–98.

22 The contested nature of the conflict’s very name—the Indians’ leader was a sa-
chem, not a king; his name was Metacom, not Philip; and whether the word “war” 
accurately describes what happened was, and remains, debatable—is explored in lepore, 
Name of War, pp. xiv–xvii.

23 Increase Mather, “to the Reader,” in Mather, An Earnest Exhortation to the 
Inhabitants of New-England (Boston, 1676). See also Mather, Earnest Exhortation, 
pp. 6–11, 18–19. The Earnest Exhortation might represent the 1676 election sermon 
that Mather would have delivered in Boston had he been invited to preach it. See Ann 
Kusener Nelsen, “King Philip’s War and the Hubbard-Mather Rivalry,” William and Mary 
Quarterly, 3rd ser., 27 (1970), p. 616; and Hall, Last American Puritan, pp. 113–26.

24 Mather, Earnest Exhortation, pp. 7, 17.
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provoked the eyes of God’s glory” and specifically endorsed the practice 
of church covenant renewal, in which church members publicly and col-
lectively reaffirmed their allegiance to each other and to the religious 
foundations of the New England settlements. He counseled against giv-
ing in to despair and assuming that New England was already too far 
gone to receive God’s mercy. And yet if New England was God’s land, 
and the Puritans God’s people—as so many of their rulers and leading 
citizens seemed to think—they seemed singularly unable (or perhaps just 
unwilling) to act that way. Just three years later, in 1679, the churches of 
Massachusetts Bay Colony convened a general synod devoted to discov-
ering why God was continuing to send evils upon the land.25

4. Sermon texts and the Narrative of Decline Within  
 the Jeremiad

The language of decline fills New England jeremiad sermons, as clergy 
traced a process of falling away from the unity and godliness of the found-
ing generation to the fragmented and degenerate status of the community 
as they perceived it. “In spite of full churches and growing prosperity 
they envisioned the society as one in decay: a society that was losing the 
strength and zeal of the founders, was rapidly being passed to a weak and 
degenerate generation, was threatened on all sides by the forces of evil 
and from above by the hand of an angry God, and was therefore doomed 
to likely destruction.”26 

But what, specifically, did these clergymen say when they faced the 
assembled electors, fellow clergy, and magistrates on their communities’ 
election days or fast days, or in states of humiliation in the midst of strife 
and misfortune? The New England jeremiad proceeded by identifying 
symptoms of decline, contrasting a degenerate present with a virtuous 
past, and calling for reform and repentance, all within a scheme in which 
America played a key role in God’s plans for human history. In order to 
make such claims effectively, the ministers had to carefully select appro-
priate sermon texts. Each Puritan sermon was based on a particular 

25 Mather, Earnest Exhortation, pp. 5, 12, 22, 25; see also Hall, Last American Puritan, 
pp. 147–154. The synod’s report was published as The Necessity of Reformation (Boston, 
1679). Meanwhile, seven hundred miles away, Governor William Berkeley of Virginia 
knew full well why King Philip’s War had afflicted New England: English Puritans had 
put King Charles I to death in 1649, and their American brethren had raised no protest. 
Besides that, he argued, New Englanders were greedy for Indian land and used dishon-
est means to get it. See Wilcomb E. Washburn, “Governor Berkeley and King Philip’s 
War,” New England Quarterly 30 (1957), pp. 363–377.

26 Elliot, Power and the Pulpit, pp. 88, 99–105; see also Miller, “Declension in a Bible 
Commonwealth,” p. 23.
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passage from Scripture, which provided the sermon’s opening image as 
well as the source for the teaching that the minister wanted to communi-
cate. After reading the text, he would explain its meaning in its scriptural 
context, make several doctrinal points, and offer a few practical applica-
tions of those doctrines to the life of the congregation assembled.27 

Which texts were New England audiences most likely to hear as they 
gathered on important occasions such as elections and fast days? In a 
related study of the New England jeremiad, I identified roughly three 
dozen election or other sorts of occasional sermons (fast day, thanksgiv-
ing, and so forth) delivered between 1660 and 1690.28 Without claiming 
this selection of sermons to be exhaustive or typical, it is worth noting 
that only a few take New testament passages for their texts; virtually all 
focus on passages from the chronicles of ancient Israel or the prophetic 
books of the Hebrew Scriptures. (Of the few that do highlight Christian 
Scriptures, they often directly reference a Hebraic example, for example, 
Paul’s comments on David in Acts 13:36.) We can of course partly explain 
the predominance of the Hebrew Scriptures by the extreme paucity of 
explicit political content in the New testament and thus its inaptness for 
explicitly political occasions. The abundance of references to the Hebrew 
Scriptures also indicates a colonial elite eager to present itself as a “par-
allel people” with those ancient Israelites with whom God had entered 
into a covenant.29 Not surprisingly—the rhetorical form did, after all, 
take its name from one of the key figures in the prophetic tradition—
the books of prophecy are especially well represented; Jeremiah, Hosea, 
Ezekiel, Zechariah, and Isaiah collectively make up roughly half of the 
sermon texts. A few reference the historical books of the Old testament, 
as when William Allen preached on Solomon’s blessing of the congrega-
tion of Israel in I Kings 8:57. 

The book of Jeremiah, with its themes of punishment for disobedi-
ence, is of course featured prominently in jeremiad sermon texts. Samuel 
Wakeman, preaching to the assembled electors in Hartford, Connecticut, 
chose Jeremiah 6:8—“Be thou instructed, O Jerusalem, lest my soul 
depart from thee, lest I make thee desolate as a land, that none inhab-
iteth.” God provides warnings and inspires prophets to exhortation, 
Wakeman insisted, so that his people will change their ways and return 

27 The format is most clearly laid out in William Perkins’ The Art of Prophesying 
(london, 1606); see also teresa toulouse, The Art of Prophesying: New England Sermons 
and the Shaping of Belief (Athens, Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 1987).

