
revival in american history

revival in american history refers to significant periods marked by religious, cultural, and social
awakenings that deeply influenced the development of the United States. These revivals involved
widespread enthusiasm for spiritual renewal, often accompanied by shifts in societal values and
reforms. From the First Great Awakening in the 18th century to the social gospel movements of the
20th century, revivals played a critical role in shaping American identity and institutions. This article
explores the major revival movements, their causes, key figures, and lasting impacts on American
society. Understanding these revivals provides insight into the nation’s evolving religious landscape
and its interplay with politics and culture. The following sections will detail the prominent revivals and
their significance throughout American history.

The First Great Awakening

The Second Great Awakening

Religious Revivals and Social Reform

The Third Great Awakening

20th Century Revivals and Contemporary Impact

The First Great Awakening
The First Great Awakening was a pivotal religious revival that took place in the American colonies
during the 1730s and 1740s. This movement emphasized personal faith, emotional experience, and a
direct relationship with God, deviating from the more formal and institutionalized practices dominant
at the time. It marked a shift in American religious life, encouraging individual piety and evangelical
fervor.

Causes and Context
The First Great Awakening arose partly in response to Enlightenment rationalism and a perceived
decline in religious zeal. Colonial society was experiencing changes with increased secularism and
denominational conflicts. Preachers sought to rekindle spiritual fervor by appealing to the emotions
and emphasizing repentance and salvation.

Key Figures
Prominent leaders of the movement included Jonathan Edwards, whose sermon “Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God” became emblematic of revivalist preaching. George Whitefield, a dynamic itinerant
preacher, traveled extensively to spread revivalist messages, drawing large crowds and fostering a
shared religious experience among diverse colonial populations.



Impact on American Society
The First Great Awakening led to the growth of evangelical denominations such as Baptists and
Methodists. It challenged established churches and contributed to a greater sense of religious equality
and democratization. The revival also laid groundwork for ideas about individual rights and resistance
to authority that later influenced the American Revolution.

The Second Great Awakening
The Second Great Awakening was a widespread religious revival during the early 19th century,
roughly from the 1790s to the 1840s. This movement was characterized by enthusiastic camp
meetings, mass conversions, and a focus on personal salvation and social reform. It had profound
effects on American religious life and inspired numerous social movements.

Origins and Spread
The revival began in frontier regions and quickly spread throughout the eastern United States. The
democratization of religion was a hallmark, with revival meetings open to all people regardless of
social class. The movement emphasized free will and the possibility of salvation for all, contrasting
with earlier Calvinist doctrines of predestination.

Notable Leaders
Charles Grandison Finney was a leading figure, known for his innovative revival methods and
advocacy for social causes. His preaching encouraged active participation and moral responsibility,
influencing many to engage in reform efforts.

Effects on Social and Religious Life
The Second Great Awakening significantly increased church membership and the diversity of
denominations. It also spurred reform movements such as abolitionism, temperance, and women’s
rights. The belief that society could be perfected through collective action was a powerful legacy of
this revival.

Religious Revivals and Social Reform
Religious revivals in American history frequently intersected with social reform initiatives. The fervor
and moral urgency generated by these movements inspired efforts to address societal problems and
promote justice.



Temperance Movement
The temperance movement sought to reduce alcohol consumption and was closely linked to revivalist
ideals about personal morality and social order. Religious leaders and organizations played key roles
in advocating for temperance laws and cultural change.

Abolitionism
Many revivalists became active in the abolitionist cause, viewing slavery as a profound moral evil
incompatible with Christian teachings. The revivalist emphasis on equality and human dignity
strengthened the abolitionist argument and mobilized activists.

Women’s Rights
Religious revivals also contributed to early feminist movements by encouraging women’s participation
in public religious life and social reform. Events such as the Seneca Falls Convention were influenced
by the egalitarian spirit fostered by revivalism.

Summary of Reform Movements Inspired by Revivals

Temperance and prohibition efforts

Anti-slavery and abolition campaigns

Women’s suffrage and rights advocacy

Educational reforms and missionary work

The Third Great Awakening
The Third Great Awakening occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, continuing the tradition
of revivalism while adapting to the challenges of modern industrial society. This period witnessed a
surge in religious activity and new forms of social engagement.

Characteristics and Innovations
This awakening emphasized social gospel theology, which linked Christian ethics to social justice
issues such as poverty, labor rights, and urban reform. It also saw the rise of new religious
organizations and mission societies aiming to address domestic and international needs.



Influential Figures
Leaders like Walter Rauschenbusch advocated for the social gospel, promoting the idea that
Christianity should transform social structures. The movement inspired prominent figures in politics
and philanthropy to support reform measures.

Impact on American Culture
The Third Great Awakening contributed to the growth of progressive era reforms and the expansion of
religious education. It helped integrate religious values with modern social science and activism,
influencing public policy and civic life.

20th Century Revivals and Contemporary Impact
Revivalism continued to shape American religious and cultural landscapes throughout the 20th
century and into the present. New forms of revival emerged alongside changing social conditions and
technological advancements.

Evangelical and Pentecostal Movements
The rise of evangelicalism and Pentecostalism brought renewed emphasis on personal conversion,
charismatic worship, and global missions. These movements gained significant followings and
influenced American politics and culture.

