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DEDICATION.

NDs AND Brethren,

I know of no persons under whose

patronage I can so properly introduce

this little work to those younger Minis-

ters, and private Christians, for whose

use it is chiefly designed, as yourselves.

The connexion which I had with you in

one of the most honourable and useful em-

ployments in which men can be engaged,

and the many proofs of kind regard

which I have received from you, induce

me to believe that you will not reluc-

tantly accept this slight testimony of

my affection, and of the interest which

I feel in your personal happiness, and



DEDICATION. ^ " --^ V

in the successful prosecution of. the im-

portant duties of the profession to which

you are devoted.

The numerous instances in .which your

sympathy was shown, during my long con-

tinued and desolating affliction, afforded

me as much solace as my overwhelming

calamity admitted. A remembrance of

them is still very grateful to me, now

that I am, through the singular mercy

of God, restored to as much health of

body and tranquillity of mind as I can

reasonably hope to enjoy during the

short remaining period of my Kfe.

" Labuntur anni: nee pietas moram

Rugis et instant! senectse

Aflferet, indomitaeque morti."

Horat. Od. lib. ii. 14.

Thrice happy ! that we are not destined

to exist always in so frail, so troubled.
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and so inconstant a condition as the

present state is found by us all to be;

but that we have, through the mercy

of our Lord Jesus Christ, a blessed hope

of immortahty in his presence. That

we all may be guided by his wisdom,

and guarded by his power, as long as we

are passing through this land of shadows,

is the earnest hope and fervent prayer of

Your ever affectionate Friend,

W. WALFORD.
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INTRODUCTION.

The many excellent books that are ex-

tant on the subject of prayer naturally

produce some hesitation respecting the

expediency of attempting to make an

addition to them. The foUomng consi-

derations m.ay, I hope, be thought to form

a sufficient apology for the undertaking.

Every writer, unless he condescends to be

a servile imitator of the compositions of

other men, has his own peculiar method

of thought and expression ; which, if it

be less engaging to numerous classes of

readers than that of their favourite
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authors, may possibly exercise some

attractive influence over others who are

not so pre-engaged, or who may not be

very conversant wdth books on such a

subject.

The progress of " the great innovator

—

Time," introduces new tastes, which it is

desirable to gratify by a succession of

writings, which, if not equalling in worth

the productions of former days, are yet

invested wdth the charm of novelty, that

may excite attention, which is in vain

solicited for the compositions of past

years.

I may further observe, that no work,

which has an object precisely similar to

that which I contemplate, has come

within the reach of my information : and

I have been assured by very competent

authority, that such a work, if executed

with tolerable ability, is called for, and

promises no inconsiderable degree of use-

fulness. Should I unfortunately subject

myself to unfavourable criticism, I shall
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Still be consoled by the consciousness that

I have, in this instance, pursued the same

course, with uprightness of intention, in

which the greater part of my life has been

spent—by endeavouring to instruct the

less informed, and to confirm in wisdom

and goodness those, to whose age, expe-

rience, and superior attainments, I have

been desirous of paying all becoming de-

ference and respect.

The definite object that I have in view

is, chiefly, to ofier some remarks, the

results of a good many years' experience,

not passed altogether without observ^ation,

on the most becoming manner of con-

ducting public and social engagements of

devotion. By public engagements of

devotion, I intend the prayers, the ofier-

ing of which forms so important a part

of the public duty of christian ministers

;

and by social engagements, I mean the

prayers that are presented by Christians

in general, at private devotional assem-

blies, as well as those which are offered
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by the heads of families, when surrounded

only by their relatives and domestics.

That a very considerable part of the plea-

sure and usefulness attendant on such

engagements is derived from a vdse and

becoming method of conducting them, is

too evident to be questioned.

Devotional acts consist of exercises of

the heart, and of the understanding;

faculties which are susceptible of daily im-

provement, where attention is directed to

them, and the proper means are employed.

It is of great importance to the aid of

improvement, that correct notions of the

particular objects to be attained should

be formed, and that habits of attention to

them should be acquired. Unless this be

done, there is little reason to hope that

knowledge will increase, or that improper

and unbecoming methods of discharging

these duties will be corrected. Our intellec-

tual and moral powers were imparted to us

for the purpose of improvement ; and every

spiritual endowment is both susceptible
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of increase, and adapted to it. We shall

be found negligent of due regard to the

divine Author of all our endowments, if

we fail in attempting to improve them

;

we shall lose the pleasure which ever

accompanies the conscious increase of

intelligence, and the cultivation of pure

and holy affections, regulated by wisdom

and propriety ; and we shall deprive our

fellow-worshippers of much of the satis-

faction and edification which they might

derive from our association with them, if

we abide satisfied with our present attain-

ments, and indifferent to their increase.

An obhgation of the most forcible and

stringent nature lies upon the professed

disciples of the blessed Redeemer, to em-

ploy his mediation, by presenting to the

throne of mercy, in his name, the most

perfect services which they are able to

bring. It is a very unbecoming return

for the inestimable blessings which his

condescension, labours, and sufferings have

procured for us, to be indifferent even to
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the manner in which we attempt to dis-

charge the duties of devotion. No indif-

ference was found in him ; his devotional

exercises were marked, not merely by

deep submission and perfect reverence for

God, but his manner was equally distin-

guished by " meekness of wisdom," and

a subdued chasteness both of sentiment

and diction. Nothing can be conceived

of so remote from inflated language, from

swelling words of vanity, from an affecta-

tion of ingenious turns or pretty conceits,

or from that boisterous magniloquence,

which too frequently usurps the place of

deep and pathetic expression, as the peti-

tions which our Lord Jesus Christ in-

structed his disciples to employ, and of

which he set before them the most exqui-

site example. Happy and honoured shall

we be if we are found endeavouring, in

some small degree, to imitate his grace

and dignity

!

There is reason to apprehend that in-

attention to such considerations is far
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too frequent ; and not a few of really pious

persons are found who permit themselves

to settle down in listless apathy, and to

remain content with the extremely defi-

cient attainments which they have made,

in reference to such duties of their chris-

tian profession. My object will be attained

if the composition and perusal of these

pages should have the effect of persuading

a few such worthy, but somewhat mistaken

persons, that they are really capable of

better things, and are not beyond the reach

of improvement, if they strenuously exert

themselves to obtain it.

The observation with which I shall ter-

minate these preliminary remarks, relates

to the interest which it becomes us to feel

for the honour of our profession and prac-

tice, as Dissenters from the Established

Church of our country. I wish we had it

in our power both to think and say that

the reproaches which are not unfrequently

cast by the less candid of our conforming

brethren upon the manner in which some
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of our public devotional services are per-

formed, were altogether unsustained by

truth. Our nonconformity may, I am

well assured, be defended by most cogent

reasons, and shown to combine a reve-

rential regard for the decisions of con-

science—the impregnable bulwark of our

common Protestantism—with a noble and

disinterested attachment to civil freedom.