28 Murphy, Prodigal Nation, ch. 2. 
29 John Bishop, “Christian Reader,” in Samuel Wakeman, Sound Repentance the Right 

Way to Escape Deserved Ruine (Boston, 1685).
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to him. But if, after all such pleadings, the people still will not reform 
themselves, then “God will leave and give over such a people, though 
his own people…. God’s free promise and covenant is conditional.” On 
a day of fasting and humiliation just two days before his death, Joseph 
Rowlandson preached on Jeremiah 23:33, quoting the prophet’s warning 
that “I will even forsake you, saith the lord,” following the disobedi-
ence of both priests and prophets. Threats of destruction also characterize 
Jeremiah 13:12–13, on which Thomas Shepard preached during a fast day 
called in 1645; the sermon was re-published in 1668.30 

But the book of Jeremiah cries out as much for comfort and long-
ing for God’s blessing as it does about waywardness and disobedience. 
“Is there no balm in Gilead?” Thomas Walley asked in 1669, quoting 
Jeremiah 8:22, and he concluded his sermon by exhorting magistrates, 
clergy, and electors to “put forth their utmost endeavors for the healing of 
the wounds and fickleness of the daughter of Sion.” Mercy and blessings 
will surely follow a community’s repentance, preached Nicholas Noyes in 
1698, taking Jeremiah 31:23 as his text: 

Thus saith the lord of hosts, the God of Israel, Yet shall they say 
this thing in the land of Judah, and in the cities thereof, when I 
shall bring again their captivitie, The lord blesse thee, O habita-
tion of iustice and holy mountaine…. For I have saciated the wearie 
soul, and I have replenished every sorrowful soul.31 

The jeremiad, of course, encompassed more than Jeremiah, the book 
or the prophet. John Oxenbridge took Hosea 8:4, a passage emphasizing 
Israel’s disobedience, as his text in 1673: “They have set up a King, but not 
by me: they have made princes, and I knew it not: of their silver and their 
gold have they made them idoles: therefore shall they be destroyed.” He 
told the assembled electors that “their [the Israelites’] setting up kings and 
princes according to their own lusts was the more criminal, because they 
in word owned God to be their God in covenant… and for them to order 
their government without taking notice of God, was a great disloyalty.” Of 
course, the goal of such sermons was never purely to reflect on ancient 
Israel: Oxenbridge continued by informing his audience, “It is expected 
of a people professing themselves the people of God, that they should 
have regard to him in the constitution and administration of their magis-
tracy,” and “If a degenerate and spurious generation will not stand by the  

30 Wakeman, Sound Repentance, pp. 14–15; Joseph Rowlandson, The Possibility of 
God’s Forsaking a People (Cambridge, Mass., 1682); Thomas Shepard, Wine for Gospel 
Wantons (Cambridge, Mass., 1668).

31 Edmund Walley, Balm in Gilead to Heal Sion’s Wounds (Cambridge, Mass., 1669), 
p. 12; Nicholas Noyes, New-England’s Duty and Interest (Boston, 1698). 
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intendments and engagements of their faithful ancestors, but in their 
giving and exercising rule neglect the lord, he will ruin them and their 
helpers.”32 

But like Jeremiah, Hosea offered not only dire warnings but also com-
fort and hope. In the aftermath of King Philip’s War, on election day in 
1677, William Hubbard chose Hosea 10:12, which counseled Israel to 
“Sow to your selves in righteousness: reap after the measure of mercy: 
breake up your fallow ground: for it is time to seek the lord, till he come 
and rain righteousness upon you.” two decades later, Samuel torrey’s 
1695 Boston election sermon centered on Hosea 1:7: “Yet I will have 
mercy upon the house of Judah, and will save them by the lord their 
God, and will not save them by bow, nor by sword nor by battle, by 
horses, nor by horsemen.” Increase Mather based his 1674 sermon “The 
Day of trouble Is Near” on Ezekiel 7:7, another text linking repentance 
and deliverance from God’s wrath.

Similar themes appeared in sermons based on texts from Zechariah. 
John Davenport in 1669, and John Fitch five years later, each selected 
texts that emphasized God’s protection. Davenport drew on a passage in 
the opening chapter (1:7) to emphasize the link between turning from evil 
ways and receiving God’s protection: “turn ye unto me, saith the lord of 
hosts, and I will turn unto you, saith the lord of hosts.” Fitch’s text, from 
the book’s second chapter, offered a vision of a restored Jerusalem safe 
under God’s protective care.33

Given the close connection between Jeremiah and Deuteronomy 
(mentioned briefly above), we should not be surprised to see that impor-
tant book of the Pentateuch represented in these important occasional 
sermons as well. These sermons tended to focus on Deuteronomy 32, 
the noted “farewell song” of Moses that urged Israelites to remain faith-
ful to their covenant. Urian Oakes urged his fellow colonists to remain 
true to God’s expectation of them, and true to each other, when he 
preached on Deuteronomy 32:29 in 1673: “Oh that they were wise, then 
they would understand this: they would consider their latter end.” Samuel 
torrey’s 1683 election sermon similarly reflected on Moses’ injunctions in 
Deuteronomy 32, reassuring his listeners (in a sermon he entitled “A Plea 
for the life of Dying Religion”), “It is the infinite mercy of God to New 

32 John Oxenbridge, New-England Freemen Warned (Cambridge, Mass., 1673),  
pp. 6, 7, 21–22.

33 John Davenport, Gods Call to His People (Cambridge, Mass., 1669); John Fitch, 
An Holy Connexion (Cambridge, Mass., 1674). 
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England, that although religion doth languish; yet if we be admonished, 
and take warning, there is still hope, that it may revive and live.”34

Having considered one concrete example of the New England jere-
miad as well as the texts chosen to ground and center these sermons, we 
can now turn to a consideration of the genre as a whole.

4.1 Lamenting the Present: God’s Chastisements and New England’s Sins

Central to every jeremiad in early New England was a catalog of misfor-
tunes and calamities, along with the sins considered responsible for them. 
For New Englanders, real-world events like crop failures or Indian attacks 
could not be explained solely by reference to natural or political causes, 
but provided evidence of God’s providential sovereignty and covenantal 
concern with their behavior.35 

Perhaps the most alarming signs of divine wrath during these years 
were found in the destruction of King Philip’s War. “Coming after minis-
terial prophecies of doom,” Stout writes, “the devastation of King Philip’s 
War strengthened the sermon’s place in New England society.... Such 
destruction was, after all, exactly what the ministers had predicted in 
their fast day sermons.” Increase Mather was only one of a number of 
New England divines who used the war’s devastation to further their 
jeremiads. In his introduction to Samuel Hooker’s 1677 election sermon 
in Hartford, John Whiting lamented “an adversary stirred up against us; 
the sword gone through the land, and thereby wasting and terror, desola-
tion and death, carried up and down.” One year earlier, William Hubbard, 
pointing to “the rage of the heathen so far let loose against us,” had given 
voice to long-standing Puritan fears of barbarism and “wilderness” when 
he referred to “one of the forest... come upon us, the sword, and that 
of a cruel enemy.” King Philip’s War reminded New Englanders, if they 

34 Urian Oakes, New-England Pleaded With (Cambridge, Mass., 1673); Samuel 
torrey, “A Plea for the life of Dying Religion” (Boston, 1683), pp. 16–17.