Mass Media and Revivalism
Radio, television, and later the internet became powerful tools for spreading revivalist messages.
Prominent evangelists used these media to reach national audiences, contributing to the growth of
megachurches and religious broadcasting.

Revivalism’s Role in Contemporary Society
Today, revival in American history continues to resonate through ongoing religious renewal
movements and their engagement with social and political issues. The legacy of revivalism remains
evident in the diversity and dynamism of American religious life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is meant by a 'revival' in American history?
In American history, a 'revival' refers to a renewed interest and enthusiasm in religious faith, often
marked by large gatherings, passionate preaching, and increased church attendance.



When did the First Great Awakening occur and what was its
significance?
The First Great Awakening occurred during the 1730s and 1740s. It was significant because it
challenged established religious authorities, promoted individual piety, and helped unify the American
colonies through shared religious experiences.

Who were some key figures of the Second Great Awakening?
Key figures of the Second Great Awakening included Charles Grandison Finney, Lyman Beecher, and
Barton W. Stone, who were influential preachers spreading revivalist ideas across the United States in
the early 19th century.

How did revivals impact social reform movements in the 19th
century?
Revivals inspired many social reform movements such as abolitionism, temperance, and women's
rights by promoting moral responsibility and emphasizing the need to improve society according to
Christian principles.

What role did camp meetings play during the revivals?
Camp meetings were large outdoor religious gatherings that played a crucial role in the spread of
revivalism, especially during the Second Great Awakening, by bringing together diverse groups for
emotional worship and conversion experiences.

How did the revival movements affect Native American
communities?
Revival movements often pressured Native American communities to convert to Christianity, leading
to cultural changes and sometimes resistance, as indigenous spiritual practices were challenged or
suppressed.

What was the Third Great Awakening and when did it happen?
The Third Great Awakening occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, marked by an
emphasis on social gospel and progressive reforms, addressing issues like poverty, labor rights, and
education through Christian activism.

How did revivalism influence American politics?
Revivalism influenced American politics by motivating activists to push for legislation on moral issues
such as abolition of slavery, temperance laws, and women's suffrage, linking religious fervor with
political reform efforts.



Additional Resources
1. The Great Awakening: Revival and Religion in Colonial America
This book explores the series of religious revivals that swept through the American colonies in the
18th century, known collectively as the Great Awakening. It examines the social and political impact
of these revivals on colonial society, including the rise of evangelical denominations. The work
highlights key figures such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield and their role in shaping
American religious identity.

2. Revivalism and Social Reform in Antebellum America
Focusing on the period leading up to the Civil War, this book analyzes how revivalist movements
influenced social reform efforts such as abolitionism, temperance, and women's rights. It discusses
the connections between religious enthusiasm and activism, showing how revivalism energized
communities to pursue moral and social change. The text provides insights into the intersection of
faith and politics during a transformative era.

3. Second Great Awakening: Religion and Society in Early 19th Century America
This volume covers the Second Great Awakening, a widespread evangelical revival movement that
reshaped American religion and culture after 1790. It details the emergence of new denominations,
camp meetings, and revivalist preachers who emphasized personal salvation and societal
improvement. The book also addresses the movement's lasting effects on American democracy and
reform movements.

4. The Revivalist Spirit: Evangelicalism and American Identity
Examining the broader cultural and religious implications of revivalism, this book discusses how
evangelical revivals contributed to the formation of a distinct American identity. It traces the
evolution of revivalist thought and practice from early colonial times through the 19th century,
highlighting the role of revivalism in promoting individualism and communal values. The author also
considers how these religious movements influenced American literature and politics.

5. Fire from Heaven: The Charismatic Revivals in American History
This book provides a detailed account of charismatic revival movements throughout American history,
including Pentecostal and charismatic outbreaks in the 20th century. It explores the theological and
cultural dimensions of these revivals and their impact on American Christianity. The narrative includes
personal testimonies and historical analysis to illustrate the transformative power of charismatic
worship.

6. Revival and Reform: Religion and the Shaping of American Society
This comprehensive study links revival movements with broader social and political reforms in
American history. It shows how religious revivals inspired movements for education, abolition,
temperance, and civil rights, emphasizing the moral zeal that fueled these efforts. The book provides
a nuanced understanding of the relationship between faith and public life from the colonial period to
the modern era.

7. Awakening America: The Religious Revivals that Changed a Nation
This work offers an accessible overview of the major revival movements in American history,
highlighting their causes, key figures, and lasting legacies. It discusses how these revivals shaped
American religious pluralism and contributed to the nation’s cultural and social development. The
book presents revivalism as a dynamic force in the ongoing story of American identity.

8. The Revivalists: Pioneers of American Evangelicalism



Focusing on the lives and ministries of prominent revivalist leaders, this book profiles influential
figures such as Charles Finney, Dwight L. Moody, and Billy Sunday. It examines their strategies for
preaching and organizing revivals, as well as their impact on American religious life. The text also
considers the challenges and controversies surrounding revivalist movements.

9. Spirit and Society: Revivalism and Its Role in American Cultural History
This interdisciplinary study investigates the cultural, social, and religious significance of revivalism in
the United States. It explores revivalism’s influence on American music, art, literature, and
community life, emphasizing its role in shaping societal values. The book provides a rich context for
understanding how revival movements intersected with broader cultural trends.
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