Were our practice but as correct as our

principles are irrefragable, we should

seldom have to complain that our as-

semblies are not overflowing, or that our

churches are few in number, or incon-

siderable in extent.

I shall be forgiven, I hope, when I say,

that the book of Common Prayer, which

is the indispensable and exclusive instru-

ment of public devotion in the Church of

England, combines many patterns of pure,

simple, and fervent devotion, with nume-

rous very grievous errors and improprieties.

While I express my extreme surprise that

so many upright, intelligent, and acute
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clergymen can declare their " unfeigned

assent and consent" to all the contents of

that heterogeneous, though in some parts,

exquisite volume, I am far from wonder-

ing that having once scaled this apparently

insurmountable barrier, they should fre-

quently extol the formularies of devotion

which it comprehends, or that the less

pious and scrupulous among them should,

whenever a favourable opportunity occurs,

institute comparisons prejudicial to non-

conforming worship. It is truly an em-

ployment of little difficulty for an astute

and practised intellect to assemble on one

side all that is beautiful and attractive,

concealing or explaining away whatever of

contrary character might be detected by

inquisitive scrutiny, and then to contrast

this partial portraiture with all that can

be found of low, or feeble, or unpolished

character, among the advocates of an un-

endowed profession. My object, however,

is not to censure what appear to me to be

the inconsistencies of those from whom we
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dissent, but to provoke to jealousy my

more immediate brethren, that they may

aim, by increased intelligence, and atten-

tion to the graces of devotion, to exalt

their own profession, by means which even

the most uncandid followers of established

system shall be compelled to admire.



CHAPTER I.

ON THE DUTY OF PRAYER.

The principal object which these pages

have in view is, as has been intimated, to

promote the improvement of the disciples

of Christ in the discharge of public and

social devotion ; but before we enter

directly on a consideration of this leading

theme, it will not be foreign from the

purpose to engage in an investigation of

the reasons why we should pray ; of the

pre-requisites of prayer; and of the ob-

jects, as well as of the several parts, which

public and social prayer comprehend.

Such an investigation vdll promote the
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general purpose of this Essay, by bring-

ing into view the supreme importance of

prayer, and the consequent propriety of

using those means by which it may be

performed in the fittest manner. I pur-

pose, therefore, to devote this, and the

succeeding two chapters, to the inquiries

that have just been specified.

I. An investigation of the reasons why

we should pray demands our attention.

Prayer is largely taken to include ado-

ration of the Divine perfection and charac-

ter, of thanksgiving, and other constituent

parts of the exercise of devotion : taken

strictly, it means only petition, or suppli-

cation for the blessings that we need.

The latter sense is that to which our

attention is at present invited. The

Scriptures leave no room for doubt that

it is the duty of all men to pray, or that

fervent prayer, arising from a belief of his

declarations, is ever acceptable to God,

and ensures the bestowment of his bless-

ing. We might leave the matter here,
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and rely, with entire satisfaction, on this

clearest and surest proof of the duty in

question; but as not a few attempts

have been made to represent the practice

of prayer as irrational and useless, it may

be beneficial to indicate some of the prin-

cipal arguments derived from reason, by

which the propriety and necessity of it

may be vindicated. Young persons, more

especially of some thought and intelK-

gence, are liable to the direct attacks of

infidehty, as well as to the insidious in-

sinuations that are widely diffused by the

press, and covertly, if not openly, ad-

vanced in the converse of the world. On
this account it becomes necessary for

those who occupy the place of christian

instructors, to guard the inexperienced

and ingenuous inquirer against the de-

structive snares which he will scarcely fail

to encounter in his passage through life.

To urge to the determined adversaries of

revelation the authority of the sacred

volume of inspiration is vain ; they are



14 ON THE DUTY OF PRAYER.

clad in armour that turns aside such an

instrument of warfare ; so that it is indis-

pensable to meet them on the ground of

reason, which they arrogate to themselves,

and to contend with them by weapons, to

the force of which, their arguments, if not

themselves, are not invulnerable. Besides

this, in the present dark and enfeebled

condition of human nature, a variety of

prejudices, the sources of sceptical ob-

jection to whatever is most sacred, are

incessantly performing their natural em-

ployment of hardening the heart, and

retaining men at a criminal and dangerous

distance from intercourse with the Father

of their spirits. These foes to human

happiness, both present and future, are

not to be subdued by ignorance, or put

down without serious inquiry : they offer

themselves as the suggestions of reason,

and can be effectually eradicated from

their strongholds only by a clear detec-

tion of their contrariety to all that is most

reasonable.
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The objection against the exercise of

prayer, which has the greatest plausibihty,

is professed to be drawn from a conside-

ration of the unchangeableness of God.

It is urged that, prior to our prayers, he

has determined either that things shall

happen agreeably to our desires, or that

they shall be repugnant to them. If

the first be the state of the case, prayer

is superfluous, as we shall have what

we wish to obtain without it; if the

second be the decision of Heaven, that

decision cannot be reversed by any supph-

cations of ours. Before I suggest what

I beheve to be a sufficient reply to this

objection, I request attention to a few

general remarks respecting the reason-

ableness of prayer ; remarks that are not

directly aimed at this objection, but

which will contribute some aid towards

that reply which I shall afterwards oifer

in immediate relation to it.

1. It will be admitted by aU with whom
I should undertake to argue this point,
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that God is the supreme Proprietor and

Governor of all things. He alone is pos-

sessed of the power, wisdom, and good-

ness, whence benefits can be expected to

proceed. Not less certain is it that men

are altogether needy, and dependant on

his will. The favours that he has already

imparted to us, and which his universal

bounty is incessantly renewing, afibrd an

unanswerable proof that he is neither

indifferent towards us, nor indisposed to

communicate his gifts to us. He has so

constituted our nature, that, with the ex-

ception of atheists, unbelievers, and such

persons as are addicted only to vicious

indulgences, by which the better ten-

dencies of their nature have been over-

whelmed, men have universally concurred

in judgment, that prayer is neither un-

reasonable nor useless. In agreement

with this natural sentiment, they have

been found, from the earliest ages to the

present time, engaging in devotional

services. It is also a fact that cannot
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be questioned, that in all ages and coun-

tries the best and wisest men have been

numbered among those whose regard to

devotion has been most earnest, and their

performance of its duties most constant.

We may add to these proofs of the

natural tendency of the mind to draw

conclusions favourable to the practice of

devotion, the many instances in which the

latent sentiments of the soul have been

developed in seasons of distress and im-

minent danger, by men of previously irre-

ligious and infidel character. Such men,

in the days of health and apparent se-

curity, are wont to ridicule the practice

of piety, and cast contempt on what they

regard as superstitious, or fanatical imbe-

cility. But when danger has threatened

them, or death has placed its terrors in

array before them, they have, in number-

less cases, betrayed the most terrific

apprehensions ; have loudly called for the

mercy which they derided, and have ofiered

to the neglected and insulted Sovereign of

C
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the world the most impassioned suppli-

cations for relief and safety. In such

instances nature asserts its power, and

conscience, painfully excited, pays a last

and reluctant homage to the truth that

was obscured by the infatuating influences

of infidelity and impiety, or disregarded

amidst the clamour and contention of

domineering passions.