35 In writing about eighteenth-century clergy, James West Davidson could also be 
describing most of the seventeenth-century critics covered in these pages: “God was 
responsible for all events in the world, whether directly or through mediate causes.... 
For eighteenth-century New Englanders, the natural and moral spheres were so well 
contempered with each other that it was not at all inappropriate to have a judgment 
accompanied by human instrumentalities accompanied by another one levied through 
natural means....” See Davidson, The Logic of Millennial Thought: Eighteenth-Century 
New England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), pp. 100–101, 103. See also 
Winthrop Hudson’s explication of the “Deuteronomic” understanding of history, in 
“Fast Days and Civil Religion.”
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needed reminding, that the wilderness just beyond their borders repre-
sented a significant threat to their very existence.36

The Native Americans had long represented a clear threat to the 
project of erecting a godly commonwealth in the American wilderness. 
The natives posed not only military threats, but also cultural and psycho-
logical ones. The wilderness not only surrounded the English settlers; it 
was, potentially, within them as well, and the natives represented an espe-
cially visible reminder of what would happen if wilderness was allowed 
to triumph over the forces of Christianity and civilization. As the sev-
enteenth century drew to a close, Increase Mather’s son Cotton was still 
worrying, in his own jeremiads, about “Indianizing” New Englanders.37

Close behind the Indian war and concerns about the natives’ more 
subtle effects on New England piety came a series of natural disasters and 
catastrophes that provided clear evidence of God’s disapproval of New 
England’s religious backsliding. In a colony so dependent upon agricul-
ture, crop failure was an ever-present concern. Samuel Danforth asked, 
“Why hath the lord smitten us with blasting and mildew now seven 
years together, superadding sometimes severe drought, sometimes great 
tempests, floods, and sweeping rains, that leave no food behind them? Is 
it not because the lord’s house lyeth waste?” Noting barren fields, sick-
ness, scarcity, and war, Nicholas Noyes speculated, “Might not much of 
this have been prevented, if we had considered what was like to follow 
upon the degeneration of God’s covenant-people?”38 

But regardless of how severe any of these punishments might be, New 
England jeremiads considered them mere signs or symptoms of God’s 
wrath over the community’s betrayal of its covenant: evidence of deeper 
ills. How had such a promising colony—one that evoked the Israelite 
passage into the promised land, that sought to recreate in the American 

36 John Whiting, “to the Christian Reader,” in Samuel Hooker, Righteousness Rained 
from Heaven (Cambridge, Mass., 1673); William Hubbard, The Happiness of a People 
(Boston, 1676), pp. i, 49–50; Stout, New England Soul, p. 78.

37 Cotton Mather, Things for a Distressed People to Think Upon (Boston, 1696),  
pp. 9–13. On wilderness and its connection with barbarism and “Indianization,” see John 
Canup, Out of the Wilderness: The Emergence of an American Identity in Colonial New 
England (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1990), esp. chs. 2, 4. Canup’s 
book is profitably read alongside Peter N. Carroll, Puritanism and the Wilderness: The 
Intellectual Significance of the New England Frontier (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1969); and William S. Simmons, “Cultural Bias in the New England Puritans’ 
Perceptions of Indians,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 38 (1981), pp. 56–72.

38 Samuel Danforth, A Brief Recognition of New-England’s Errand into the 
Wilderness (Cambridge, Mass., 1670), p. 19; Increase Mather, The Times of Men Are in 
the Hands of God (Boston, 1675), p. 15. See also Mather, Heavens Alarm to the World 
(Boston, 1681); Wakeman, Sound Repentance, p. 32; and Noyes, New-England’s Duty,  
p. 49.
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wilderness the pristine virtues of the primitive Church if not the unspoiled 
Eden39—gone so wrong? 

One word lay at the root of all explanations on offer: sin. to explain 
the decline from the high standards set by the first generation and the 
colony’s eminent founders, clergy announced that “the blame belongs to 
and must be laid upon our sins, and our selves for them... tis sin pushes 
God from a people.” to Samuel Hooker, “Sins more than enough have 
been found with us to deserve all our sufferings, that we sin no more lest 
a worse thing come to us is the duty incumbent....” Although he offered 
a variety of possible reasons for New England’s decline—the vagaries of 
human psychology, the human attraction toward novelty, the rarity of 
powerful preachers, and the always present concern for worldly advan-
tage—Samuel Danforth admitted, “The ground and principal cause [of 
forgetting our errand into the wilderness] is our unbelief.”40

“Sin,” though, remained a rather general term. Which sins, or what 
sorts of sinning, lay at the root of New England’s decline? When we 
descend further into the specifics of how New England Jeremiahs 
described the sins they saw all around them, we encounter an impressive 
list. Worldliness, profanity, covetousness, contentiousness, swearing, lux-
ury, apostasy, libertinism, Sabbath desecration, sensuality, drunkenness, 
and hypocrisy were often rolled together into a potent rhetorical mix-
ture that decried the fallen nature of New England society. Identifying 
the precise meaning each of these terms had is not always easy, as many 
of them shade into others on the list, and at times preachers simply let 
fly a string of vices and assumed their meanings would be self-evident 
to their listeners.41 

39 Jesper Rosenmeier, “ ‘New England’s Perfection’: The Image of Adam and the 
Image of Christ in the Antinomian Crisis, 1634 to 1638,” William and Mary Quarterly
27 (1970), pp. 435–459. See also Richard t. Hughes, ed., The American Quest for the 
Primitive Church (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1988).

40 John Whiting, The Way of Israel’s Welfare (Boston, 1686), p. 20; Hooker, 
Righteousness Rained, p. i; Danforth, Brief Recognition, pp. 6, 14. James Allen’s formu-
lation was perhaps the tersest of all: “evil men make evil days.” Allen, New-Englands 
Choicest Blessing (Boston, 1679), p. 6. There seems, at times, no limit to the powerful 
and destructive force of sin. Years earlier, William Hooke had gone so far as to propose 
that New England’s sins might even be responsible for destruction and civil strife in Old 
England! See Hooke, New England’s Teares, for Old England’s Feares (london, 1641), pp. 
15–19. Yet, when encountering the New England jeremiad in its many instantiations, 
one quickly realizes that separating the sins from their consequences can be difficult. 
take just one example: worldliness can be viewed as a sin in itself or as the fruit, the 
consequence, of the more fundamental sin of pride. Either explanation implicates sin, 
to be sure.

41 See Samuel torrey, An Exhortation unto Reformation (Cambridge, Mass., 
1674); the author laments “a spirit of profaneness, a spirit of pride, a spirit of sensu-
ality, a spirit of gainsaying and rebellion, a spirit of libertinism, a spirit of carnality,  
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But how had sin brought about this decline? Insisting that one should 
not view sin simply as an action, or a series of discrete actions, but should 
also consider its cumulative effects on an individual or a community, 
John Davenport envisioned a “chain of evils, whereof sin is the first link, 
and draws on all the rest.” This idea of sin as an expansive and growing 
presence in New England society was also suggested by John Higginson, 
who observed that “This people of New-England are a people whom God 
hath signally owned and blessed in our first and former times... but as we 
have been multiplied and increased, so we have sinned, and provoked the 
lord to anger against us.” So the narrative of New England decline did 
not require a sudden or radical breaking point with the founders’ vision; 
given the nature of sin, such decline could result from a series of gradual 
deviations from proper belief and conduct. However its particulars were 
communicated, though, the jeremiad presented New England’s dilemma 
as a dangerous falling away from original communal, spiritual virtue.42

Not surprisingly, the ills and shortcomings of the present caused New 
England Jeremiahs to look to their collective past. There they found the 
settlements’ founders, who had made such strides in the pursuit of a 
godly society and whose example continued to serve as a moral, spiritual, 
and political rebuke to their wayward progeny.

4.2 Looking to the Past: Praise for Virtuous Founders

New England Jeremiahs drew forceful narrative contrasts between the vir-
tue of New England’s founders and their children’s degeneracy. “Puritan 
writers of the 1670s tended to see New England as having left its best 
and brightest days behind.... In the praise of the past we are to read a 
critique of the present....” The historical dimension of the jeremiad nar-
rative is key here: rather than an abstract critique, jeremiads claimed that 
piety and godly order had once existed in New England’s midst. Despite 
calamity and decline, clergymen continually exhorted their audiences to 
remember their “first works” and “first love.” The clergy repeatedly harked 
back to larger-than-life personalities—“Winthrop, Dudley, [John] Cotton, 
[Thomas] Hooker... the instruments, under God, of laying the foundation 

formality, hypocrisy, and spiritual idolatry in the worship of God” (p. 8). See also 
Necessity of Reformation, pp. 2–9.

42 Davenport, Gods Call, pp. 22, 25; John Higginson, introduction to Noyes, 
New-England’s Duty, p. iv; William Stoughton, New-Englands True Interest; Not to 
Lie (Cambridge, Mass., 1670), p. 14. Passages along these lines are voluminous. See 
also Allen, New-Englands Choicest Blessing, p. 6; and William Adams, Gods Eye on the 
Contrite (Boston, 1685), p. 11. 
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of both our civil and ecclesiastical state”43—who nurtured the young set-
tlements through their difficult and vulnerable early years. living up to 
the example of such illustrious parents was no mean feat, and speakers at 
times noted the unenviable position of the second New England genera-
tion. Heirs of perhaps unprecedented “progress in Reformation,” children 
of the founders almost inevitably faced “gradual declinings till that light 
hath almost been extinguished.”44 

The biblical imagery of the vine—which brought together Jeremiah 
and the Christian Gospels—appeared frequently in descriptions of 
these founders. Nicholas Noyes called them “a noble vine... holiness to 
the lord... men eminent in piety and virtue,” and William Stoughton 
wondered, “Were our fathers as a noble vine, and shall we be as the degen-
erate plant of a strange vine?”45 For second-generation Jeremiahs, New 
England’s founders had envisioned, created, and presided over a society 
that acknowledged its covenant with God in all aspects of its life. In the 
early days, the jeremiad recalled, New England society had walked rightly 
with God. Speakers often explicitly compared New England’s founders to 
biblical heroes, especially those of the Hebrew Scriptures: 

As for... the present generation in New-England... your fathers were 
such as did serve the lord... they were Abrahams... Davids... there 
never was a generation that did so perfectly shake off the dust of 
Babylon... as the first generation of Christians that came into this 
land for the Gospel’s sake.46

Of course, these founders could not have done such great deeds on their 
own: God aided them by clearing the Pequots just prior to the Winthrop 
fleet’s arrival, and blessing their undertakings as a reward for their faithful-
ness. But such comparisons with biblical heroes only served to emphasize 
further the view of New Englanders as latter-day Israelites. Addressing 

43 Increase Mather, “Discourse Concerning the Danger,” in Mather, A Call from 
Heaven (Boston, 1679), p. 109. 

44 Increase Mather, “to the Reader,” in torrey, Exhortation unto Reformation; Allen, 
New-Englands Choicest Blessing, p. 11. The phrases “first works” and “first love” appear in 
Danforth, Brief Recognition, pp. 5, 9; Mather, “Day of trouble,” p. 29; torrey, Exhortation 
unto Reformation, p. 15; Whiting, Way of Israel’s Welfare, p. 22.

45 Noyes, New-England’s Duty, p. 45; Stoughton, New-Englands True Interest, p. 27; 
Wakeman, Sound Repentance, p. 29. See also Hooker, Righteousness Rained, p. 17; and 
Oakes, New-England Pleaded With, p. 24. Brueggemann lays out the imagery of planting 
and uprooting at the heart of Jeremiah’s message (esp. Jeremiah 1:10) in Brueggemann, 
Old Testament Theology, ch. 2; the “true vine” imagery also appears in John 15:1. See 
also Hooker, Righteousness Rained, p. 15; Whiting, Way of Israel’s Welfare, p. 33; and 
Hubbard, Happiness of a People, pp. 49–50.