II. The influence which a constant re-

gard to the exercises of devotion exerts,

in aid of moral and religious improvement,

furnishes a clear and decisive testimony to

its reasonableness and propriety. The

daily practice of prayer brings the soul

into the immediate presence of the infi-

nitely perfect Being, under circumstances

most favourable for producing vivid and

permanent impressions of his supreme

moral excellence ; for it is inconsistent

with the nature of our mental faculties to

be brought into frequent intercourse with

God, without an elevation of soul in some

degree corresponding with his character.
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Association with such a Being will neces-

sarily influence the thoughts and feelings

;

and serious reflections on the majesty,

omnipresence, and all-sufiiciency of the

Deity, cannot fail to produce such a re-

membrance of him as will habitually act

upon the temper of the mind. An ele-

vation of religious and moral sentiment

will gradually take place, and a transfor-

mation of the soul into a resemblance,

remote indeed, yet real, of the Divine

perfection, will aflbrd the surest pledge

of the beneflcial effects of enlightened and

fervent prayer. The important and es-

sential duty of self-government will also

come into increasing exercise, while fre-

quent intercourse with him, to whom our

most retired thoughts and purposes are

known, stimulates to the attainment of

the knowledge of ourselves, and to a strict

scrutiny of our active principles and ha-

bitual conduct.

It may further be observed, that the

beneficial influence of devotional habit

c 2



20 ON THE DUTY OF PRAYER.

will not be confined to the formation and

increase of due sentiments in relation to

God and to ourselves, but will extend

itself over the whole sphere of human

duty. He who constantly and earnestly

prays for himself will certainly not fail to

pray for others ; and intercession for our

friends and fellow - creatures will widen

the circle of benevolent affections, and dis-

pose us to regard the whole human race

as a fraternity, the well-being of which

we shall seek to advance in proportion to

the opportunities that present themselves

for this purpose. It must indeed be ad-

mitted that such effects can be looked for

from no other species of devotion than

that which is illuminated by just concep-

tions of the Divine nature, and is alto-

gether under the control of consistency

and sincerity. To become beneficial,

prayer must be serious, earnest, and free

fi:om the alloy of superstition and vain

pretence. Any other kind of what may

be misnamed devotion cannot be conceived
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of as pleasing to the great Object of it, or

capable of producing the moral and ele-

vating effects that have been spoken of.

Unenlightened, insincere, or formal de-

votion tends only to sustain groundless

expectations, and to deteriorate rather

than improve the character. Whether

the influence that has now been assigned

to genuine devotion is une of the delusions

of fancy, or the just estimate which an

enlightened understanding forms, must be

submitted to the decision of my readers,

every one of whom that is disposed to

comply with the evident conclusions of

reason, will, I have little hesitation in

saying, determine that the obligations

to devotion derive a powerful support

from the considerations that have been

suggested.

III. The next step of our progress is,

to offer a sufficient reply to the objection

against the practice of prayer, which is

drawn from the unchangeable character

and purposes of the Most High.
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1 . That the character of the Governor of

the world is immutable, and his purposes

unalterable, I not merely admit, but

strenuously maintain. There can be no

rational doubt that the government of

God over the universe is regulated, even

in its minutest details, by a fixed and

irrevocable plan. To imagine the con-

trary would be to invest the all-perfect

wisdom and intelligence with the short-

sightedness, weakness, and versatility of

mortals. May so absurd and irrational a

notion be removed to the utmost from us !

If we are unable to combine human duty

with divine perfection, let us not attempt

to lower the standard of the one, or to

countenance opinions that are subversive

of the supremacy of the other. It is

far from being indispensable for us to re-

move all difficulties which may appear to

press on theological subjects; and to de-

cline the performance of what is clearly

perceived to be a duty of paramount

obligation, till we can reconcile all
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the seeming discrepancies of the divine

government to our narrow faculties, will

prove only, to unprejudiced and sagacious

observers, that we wish to evade the per-

formance of an irksome task, by apologies

that are entirely insignificant and power-

less.

2, Before we proceed to draw any

conclusions from the admitted unchange-

ableness of God, and the fixed plan on

which he conducts the afiairs of the world,

it will be well to understand clearly what

is intended by such a plan. The objec-

tion that we have now to encounter pro-

ceeds on the presumption, that the plan

of the divine government has provided

only for ends, and that the means of

effecting them form no part of the original

design. Such an arrangement is, how-

ever, completely at variance with our

notions of divine government, and altoge-

ther contrary to what experience teaches

us to be the modes by which the divine

purposes are effected. We perceive in
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the actual progress of tlie plan of Provi-

dence, that every good v^^hich is attainable

by men is to be sought for by the use of

means, w^hich appear to be suited to the

end that they have in view. In very

many cases we cannot, indeed, be certainly

assured that the end will follow the em-

ployment of the means which experience

teaches us to employ. In innumerable

instances, the connexions that regulate

the occurrence of events are so far beyond

our limited information, that disappoint-

ment not unfrequently takes place after

the most strenuous endeavours to obtain,

by means apparently fitted to our purpose,

the objects of our desire. But though

this cannot be controverted, we do not

conceive ourselves to be warranted to

expect the acquisition of any valuable

object of pursuit, without the use of ap-

propriate means. Probability leads to a

hope that we shall succeed in our efforts,

when they are prudently directed; and

the man is universally regarded as little
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short of insanity, who looks for the end

without employing the means by which it

is generally obtained. Nor is he looked

upon in a very different manner who

greatly needs some advantage which might

possibly be attained, but is induced, either

by the weakness of his understanding, or

the indolence of his temper, to forego the

probable benefit because he is unable to

discern the absolute certainty of success

in the pursuit of it.

That Divine Providence has arranged a

plan sufficiently comprehensive to include

all events is, as has been admitted, incon-

trovertible ; but because we discern the

truth of this position, it is far from follow-

ing that we are in possession of all the

details of the plan. It is most certain

that we know next to nothing respecting

it ; and our ignorance is very often, with-

out doubt, the cause of the failures that

we suffer. Yet we persist in believing

that there is a dependance of ends on

means, though in so many cases we are
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unable to trace it. If, then, it can be shown

that any specific good is probably attain-

able, and that we shall be reduced to the

lowest degree of indigence and misery

unless we can obtain it, what is the course

that reason dictates ? However great the

difficulty may be in speculation, there is

no ground of hesitation about the practice

that we are to adopt. An agriculturist is

desirous that his land should produce an

abundant crop ; does he stay his processes

of manuring, ploughing, and sowing, till

he has ascertained what is the intention

of God with respect to his fields ? Does

he expect that the event will prove similar,

whether he employs the means of render-

ing the soil productive, or neglects them ?