46 Bozeman, Ancient Lives, p. 306; Mather, “A Discourse Concerning Apostacy,” in 
Mather, Call from Heaven, pp. 76–77.
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“New-England Israel” in 1673, Urian Oakes pointed to the founders: “You 
have had Moses, I mean, [men] of the same spirit, to lead and go before 
you.... They were wise and sober, and industrious and good men that laid 
our foundations, and did what men could do... toward the settling of us 
upon a lasting foundation of righteousness and holiness.”47 

Continued blessings depended on the continued willingness of the 
people and their leaders to remain steadfast in God’s ways, a continu-
ance that seemed sorely tested with the passage of time. Generational 
turnover evoked anxieties about the future of New England’s covenantal 
status. As the 1670s progressed, and the first generation’s leading citizens 
began gradually to die off, such anxieties appeared in jeremiads more 
frequently. Samuel Hooker’s lament—“Is not the old generation almost 
gone?”—drew its rhetorical power from the fear of loosening social con-
trol similar to the scriptural account of Israel after Joshua’s death.48 

4.3 The Call to Reform and Renewal

Perched precariously between a glorious past and an uncertain but 
threatening future, New England Jeremiahs emphasized that their 
communities’ prospects depended on the degree to which the present 
generation repented for its sins and reformed its behavior. This call for 
renewal was so compelling not only because of the rhetorical buildup 
within each sermon—as the clergy proceeded through the “Doctrine” 
and “Application” sections and toward the final teaching on “Use”—but 
also due to the narrative elements laid out above: the litany of sins, the 
fetishism of the founders, and the ongoing fear that true religion was 
imperiled both in America and in England. The jeremiad was always 
intended as a call to action, an exhortation to reform the community in 
the image of its founders and godly ancestors, and never as an invitation  

47 Oakes, New-England Pleaded With, pp. 17, 21–22. For a recent account of 
Winthrop’s role in the founding of Massachusetts Bay and its importance not only to 
second-generation New England but to the American tradition more generally, see 
Matthew S. Holland, Bonds of Affection: Civic Charity and the Making of America—
Winthrop, Jefferson, Lincoln (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2007), 
chs. 1–2.

48 Generational concerns were voiced in a number of jeremiads. Samuel Hooker 
compared New England to Israel after the death of Joshua, saying that “there arose 
another generation that knew not Jehovah, and then how soon did their prosperity 
and welfare fail also” (Righteousness Rained, pp. 15–16). See also Hubbard, Happiness 
of a People, pp. 49–50; Allen, New-Englands Choicest Blessing, pp. 10–11; Stoughton, 
New Englands True Interest, pp. 8–9; torrey, Exhortation unto Reformation, Epistle 
Dedicatory; and Samuel Arnold, David Serving His Generation (Cambridge, Mass., 
1674). More generally, see Miller, New England Mind, ch. 1. 
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to pessimism and resignation.49 Reformation was always presented as 
a returning to the earlier covenantal relationship between God and the 
community. “Certainly we need reformation. Where is the old New-
England spirit, that once was amongst us? Where is our first love? Where 
is our zeal for God, especially in matters respecting the first table, which 
was once our glory? What is become of that life and power of godliness, 
that hath been in this place?”50 For Samuel torrey, 

Reformation hath been the design of New England, and therefore 
Reformation is the profession of New England. This work of re-
form, it hath been (especially by this generation) (not only) much 
neglected, but even (almost) utterly deserted, by a general defec-
tion and declension, which we are fallen into.... The first ministry of 
these churches, it was evidently a reforming ministry.... God made 
them great reformers, and wrought a great work of reformation by 
them.51

But what did reformation mean? Recall that many a jeremiad was 
delivered on election day, when clergymen reminded their fellow colo-
nists that their civic and religious duties supported each other. A key 
element of these duties involved the wise casting of ballots for govern-
ment officials. Of course, seriously contested elections were rare in early 
New England, and these events were not really “elections” with the associ-
ations these might raise among twenty-first-century readers. Nonetheless, 
the connection between civic and religious duties was always a theme of 
the election sermon. Jeremiads delivered on other occasions—public fasts 
and humiliation days, for example—served similar civic functions.

If religious and civic affairs were clearly linked, what exactly did 
Puritans consider “good government”? Which qualities did they deem 
most important for a governor to possess? Here again the standard, 
explicitly or implicitly, was the first generation of New England settlers. 
When James Fitch advised the freemen to cast their votes for candidates 
most able to uphold New England’s glory, he had already spelled out what 
he had in mind: “The first rule is, let us call to mind the first glory of 
the first planting in New England, and of the churches here... grace rul-
ing and ordering both rulers and people under the glorious banner of 
true Gospel holy love.” Jonathan Mitchell and William Hubbard exhorted 
their listeners to eschew division on lesser matters of church practice. 

49 John G. Buchanan, “Puritan Philosophy of History from Restoration to 
Revolution,” Essex Institute Historical Collections 104 (1968), p. 342.

50 Mather, Day of Trouble, p. 29.
51 torrey, Exhortation unto Reformation, pp. 7, 32.
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Such an achievement, James Allen reiterated, would represent a worthy 
emulation of the founders, who did not let minor differences distract 
them from their common colonial undertaking.52 The civil magistrate, 
on this understanding, was to serve as “nursing father” to the church, to 
defend God’s ordinances, and to promote virtue and true religion while 
suppressing vice: in brief, it was to ensure that the community lived up 
to the terms of its covenant with God. Indeed, the 1679 Reforming Synod 
claimed, “We do not read in the Scripture, nor in history, of any notable 
general reformation amongst a people, except the magistrate did help for-
ward the work.”53 All such sermons were predicated upon the view that 
magistrates would be held responsible for their community’s sins.

But if the people had the solemn duty to choose godly rulers, clergy 
also reminded rulers of the solemn trust being bestowed upon them. 
Mitchell exhorted Massachusetts leaders to look after the populace’s spir-
itual welfare: “the concernments of a people framed into a body politic, 
are put into your hands, and of such a people as are the people of God... 
a part of God’s Israel.... This part of Israel do under God confide in you, 
and betrust you with their welfare.”54 In sum, if decline represented New 
Englanders’ greatest fear, then repentance and reformation represented 
the best responses to those fears. New England’s future moral-spiritual-
political health, Jeremiahs insisted, could be assured only by recapturing 
some measure of the qualities of New England’s godly and glorious 
past. 

52 Fitch, Holy Connexion, pp. 16, 12–13; Jonathan Mitchell, Nehemiah on the Wall in 
Troublesome Times (Cambridge, Mass., 1671), p. 30; Hubbard, Happiness of a People, pp. 
12–21; Allen, New-Englands Choicest Blessing, p. 10. See also Arnold, David Serving His 
Generation, p. 7; Mather, “Day of trouble,” pp. 22, 28–30; John Higginson, The Cause of 
God and His People in New-England (Cambridge, Mass., 1663), p. 22; Stoughton, New 
Englands True Interest, pp. 37–38; torrey, Exhortation unto Reformation, p. 38; and 
Walley, Balm in Gilead, pp. 17–18. On the example for the younger generation, see es-
pecially Oxenbridge, New-England Freemen Warned, pp. 43–44.