Will he sit down with folded arms, and

say, if God has decreed that my fields

shall be loaded with a smiling and plentiful

harvest, it will be so, whether I labour or

continue to sit at my ease ; but that if he

has determined otherwise, all my exertions

will prove unavailing? Similar interro-
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gations might be put in relation to all the

pursuits that engage the attention of men,

and the replies would in every case corre-

spond. Let the case then of the special

favours that we need at the hands of God

be put, and what will be the result ?

Why, that if we would reap, we must

first plough and sow. We know it is

admitted beforehand that the event of

our prayers is predetermined, and forms a

part of the vast scheme of Providence ; and

as that scheme is concealed from us, we

cannot, with absolute certainty, predict

what will be the precise eifect of our exer-

tions : but this forms no reason why we

should neglect to employ them, for we

know that if we do not, no rational hope

can be maintained that we shall attain the

benefits of which we desire to be the

possessors.

You wish, then, to acquire the favour

and protection of the Most High
;

you

earnestly long to obtain the most valuable

blessings for yourselves, and for your
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friends
;
you are fully assured that God

alone is able to impart them, and that

there is not a shadow of hope that you

can derive them from any other source

;

you are aware that there is an established

order of means and ends ; and though you

cannot obtain an infallible assurance that

your requests will in all cases be followed

by success, still you have reason to think

that the probabilities are all on your side

;

while you are, or may be, most fully

assured, that if, on any pretence whatever,

you neglect to employ the means, you

must be content to forego the blessings

which, you say, you are earnestly desirous

of obtaining.

3. We may now remark, in applica-

tion to this objection, that the design of

prayer is not to effect any change in the

purposes and plan of the great Governor

of the world ; these are known to be un-

changeable. The purposes of God are,

however, surrounded by a cloud, through

which no exertions of ours can penetrate ;
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and as there is no possibility of knowing

what they are, so it would be, in a manner,

infinitely absurd for us to imagine that we

should determine our conduct by a refer-

ence to what is so immeasurably beyond

the grasp of our comprehension. One

general purpose of God we collect indeed

from what analogy teaches us—that if we

voluntarily abide in ignorance and impiety,

misery must ineidtably follow. We are,

moreover, sensible that the relation in

which wicked men stand to their Creator

and Sovereign is widely different from

that in which pious and upright men are

placed towards the same Being; and it

would be the very consummation of ab-

surdity to suppose that such a diversity of

relation involves no diversity of retribu-

tion. The proper object, then, of prayer

is to produce an alteration, not in God,

but in ourselves, and a change of the rela-

tion in which we stand towards him, so

long as we abide in a condition of oppo-

sition to his nature and will.
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IV. I shall conclude this inquiry re-

specting the reasons why we should pray,

by a brief consideration of the question

—

Whether it is not more consonant with

reason to suppose that God will bestow

the gifts of his bounty on those who con-

stantly and sincerely seek him, than on

such as disregard his worship, and live as

though he were altogether inattentive to

the moral and religious distinctions that

are found among men ? If we build our

conclusions, in reference to this question,

on considerations drawn from the prin-

ciples on which men universally act towards

each other, it is at once decided. No one

in possession of his understanding will

undertake to maintain that men approve

of those who treat them with disregard

or negligent contempt ; or that they are

indifferent or averse to others, who ex-

press, by every means in their power,

the sentiments of esteem, veneration, and

affection, which they entertain towards

them. This would be to abandon every
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suggestion, both of respect for themselves,

and of benevolence, not to say of justice,

towards others. In nothing are mankind

more agreed than the propriety of show-

ing kindness to those who evince a dis-

position respectful and friendly to them

;

or to mark their sense of the improper

behaviour of others, by a corresponding

deportment. The reverse would be mon-

strous, and is indeed impracticable. Now
as this universal sentiment is founded on

the principles that are essential to human

nature, we are justified in looking upon it

as a clear indication of the Divine pro-

pensity, to put a prominent difference

between those who diligently cultivate the

favour of their Creator and Lord, and

those who act towards him as if they were

independent of him, and under no obliga-

tion of reason or duty to pay attention to

his honour and will.

A prevalent belief has obtained among

the more cultivated nations, both of an-

cient and modern times, that God is the
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universal Parent and Father : but cer-

tainly all analogy on which this appella-

tion is founded must be taken away if

he, unlike a wise and affectionate parent,

should act in a manner so subversive of

his rectitude and goodness as to regard

the evil and the good alike.

Before I quit this part of the subject

it may be proper, in order to obviate any

misconception of the arguments that have

been urged in support of the practice of

prayer, to observe, that the discussion has

been carried on upon the principles, not

of revelation, but such as are admitted by

all those adversaries of it who profess

to believe that the world is an emanation

of divine power and energy, and that God

is the natural and moral governor of it.

With those misguided and unhappy per-

sons who fancy that the universe is the

offspring of chance, or nature, or laws

without a lawgiver, or an effect without

any cause whatever, I have no design

of contending in these pages. A very
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great mistake will, however, be made, if

any of my readers should imagine that

I discredit the claims of the inspired

volume, or that I would, for a moment,

hesitate to avow my full assurance of its

paramount authority, or of the inexpres-

sible advantages that result from it. My
object was, indeed, distinctly stated at

the commencement of this inquiry, and

the necessity of repeating it arises from

a wish that I may be clearly understood
;

as I have noticed, with concern, in some

pious and excellent Christians, indications

of a sentiment almost akin to a morbid

feehng, when they have witnessed any

attempts to establish moral and religious

obHgations upon the basis of reason ; as

if all such endeavours were prompted by

a wish to diminish the supreme authority

of revelation, and to claim a vantage

ground for the deductions of our feeble

and most limited intelligence. " He that

takes away reason to make way for reve-

lation puts out the light of both, and

D
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does much-what tlie same as if he would

persuade a man to put out his eyes, the

better to receive the remote light of an

invisible star by a telescope."— Locke,

Hum. Und. bookiv. chap. 19.



CHAPTER II.

ON THE PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER.

Some of my readers will, I fear, have been

wearied by the rather abstract discussion

to which their attention has been directed

;

but we are unable, by any process mate-

rially different, to establish the right of

placing the duty of prayer on the ground

of reason, as well as on that of revelation.

How far this brief effort to accomplish

what I cannot but regard as an object of

very great importance is successful, I

respectfully submit to the determination

of those who may be qualified to form a

correct judgment on the subject. We
d2
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now proceed to topics of easier elucidation,

and on which the dictates of the holy

Scriptures will form our infallible rules

of guidance.