53 Arnold, David Serving His Generation, p. 9; Hubbard, Happiness of a People, 
pp. 25–28; Necessity of Reformation, Epistle Dedicatory. See also Allen, New-Englands 
Choicest Blessing, p. 9; Walley, Balm in Gilead, pp. 13–15; Noyes, New-England’s Duty, 
pp. 81–84; Higginson, Cause of God, pp. 18–23; Oxenbridge, New-England Freemen 
Warned, pp. 35–38; and Wakeman, Sound Repentance, pp. 38, 40–41. Puritans viewed 
government as charged with serving the people, preserving the peace, and protecting the 
country, “but their governments must also establish orthodox religion and suppress rank 
heresy and immorality. Any other concept of government would threaten the covenant 
and, for that reason, defeat the common good” (Stout, New England Soul, p. 71).

54 Mitchell, Nehemiah on the Wall, p. 18.
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5. New Israel in New England and the Jeremiad

The narrative of decline from godly foundations was only half the story 
in New England. The “ordinary time” account of New England’s history—
the ocean crossing, the building up of a holy commonwealth, and its 
subsequent decline and call to repentance—always appeared alongside 
(and nested within) a far grander story, a “sacred story” that viewed New 
England’s history in theological and cosmological terms. Explicit parallels 
between the Israelites—God’s chosen people, led from captivity in Egypt 
through the wilderness to freedom—and New England settlers fill these 
sermons, and the almost exclusive selection of Old testament passages 
as sermon texts further reinforced the analogy.

Such parallels were fostered by typological readings of Scripture, in 
which people and events in the Hebrew Scriptures, the Christian Old 
testament, were taken to prefigure ones in the New. (I pass over the details 
of typology and the debates over methodology and interpretation for the 
purposes of this paper.)55 John Bishop called New England “a parallel 
people” with the Israelites. “They were highly favoured of God, so have 
we been; they deeply revolted from God, so have we done.” In his expli-
cation of I Chronicles 12:32, William Hubbard made clear that although 
“Israel” in the particular text referred to “the posterity of Jacob,” “we are by 
another trope (as often elsewhere) to understand, the holy people in cov-
enant with God.” Just like the Israelites, who journeyed into the wilderness 
to worship God purely, the first New England generation migrated “three 
thousand miles into this wilderness, that they might serve God with pure 
worship according to his own institution.”56

In clarifying that the cause of God’s people was to live holy lives, John 
Higginson drew the parallel explicitly: “This was the cause of God and 
Israel then, the same is the cause of God and his people now.... This is 
the cause of God and his people in New-England....” Others identified the 
two peoples so strongly as to run them almost completely together: 

Jerusalem was, New England is, they were, you are God’s own, 
God’s covenant people, and what concerned them in that their day, 
no less concerns you in this your day, this word that the lord sent 

55 See the essays in Sacvan Bercovitch, ed., Typology in Early American Literature
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1972).

56 John Bishop, quoted in Wakeman, Sound Repentance; Hubbard, Happiness of a People,  
p. 6; Noyes, New-England’s Duty, pp. 45–47.
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to Jacob, and it lighted on Israel, comes now to be applied to you... 
never were any people more nearly parallel with them.57 

The consequences of this New England–Israel parallel could be both 
comforting and deeply troubling, often at the same time. For all the self-
congratulatory rhetoric about Israel and the Puritans’ parallel status as 
God’s chosen people, New England’s jeremiads were filled with anxiety 
and unease. How secure, after all, was the “chosen” status of this people? 
For Sacvan Bercovitch, the jeremiad attests to New Englanders’ unswerv-
ing faith in their status as God’s people, and to their belief that God had 
already chosen them and thus would never forsake them. No matter how 
dire the outlook, Bercovitch argues, New England Jeremiahs echoed their 
prophetic precursor and sought to convince their audience that “their 
punishments confirmed their promise” and that, despite the persistent 
rhetoric of disaster, “restoration is already a foregone conclusion in God’s 
mind.” We should not, in Bercovitch’s view, confuse the jeremiad’s rhetor-
ical structure of lament with a real crisis of confidence. The New England 
jeremiad, although laden with ambivalence, possessed a “stubborn opti-
mism,” and it served a consensual function in New England society, 
attempting to rally colonists around a notion of communal chosenness. 
More generally, in Bercovitch’s view, the jeremiad infused American cul-
ture with confidence in its own destiny and helped form commercial, 
middle-class American values. “America was consecrated from eternity 
for the New England Way.”58 

Certainly there is evidence for such a view.59 At the same time, 
Bercovitch’s interpretation understates the real mood of dark despair 
present in so many of these jeremiads: the fear that the community’s 
sins, if not corrected, would indeed drive God to forsake New England 
entirely. William Stoughton pointed out that God could cut New England 
off and use other communities to accomplish his purposes if the peo-
ple did not reform. John Bishop provided a stark warning. “The ensuing  

57 Higginson, Cause of God, pp. 4, 10; Wakeman, Sound Repentance, p. 18. Urian 
Oakes even used the term “New-England-Israel” (Oakes, New-England Pleaded With, 
pp. 17, 23). See also Hooker, Righteousness Rained, pp. 15–16; Walley, Balm in Gilead, 
p. 8; and Noyes, New-England’s Duty, pp. 44–49, for comparisons, short of specific 
parallels. 

58 Bercovitch, American Jeremiad, pp. 6, 8, 31, 55; Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of 
the American Self (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975), p. 100. See also Bercovitch, 
“The Historiography of Johnson’s Wonder-Working Providence,” in Alden t. Vaughan 
and Francis J. Bremer, eds., Puritan New England: Essays in Religion, Society, and Culture 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1977), pp. 270–272.

59 See Mather, Day of Trouble, p. 27; Danforth, Brief Recognition, p. 22; Davenport, 
Gods Call, pp. 20–21; Mitchell, Nehemiah on the Wall, p. 32; Samuel torrey, Man’s 
Extremity God’s Opportunity (Boston, 1695), pp. 1–2.
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discourse shows the great danger of a people’s departing from God by 
sin; it will cause God to depart from them, as here we find threatened,” 
he wrote, adding that his readers would do well to remember that God’s 
relationship with New England “is under condition (not absolute).” 
Wakeman told his audience that if the people refused to reform after 
God sent warnings, pleadings, and exhortations, “God will leave and give 
over such a people, though his own people... God’s free promise and cov-
enant is conditional.”60 