On examining what are, I think, with

sufficient propriety here styled the pre-

requisites of prayer, we find them to be of

two classes ; the one consists of those dis-

positions and states of the soul which are

indispensable to the offering of acceptable

prayer; and the other, of those attain-

ments which, though not of so indispen-

sable a character, are yet of very great

importance.

I. Our first inquiry relates to the in-

dispensable prerequisites of prayer. No
one who is accustomed to peruse the

sacred Scriptures with due attention can

fail to have noticed that the state and

disposition of the soul are there repre-

sented as things of essential importance

in relation to prayer. We are taught

that " the sacrifice of the wicked is an

abomination to the Lord : but the prayer
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of the upright is his delight
:

" * that, " if

I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord

will not hear me."-}- The man who en-

gages in prayer is warned to pray " in

faith, nothing wavering."J These, and

many similar passages of Scripture, render

it abundantly plain that there are states

and dispositions of the soul essential to the

exercise of prayer. We may sum them

up under the heads of,—a deep conscious-

ness of our own necessities,—a belief that

God is both able and willing to supply

our necessities if we diligently seek him,

—

and an earnest and permanent desire of

obtaining this supply in the way which

God has appointed. These are indispen-

sable prerequisites of all acceptable devo-

tion.

1. A deep consciousness of our own

necessities is essential to acceptable devo-

tion. There exist but too many proofs

that prayer is often presented to God as

* Prov. XV. 8. t Ps. Ixvi. 18. + James i. 6.
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a species of bribe to induce him to impart

his favour; in other cases it is offered

with a self-sufficient temper, not as an

expression of want, but as a gift or ser-

vice, which, however performed, must of

necessity be agreeable to him ; and in

some instances it is substituted as a com-

mutation for practices which the worship-

pers are aware to be displeasing to God,

but to which they are secretly resolved to

adhere, with an expectation, rather im-

plied than expressed, that he will esteem

such services as the expiations of guilt

which is thus habitually contracted. It

would be well if the inattentive and mis-

guided adherents of forms of devotion,

established and sanctioned by ecclesiastical

authority, would seriously inquire if their

endless repetitions of such forms are not

justly liable to be attributed to some

such causes as have been specified. It is

very far from being my design to insinuate

that the devotional forms, either of the

Catholic communion or of the Protestant
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Establishment of England, necessarily con-

tribute either to the formation or main-

tenance of the ignorant prejudices to which

I have alluded : but it might prove a

beneficial exercise of mind if those per-

sons who are superstitiously devoted to

them would inquire how far their con-

tinued performance of these rites is pro-

ductive of any fruits of moral and spiritual

improvement. We may assuredly con-

clude, that where this is not the case, in

some perceptible degree, there is a melan-

choly want of that " keeping of the heart

wdth all diligence," which the holy Scrip-

tures describe as " the source of the issues

of life."

Superstition, ignorance, and insincerity,

are not, however, exclusively found among

the devotees of established formularies.

These are blemishes too congenial to the

native indolence and repugnance of the

heart to acts of spirituality, to belong

entirely to any class of profession. The

many inconsistencies that are apparent in
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the conduct of numbers who separate

themselves from the communions that

have been noticed, too clearly indicate

that some essential mistake vitiates their

religious performances, and renders them

entirely unproductive of benefit, however

free they may be from the trammels of

instituted forms, or how much soever the

persons that engage in them may pride

themselves upon the liberty which they

enjoy. Immoral, careless, and worldly

behaviour furnishes a condemning evi-

dence, whatever the exterior of nominal

profession may be, that " the heart is not

right with God."

It is, it might be thought, so clearly

evinced by the Scriptures, that nothing

short of a due and lowly sense of our

inexpressible guilt and helplessness can

conduce to devotional services agreeable

to the infinite holiness and majesty of

God, as to need no further proof, did not

accumulated experience show, that amidst

the full splendour of light which the
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gospel has shed over the darkness of men,

they still continue, in great multitudes,

unconscious of their poverty, and in-

sensible to the heavenly attractions of the

Divine message. What can be so clear

as the statements that are made by Christ

himself of the necessity of humility, and

a lowly estimate of ourselves ? Can any

additional proof be v^^anted that such a

state of mind is essential to acceptable

devotion, when we hear him saying,

" Blessed are the poor in spirit?"* or

when our attention is directed to the

severe rebuke which he addressed, after

his ascension, to some of the ignorant and

self-sufficient persons who prided them-

selves on their attainments ? " Thou

sayest, I am rich, and increased with

goods, and have need of nothing; and

knowest not that thou art wretched,

and miserable, and poor, and blind, and

naked." f

* Matt. V. 3. t Rev.iii. 17.



42 PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER.

An attentive consideration of the proper

nature and design of prayer would dispel

these clouds of ignorance, and scatter

those baneful prejudices in which incon-

siderate mortals take refuge. Prayer, as

the strict meaning of the word implies, is

the addressing of petitions to the Author

of all good, significant of our necessities,

and expressive of our sense of insufficiency

and unworthiness. The dictates of reve-

lation assure us, that when we have done

all that is required, we are bound to look

upon ourselves as " unprofitable servants
:"

how much more does it become us to

humble ourselves in the sight of the

righteous Sovereign and Lawgiver, whose

instructions we have shghted, and whose

precepts we have violated, in instances

more than we can enumerate ! If an

examination of our past conduct and our

present state be instituted with sincerity

and due precision, we shall learn that

we are "laden with iniquity," that our

" transgressions exceed the number of
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the hairs upon our heads," and that our

spiritual and moral faculties are so dis-

ordered and broken, that " from the

crown of the head, to the feet," we are

polluted and vitiated on every side. We
shall then hsten to that awful voice which

declares, that " the wrath of God is re-

vealed from heaven against all ungodliness

and unrighteousness of men."* If we

make experiment of our spiritual strength,

and of the force of our most stedfast pur-

poses, we shall discover that our strength

is weakness, and that "when we would

do good, evil is present with us."f We
shall be impressed by an alarming con-

viction that life is fast ebbing, and that

the current of time is rapidly and irre-

sistibly bearing us on towards the ocean

of interminable being, which presents no

prospect to the impenitent and unregene-

rate, but one of hopeless anguish and

despair. What, in such a case, becomes

* Rom. i. 18. t Rom. vii. 21.



44 PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER.

of lifeless, formal, mechanical, and self-

sufficient addresses to God ; when the

soul, feeling itself to be treading on the

very surface of perdition, exclaims, " Lord,

save me, I perish?" In fine, when we

reflect upon the description given of Him
who is the sole object of prayer, " that

evil shall not stand in his sight, that he

hates all the workers of iniquity,"* and

combine with this view of his character

his explicit announcement, that he " will

fill the hungry with good things, and send

the rich empty away," f shall we still need

to be assured that a deep consciousness of

our own necessities is essential to accept-

able prayer ?