The introduction to Joseph Rowlandson’s provocatively titled The 
Possibility of Gods Forsaking a People argued that the sermon’s printing 
was highly valuable to inhabitants of “a land that have in some measure 
forsook their God, and are in danger of being forsaken.” Rowlandson 
explained his title clearly to his listeners: of course God is everywhere, 
and thus can never fully withdraw his presence from any place, but what 
is meant here is “his especial presence, his favourable and gracious pres-
ence” with a people. Rowlandson was clear that just because a people 
had once been near to God, God could nonetheless forsake it if it con-
tinued in sin, a point echoed by Eleazar Mather: “If we forsake him, he 
will forsake us, notwithstanding all former engagements.”61 The New 
England–Israel analogy, then, cut both ways: invocations of chosenness 
provided a comforting notion that God was especially concerned with 
New England’s welfare, while such a close relationship also carried sig-
nificant responsibilities for New Englanders and the threat of corrective 
punishments if they failed to live up to their covenant. Far from a fore-
gone conclusion, New England chosenness presented a stark dilemma 
to a people wanting to claim God’s special protection, and this dilemma 
had to be reasserted each day. Perry Miller saw jeremiads as “necessary 
releases... [that] played a vital part in the social evolution because they 
ministered to a psychological grief and a sickness of the soul that other-
wise could find no relief.”62 

60 Stoughton, New England’s True Interest, p. 32; Bishop, “Christian Reader”; Wakeman,  
Sound Repentance, pp. 14, 15, 18–19, 36; Whiting, Way of Israel’s Welfare, p. 36; Hooker, 
Righteousness Rained, pp. 16–17; and Oakes, New-England Pleaded With, pp. 11–12.

61 B.W., “to the Courteous Reader,” in Rowlandson, Possibility of Gods Forsaking; 
Eleazar Mather, A Serious Exhortation to the Present and Succeeding Generations in New-
England (Cambridge, Mass., 1671), pp. 6, 28. 

62 Miller, “Declension in a Bible Commonwealth,” p. 48. On the conditional nature 
of the covenant, or the threat of failure that often overshadowed promises of success, 
see Stout, New England Soul, p. 72; Bozeman, Ancient Lives, p. 337.
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6. the Jeremiad as Political Rhetoric: Cohesion and  
 Identity in New England and Beyond

The jeremiad was a form of political rhetoric; a narrative deeply involved 
in the formation and maintenance of communal identity. As a response 
to perceptions of disorder and degeneracy, the jeremiad evoked a past 
characterized by unity and piety as well as a future in which these vir-
tues might be recaptured. In other words, the New England jeremiad 
served as an instrument of social cohesion and control, an attempt to 
“prod an oft-quarreling and ever-diversifying citizenry into a more uni-
fied whole” and to direct that whole toward a specific political vision of 
New England’s future.63 

It would be easy to view this sort of social-control function as prima-
rily a negative or repressive undertaking, some kind of ideological smoke 
screen or trickery perpetrated by an educated clergy on a gullible popu-
lace. to do so, however, would be a mistake, and would oversimplify a 
complex social process: the jeremiad’s role in creating and constructing 
early New England was a creative process as well. New England clergymen 
sought simultaneously to bolster social bonds among the populace and to 
hold on to their own power, which they feared was slipping from their 
hands into those of rivals with very different (and less pious) visions of 
New England society. In this respect, they followed carefully in the pro-
phetic tradition of Jeremiah and his fellow critics. Much of this evocation 
of earlier times reflected a frustration with the clergy’s loss of prestige and 
influence—whether due to increased immigration of non-Puritans, the 
internal rise of commercial interests, external pressures from England, 
or some combination of all these factors. By identifying New England’s 
sins—worldliness, drunkenness, selfishness, private interest—and offer-
ing new hope for the future, the jeremiad made an appeal for a degree 
of control over its wayward and prodigal audience, but in the service of 
a larger moral, religious, and social vision. One scholar of the period 
notes that “Puritans found themselves in a situation defined by the curi-
ous intermingling of three elements: the crumbling of their design, the 
waning of their piety, and the waxing of their prosperity.”64 

The power of the jeremiad—for the ancient Hebrews or the seven-
teenth-century Puritans—lay, in part, in the way it expressed both a 
sense of chosenness and a deep anxiety about the prospects of continued  

63 Arch, Authorizing the Past, p. 109.
64 David Minter, “The Puritan Jeremiad as a literary Form,” in Sacvan Bercovitch, 

ed., The American Puritan Imagination: Essays in Revaluation (london: Cambridge 
University Press, 1974), p. 50.
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blessings, and tied hope as well as the anxiety directly to the communi-
ty’s experience. Certainly the notion of hope and collective renewal lay as 
much at the heart of the American jeremiad as did the notion of a brood-
ing God watching for the nation’s missteps. taking only the (ordinary 
time) story of decline would miss the crucial element of hope and assur-
ance that the jeremiad communicated; seeing only the “chosen nation” in 
sacred time would miss the moral drama at the heart of the jeremiad. 

The New England jeremiad did not vanish after its heyday in the sec-
ond half of the seventeenth century. Fast-day and election-day sermons 
continued, as did clergy, to lament perceived spiritual decline. “There 
was once a very distinguishing work of God’s grace in the midst of us,” 
preached John Webb in 1734, but “this work of divine grace... is fallen 
into a languishing state for the present.” Natural disasters likewise did 
not go unnoticed in later years: the New England earthquake of 1727 
spurred a variety of theological and social commentaries, and although 
most commentators admitted that earthquakes and other such calamities 
had natural causes, Thomas Prince exhorted his listeners to remember 
that “the lord has placed us over great and hideous vaults... ready to open 
when he feels it time to bury us in them... and execute his most righteous 
judgments.”65 As the eighteenth century progressed, the jeremiad contin-
ued to play a prominent role in the life of New England communities. In 
1740, Joseph Sewall took the example of the Ninevites in Jonah 3:10 as 
a fast-day sermon text, listing a familiar litany of sins (disrespect of the 
Sabbath, oppression, the abuse of taverns) and calling on his compatriots 
to “seek... God with prayer and fasting... with true repentance, and sin-
cere endeavours after reformation.” “If we refuse to repent and reform,” 
he continued, “we shall be condemned out of our own mouths.”66 And 
the title of Samuel Wales’ 1785 The Dangers of Our National Prosperity; 
and the Ways to Avoid Them illustrates that concerns over worldliness and 
wealth did not die with Cotton Mather.67

65 John Webb, The Duty of a Degenerate People (Boston, 1734), pp. 5–6; Thomas 
Prince, Earthquakes the Works of God (Boston, 1727), p. 11. See also William D. 
Andrews, “The literature of the 1727 New England Earthquake,” Early American 
Literature 7 (1973), pp. 281–294.