2. A belief that God is both able and

willing to supply our necessities, if we
diligently seek him, forms a requisite

for the exercise of acceptable devotion.

In the gross ignorance in which men are

for the most part content to abide, they

* Psalm V. 5. f Luke i. 53.



PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER. 45

are prone to fancy that the Most High

needs somewhat from them, and that if

they present to him a few occasional, cold,

and heartless services, he must of necessity

conceive himself to be greatly honoured

by them. Did they employ the sagacity

on this subject by w^hich multitudes are

distinguished in conducting the ordinary

business of life, they would soon become

sensible of the egregious absurdity and

intolerable arrogance of such imaginations.

These are, however, suffered to dwell

within them, not indeed as sentiments

to be universally expressed or publicly

avowed, but as the secret palliatives of

a disease, of whose presence they are not

wholly unconscious, but with which they

tamper till the season of effectual cure is

for ever passed away. Just conceptions

of the character of God, and the relations

in which men stand to him, as their Cre-

ator and Sovereign, would banish from

their minds all such injurious and un-

hallowed notions, and bring them to a
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becoming sentiment of their obligations

to love him supremely, and to regulate all

their principles of thought and conduct

by a regard to his will.

(1.) That God is able to supply every

w^ant by w^hich men can be affected is so

immediate a consequence of his omnipo-

tence and all-sufficiency, as to render, in

a great degree superfluous, any particular

proof of it. The sacred volume abounds

with the most magnificent descriptions of

Divine power, expressed with transcendent

sublimity, and immediately connected

with the design of inducing men to repose

their hopes on him.— " Hast thou not

known, hast thou not heard, that the

everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of

the ends of the earth, fainteth not, neither

is weary ? there is no searching of his

understanding. He giveth power to the

faint ; and to them that have no might he

increaseth strength. Even the youths

shall faint and be weary, and the young

men shall utterly fall ; but they that
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wait upon the Lord shall renew their

strength ; they shall mount up with wings

as eagles ; they shall run, and not be weary

;

and they shall walk, and not faint." * No
possible kind of want can be experienced

which transcends the capacity of Divine

power to relieve.

("2.) An account somewhat more de-

tailed and particular is requisite, in con-

sidering the willingness of God to relieve

the necessities, which can never exceed

the fulness of his power and sufficiency.

This is rendered necessary by the conside-

ration that when men are first awakened

to just conceptions of their own insuffi-

ciency, and of the surpassing majesty and

sufficiency of God, they are prone to

question his willingness to succour them,

and to indulge in imaginations, that the

reason why their every want is not sup-

plied is to be found in the reluctance of

God to impart to them the rich abundance

* Isa. xl. 28—31.
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of his power and blessing. Were the

great Author of their being but as ready,

they imagine, to communicate his favours

as they are anxious and soHcitous to share

in them, every want would be at once

supplied, and every complaint removed.

We shall presently see that this is a

groundless imagination, which has its

origin in an imperfect acquaintance with

the benignity of the Most High, and is

supported by delusive conceptions of their

own state of mind and feeling.

Nothing would be easier than to fill

many pages with an account of the reasons

which we have for drawing a conclusion

directly the reverse of that which has been

just noticed ; and of showing that we are

not straitened in God, but that we are

straitened by our own unbelief, impa-

tience, and want of submission to what

are not unfrequently the inscrutable de-

terminations of his providence and grace.

I shall, however, restrict myself chiefly to

one class of the arguments which evince
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that God is, in reality, far more ready to

impart than we are to receive the ines-

timable riches of his bounty. The proof

of this to which I refer is in itself, indeed,

but one, yet it is so comprehensive as to

include every other, and so express as to

authorise no doubt. I shall avail myself

of the words of inspired wisdom to an-

nounce this proof. *' God so loved the

world that he gave his only-begotten Son,

that whosoever believeth in him, should

not perish, but have everlasting life."*

The conclusion which inevitably follows is

in the words of another heavenly mes-

senger. " He that spared not his own

Son, but delivered him up for us all, how

shall he not with him also freely give us

aU things ? " f The first and most iimne-

diate thought which these sayings present

is, that God has given to us the surest

pledge of his willingness to save to the

uttermost, which it was in the compass of

* John iii. 16. t R-om. viii. 32.
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his unsearchable love to impart. Is it

thought that this statement is too wide ?

or that it is placing a limitation on that

which is illimitable ? I write advisedly,

with entire reverence for the infinite per-

fection of the Being of whom I speak,

that the statement that almighty love has

no greater proof to give of willingness to

save, is altogether free from every degree

of hyperbolical exaggeration. It is strictly

and literally true. The gift that was be-

stowed is the gift of himself. The divine

Saviour clothed himself in mortal array,

he wore the semblance and reality of

human infirmity, he subjected himself to

the death of the cross, " he was crucified

through weakness,"* yet while he ap-

peared in the form of a servant, his glory

was but veiled from human perception,

he was still the same he had ever been,

from everlasting, essentially and eternally

God.

• 2 Cor. xiii. 4.
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What the distinction is betweeen the

Father who gave the Son, and the Son

who was given, while it is unequivocally

and in express terms asserted by the holy

Scriptures, is left altogether unexplained

;

nor indeed is there a single word contained

in the sacred volume, which may justly be

looked upon as a basis on which any

attempts to elucidate it may be placed.

The more intelligent and wiser writers

upon theological subjects appear now to

concur in judging, that no explanation

can be given of this profound and myste-

rious article of the christian belief. Every

effort that has been made for the purpose

of bringing it wdthin the comprehension of

our minds has failed, and there is reason

to hope that no further endeavours will

be made by sober and well-informed men

to remove the veil which has evidently

been thrown around it with design.

The Scriptures place before us the fol-

lowing facts in relation to this topic:—that

the Father is possessed of every divine

e2
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perfection ; that the Son is one with the

Father ; that God is one to the exclusion

of every other ; and that the Father sent

the Son to redeem the world. They

further state, that the Son took upon

himself the nature of man, and that he

effected human redemption by devoting

himself to the death of the cross as a

sacrifice of expiation. It is every way

w^orthy of our deep consideration, that no

reasonings are appealed to in the enunci-

ation of these facts ; no attempts are

made to illuminate our ignorance, or to

gratify our curiosity, by metaphysical or

abstract arguments respecting their nature

;

nor any efforts used to remove the many

speculative difficulties which are involved

in them. Their truth rests solely on

divine testimony, and on this ground

must we place our faith, with an implicit

subjection of our understandings to it.

Any other procedure will expose us to

the subtle and unsatisfying disputations

of sceptical inquiry, or to the chimerical
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and vagrant reveries of enthusiasm ; and

it will be w^ell if we finally shun a relin-

quishment of the most essential articles

of the christian profession.

"We now return to our immediate sub-

ject of consideration, from w^hich this short

digression has been made. That subject

is the truly stupendous proof which it has

pleased the infinitely wise God to afford,

by giving himself for man, that he is

willing to bestow the greatest blessings

upon those who diligently seek him. If

this argument be thought insufficient, or

unsatisfactory, we can proceed no further.

Every other reason for believing the

willingness of God to save us from all

evil, falls unspeakably below this in force

of evidence and persuasion. How power-

fully and affectingly this argument may

be put, we have a fine illustration in the

words of the apostle :
" When w^e were yet

without strength, in due time Christ died

for the ungodly. For scarcely for a right-

eous man will one die : yet peradventure
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for a good man some would even dare to die.

But God commendeth his love towards us,

in that while we were yet sinners, Christ

died for us."* Now it is the belief of

this revealed fact, and of the consequence

that immediately follows from it, which

forms the most indispensable prerequisite

for prayer. If this be wanting, all others

will prove unavailing. There is no ap-

proach for sinful mortals to the throne of

the Father, but through the mediation of

the Son. " The Father loveth the Son,

and hath given all things into his hand.

He that believeth on the Son, hath ever-

lasting life : and he that believeth not the

Son, shall not see life ; but the wrath of

God abideth on him."f " Having there-

fore, brethren, boldness to enter into the

holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new

and living way which he hath consecrated

for us, and having a high priest over the

house of God : let us draw near with a

Rom. V. C—8. t Jolin iii. 35, 36.
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true heart, in full assurance of faith : " *

i. e. with a full belief of the truth that

God is willing to accept us, through the

mediation of his Son, which he has ap-

pointed for this express purpose.

My inquiring and anxious readers will

now permit me for a moment to direct

their attention to this most interesting

and engaging topic. You are aware that

you have departed from the best and

greatest of beings by your transgressions

;

that you are without power to make com-

pensation for your violations of the laws

of eternal and immutable rectitude ; and

that you are utterly destitute of strength

to preserve yourselves from the induce-

ments to evil which surround you on all

sides, both from within and from without.

What then will you do ? How, you say,

shall we approach the seat of inviolable

purity and of unchangeable righteous-

ness, to offer up our feeble but earnest

• Heb. X. 19—22,
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aspirations for the mercy wiiicli alone can

sustain and save us ? Consider if any

other reply can be made to such inquiries,

after the statements that have been placed

before you, but the original and invariable

one which is provided by the Gospel,

" Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and

thou shalt be saved." Take with you to

the Father this argument, — Thou hast

not spared thy own Son, but delivered

him up for us all, how wilt thou not

with him also freely give us all things ?

"

This is sufficient : and it is all-sufficient.

Strenuously adhere to it, and shake off

every apprehension, either that it is in-

complete, or that there is any prohi-

bition against your true and continued

use of it.

As this is a theme of vital interest, I

shall request attention to it a little longer.

It is out of my power to describe with

perfect fulness the difficulties that oppose

what is apparently so simple and easy

a process. A few of them, however, it
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is necessary to specify, for the purpose

of showing in what manner only they are

all to be surmounted.

(I.) The first class of such difficulties

arises from a variety of suggestions which

fasten themselves on the thoughts of

those who are desirous of approaching

to God for mercy, respecting the multi-

tude, the magnitude, the aggravations, or

peculiar character of their past trans-

gressions. Indescribable fears, darkness,

and distress are wont oftentimes to ac-

company this state of the mind, and to

inspire it with apprehensions, in some

instances amounting nearly to utter de-

spair, that every effort is vain, and that

there is no reasonable hope of deliverance.

What in such a case is to be done ? Are

you to aim at extenuating the guilt that

cleaves to you? will you try to find out

some reason why God should receive you,

derived from your having been less defiled

by iniquity than some other sinners? Will

you advert to your freedom from out-
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rageous and extraordinary crimes ? or will

you think of cleansing yourselves by tears,

by ardent supplications, by works of mercy

and charity, or by deeds of self-denial and

mortification? No; none of these courses

will succeed. Admit, then, the whole of

the guiltiness which presses upon you;

make no efforts to diminish its extent,

aggravations, or pecuHarity
;

place no

reliance on foundations so insecure and

tottering. Believe that the Son of God

died for all ; that his blood is the propiti-

ation for every kind and degree of ini-

quity ; that he invites you with outspread

arms to come to him, and gives you his

solemn reiterated assurances that he will

in no wise cast you out. Consider the

supreme dignity of his nature, the pur-

poses of his death and resurrection, the

inexpressible love and tenderness of his

heart, displayed in all his conduct; re-

member his perfect truth, his solemn

pledges, his living power, and cast far

from you every other support of hope,
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that you may cleave alone to him, and to

the completeness of his salvation. Take

this " shield of faith, wherewith you shall

be able to quench all the fiery darts of

the wicked."*

In bringing this section to a close,

allow me to suggest a caution against the

perplexities which entangle the minds of

many, derived from the various and con-

tradictory accounts that are given, as well

by systematic writers, as by those who

express the greatest contempt for systems,

respecting the nature of faith. Let me
urge you to recollect that the Scriptures

were written for the use of the illiterate,

as much as for that of the erudite ; and

that they would be unfit for the vast

majority of those by whom they are most

seriously perused, if the account which

they give of so transcendently important

an endow^ment, as faith is every where in

them represented to be, were so refined,

* Ephes.vi. 16.
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SO subtile, or so profound, as that none

but learned critics, philologists, or meta-

physicians could with certainty ascertain

its meaning. Alas ! these, and others

who have wished to be thought such, are

the very persons by whom chiefly the

perplexity has been created. Many of

these are the persons who have fastened

on the plain and intelligible accounts

of revelation, the obscure, sophistical,

and unintelligible glosses of superficial

or profound, of fanatical or rational in-

terpretation. Faith is a plain term : it

is as well understood, probably, as any

word in the English language. Every one

knows what is meant by believing a credi-

ble declaration or testimony. Well, the

declaration about which we are concerned

is a declaration of God, delivered by

Jesus Christ and hi§ Apostles respecting

the salvation of sinful men. The decla-

ration is, that God is able and willing

to save you, if you are vviUing to be

saved by him. This is the truth to be
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believed. If any proof be required of the

correctness of this representation, it may

be found in one of the most affecting and

persuasive passages that are contained in

the inspired volume. " All things are of

God, who hath reconciled us to himself

by Jesus Christ, and hath given to us—the

Apostles—the ministry of reconciliation
;

to wit, that God was in Christ, reconcihng

the world unto himself, not imputing their

trespasses unto them; and hath committed

unto us the word of reconciliation. Now,

then, we are ambassadors for Christ, as

though God did beseech you by us : we

pray you in Christ's stead, be ye recon-

ciled to God. For he hath made him to

be sin for us, who knew no sin
;