66 Joseph Sewall, Nineveh’s Repentance and Deliverance (Boston, 1740), pp. 13, 17, 
18, 29–33.

67 Samuel Wales, The Dangers of Our National Prosperity (Hartford, Conn., 1785). 
These are just a few examples of an enormous literature; see Charles Ellis Dickson, 
“Jeremiads in the New American Republic: The Case of National Fasts in the John 
Adams Administration,” New England Quarterly 60 (1987), pp. 187–207. Many others 
are anthologized in Ellis Sandoz, ed., Political Sermons of the Founding Era, 1730–1805, 
2 vols. (Indianapolis: liberty Press, 1988), as well as in Conrad Cherry, ed., God’s New 
Israel: Religious Interpretations of American Destiny (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1998).
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Nor did eighteenth-century Jeremiahs speak only of decline. The idea 
of America as the New Israel continued to echo down through the Great 
Awakening and into the Revolutionary period. Parallels with Israel pro-
vided powerful rhetorical support for the struggle for independence: in 
1777, Nicholas Street compared George III with Pharaoh but reminded 
his listeners that God humbled the Israelites in the wilderness in pun-
ishment for their sins. true to the jeremiad tradition, Street pointed to 
Americans’ greed, selfishness, disregard for the Sabbath, profaneness, 
and corruption, and assured them that such judgments would increase 
“till we are brought to a repentance and reformation.” In the same year, 
Abraham Keteltas preached that the American Revolution was a godly 
cause and that Americans were “contending for the rights of mankind, 
for the welfare of millions now living, and for the happiness of millions 
yet unborn.”68 

As hostilities neared an end, Ezra Stiles preached a sermon in which 
he hastily dispatched the scriptural text before him and launched into 
a commentary on current events. After a cursory look at the passages 
in which Moses glimpsed the promised land, Stiles admitted, with dis-
arming sincerity, that “I have assumed the text only as introductory to 
a discourse upon the political welfare of God’s American Israel, and as 
allusively prophetic of the future prosperity and splendour of the United 
States.”69 Some years later, Samuel langdon boldly proposed, “If I am not 
mistaken, instead of the twelve tribes of Israel, we may substitute the thir-
teen states of the American union.”70 And finally—at least with regard 
to the nation’s founding period—William Gribbin has pointed out that 
jeremiads played an important role during the War of 1812, and empha-
sizes how a jeremiad taking issue with elected American leaders had to 
be more delicately managed than those that targeted a distant and tyran-
nical monarch.71 

And so on, into the nineteenth century and toward the Civil War: 
when outgoing president James Buchanan designated January 4 a Day of 

68 Nicholas Street, The American States Acting over the Part of the Children of Israel 
(New Haven, Conn., 1777), p. 31; Abraham Keteltas, God Arising and Pleading His 
People’s Cause (Newburyport, Mass., 1777), p. 19. A more expansive treatment of the 
religiously infused interpretations of the New England clergy is found in Jonathan D. 
Sassi, A Republic of Righteousness: The Public Christianity of the Post-Revolutionary New 
England Clergy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).

69 Ezra Stiles, The United States Elevated to Glory and Honour (New Haven, Conn., 
1783), p. 7.

70 Samuel langdon, The Republic of the Israelites as an Example to the American 
States (Exeter, N.H., 1788), p. 30.

71 William Gribbin, “The Covenant transformed: The Jeremiad tradition and the 
War of 1812,” Church History 40 (1971), p. 302.
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Prayer and Fasting for the imperiled Union, Americans took his call to 
heart. From Kentucky to Maine, from Virginia to Iowa, clergymen laid 
out for their congregations the litany of misfortunes—“national sins”—
afflicting the American polity. Not surprisingly, interpretations of who 
was to blame and what was to be done differed radically. taken as a group, 
however, the addresses offered by the clergy that day illustrated some of 
the American jeremiad’s central features: a lament over the nation’s sins; 
reflection on the past, especially the example set by the founders and 
founding principles; a call to repentance and renewal; and an overarch-
ing sense that God’s hand was active in the course of American political 
life. Robert Breckinridge, whose nephew, the vice president, had just lost 
to lincoln in the 1860 election, asked his lexington, Kentucky, audience 
to remember that

national judgments never come except by reason of national sins; 
nor are they ever turned aside except upon condition of repentance 
for the sins which produced them.... Repentance for sin... is the in-
fallible condition of divine pardon and acceptance, not only in the 
case of individuals, but more obviously still and more immediately 
in the case of nations, since nations, as such, have no existence in 
a future life.72 

The confident assumption that God was providentially interested in 
the American political experience, which we encountered earlier in the 
New England jeremiad, continued to play an important role in the nine-
teenth century, and January 4 showed just how central the notion of 
American chosenness remained. After casting an eye over the history of 
the Jews—chosen by God, but seen as having ultimately been given over 
to ruin because of their disobedience and rejection of Christ—Benjamin 
Dorr asked, 

Is there anything in those portions of Scripture which we have been 
considering, that does not meet our own case? ... look back over all 
the past in our history, our rapid increase, our multiplied blessings, 
our numerous deliverances, and our ungrateful returns for all God’s 
mercies; and tell me if the Psalmist does not describe these as truly 
and clearly, as if he intended the description for us alone?73

72 Dr. Robert J. Breckinridge, Discourse of Dr. Breckinridge (Baltimore, 1861), p. 2.  
See also C.H. Read, National Fast (Richmond, Va., 1861), p. 17; B. Peyton Brown,  
A Sermon (Baltimore, 1861), pp. 13–14; John Chew, God’s Judgments Teaching 
Righteousness (Washington, D.C., 1861), pp. 12–13; John Flavel Mines, Duty, Our Highest 
Right (Bath, Me., 1861), pp. 15–18; Charles Wadsworth, Our Own Sins (Philadelphia, 
1861), pp. 16–19. 

73 Benjamin Dorr, The American Vine (Philadelphia, 1861), p. 10; Orlando Hutton, 
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The jeremiad continued to provide both millennial hope and exis-
tential anxiety for Americans in the twentieth century as well, through 
the civil rights movement and the rise of the Christian Right as a force 
in American politics during the 1970s and 1980s. It seems certain that 
the American jeremiad will persist as a compelling story around which 
political actors will mobilize social movements far into the twenty-first 
century as well.74
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but not Forsaken (New York, 1861), pp. 18–19. See also Mines, Duty, pp. 3–4; and 
Cornelius E. Swope, National Calamities the Fruit of National Sins (Pittsburgh, 1861), 
pp. 8–9; Brown, A Sermon, pp. 8–10.

74 I deal with this larger legacy and heritage of the jeremiad in much greater detail 
in Prodigal Nation.