(or, as is

more clear,) he hath made him, who knew

no sin, to be sin for us, that we might be

made the righteousness of God in him."*

The conclusion to be drawn from these

words is, that God is reconciled to man

* 2 Cor. V. 18, adjiju
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by Jesus Christ, and that he is willing,

nay, that he beseeches us, to be reconciled

to him, by believing in his power and

willingness to save us, through the substi-

tution of his Son for us. A belief of this

truth is the instrument by which men are

to be saved, and it is exclusively so. The

chief fault that will be found with this

account of faith is, that it is so easy, so

intelligible a matter, that it cannot be

supposed to be the true, vital, saving

faith that is inseparably connected with

salvation. It would be extremely difficult

to enumerate all the definitions that have

been given of this word, or to assign all

the distinctions that have been attached

to it. It is, however, matter of little con-

cern, whether it be called historical faith,

or faith of the head, or of the heart, or

faith of reliance, or faith of assurance

:

to believe the declaration or testimony of

God, delivered first by his Son, and then

by his servants the Apostles, is the faith of

the gospel which is able to save the soul.
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(2.) The second class of difficulties that

are frequently experienced by men, as

opposing their belief of the declaration

of the gospel, in application to their own

case, arises from their conscious weakness.

There probably never was a Christian

that has not in the progress of his chris-

tian course, especially at its commence-

ment, been beset with fears, originating

in the consciousness of his owai extreme

infirmity and utter helplessness. His

purposes often fail, his most fixed reso-

lutions give way, in some instances or

other, to the inducements to evil that

encompass him ; the ignorance and un-

certainty in which he finds himself often

placed, in relation to many important

points of duty, all concur to excite appre-

hensions respecting the reality of his faith

and the permanence of his piety. He
aims at fighting the good fight, but is

conscious of being so often foiled, that

he is reduced to the borders of despair,

and retains little expectation that he shall
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finish his course with joy. He is deeply

sensible that his faith, if it be genuine,

must be productive of the various virtues

and excellencies by which alone its purity

can be established ; but his progress is so

slow, his attainments so inconsiderable,

and his feelings so mutable and incon-

sistent, that he is tempted to conclude

his faith to be spurious, and his entire

profession to be vitiated by the blemishes

which he discovers in himself. Senti-

ments of this nature are not unfrequently

aggravated by the painful certainty which

he derives from increased acquaintance

with persons who think themselves real

Christians, and wish to be thought so by

others, but in w^hose conduct he beholds

the undeniable proofs that they are the

victims of groundless confidence, and the

wretched dupes of self-delusion. He
trembles lest such should prove to be his

own condition, aware as he is, that his

unassisted powers are not greater than

theirs, and that if he be not sustained by
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an energy superior to his own he shall

undoubtedly fall into the same condem-

nation.

Is it now, it may be inquired, such a

man's duty to relinquish his hope, and to

sink under the pressure of his apprehen-

sions ? Or is he to endeavour to impose

upon himself, by looking on such appre-

hensions as altogether needless and chime-

rical ? Shall he take his salvation into

his own hands, and bold in self-confident

assurance, shall he console himself with

the thoughts of his own virtues and his

excellent intentions ? Oh, no ! he could

not adopt such a course if he would, his

acquaintance with himself forbids it. One

only expedient then remains ; as he be-

Keves in the message of the gospel, and

confides his every hope of forgiveness to

it, so let him credit the same testimony

in relation to his guidance and support

amidst all the fears and dangers of his

way. Let him maintain, against all op-

position, his belief that God is as willing

F
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to preserve him from falling as he is able

;

and in this belief let him employ the

weapons with which he is, or may be fur-

nished, in order to maintain the combat

to its close. The battle is no longer his

—

it is the Lord's. Wherefore " work out

your own salvation with fear and trem-

bling; for it is God which worketh in

you both to vdll and to do of his good

pleasure." * " Put on the whole armour

of God, that ye may be able to withstand

in the evil day, and having done all, to

stand. Stand therefore, having your loins

girt about with truth, and having on the

breastplate of righteousness ; and your

feet shod with the preparation of the

gospel of peace ; above all, taking the

shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able

to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked.

And take the helmet of salvation, and the

sword of the Spirit, which is the word of

God : praying always with all prayer and

* Philip, ii. 12.
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supplication in the Spirit, and watching

thereunto with all perseverance."*

(3.) The last class of difficulties that

stand in the way of the exercise of faith,

to which I shall advert, are those which

result from the intrusion of reason into

subjects that are not cognizable by its

powers.

My readers will neither expect nor

desire an elaborate recital or discussion

of this class of difficulties, as it would

occupy more space than can be afforded,

and divert us too far from the main sub-

ject of this volume. A brief notice of

some of them will sufficiently answer the

end that I have in view. The profound

and sagacious Bishop Butler uses the fol-

lowing expressions in his x\nalogy, respect-

ing the province of reason with regard to

subjects of pure revelation :
" It is shown

that upon supposition of a divine revela-

tion, the analogy of nature renders it

* Ephes. vi. 11—18.

F 2
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beforehand highly credible, I think, pro-

bable, that many things in it must appear

liable to great objections ; and that we

must be incompetent judges of it, to a

great degree. This observation is, I think,

unquestionably true, and of the very ut-

most importance : but it is urged, as I

hope it vdll be understood, vv^ith great

caution of not vilifying the faculty of

reason, v^hich is * the candle of the Lord

within us
;

'
* though it can afford no light

where it does not shine ; nor judge, where

it has no principles to judge upon."—(Page

428, 4th edit.) In accordance with the

cautions that are here expressed, my in-

tention is not, in any remarks that I may

offer, to cast contempt upon that admi-

rable faculty of our minds to wliich they

relate ; my object is to guard against its

being permitted to assume an authority to

which it is not entitled. With this pre-

liminary observation I shall notice, first,

* Prov. XX. 27.
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some of the difficulties that are often

deeply felt respecting the truths which we

are bound to believe on the authority of

revelation, however opposed they may

seem to be to the deductions of reason

;

and secondly, the way in which they are

to be met by such persons as desire to

approach to God with acceptable prayers.

I shall first notice some of the difficulties

to which reference has been made. These

difficulties relate chiefly to several of the

principal facts that are revealed in the

Scriptures.

The Scriptures state, as facts, that there

is in the divine nature a perfect and equal

participation of every divine perfection

between the Father, the Son, and the

Holy Spirit : that these are, in a mamier

which is unrevealed, and therefore un-

known, the only one, true, and living

God ; though some of the acts that are

attributed to them respectively, cannot

be predicated indiscriminately of them.

It is, for instance, affirmed, that the
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Father sent the Son into the world to

accomplish the work of human redemp-

tion, and it would be a palpably un-

scriptural phrase to say, that the Son sent

the Father. This observation holds true

in several other respects. It is asserted

in express terms in the Scriptures as a

fact, that the Son assumed human nature,

and that by his death he made a full

and perfect expiation of human guilt.

Another fact disclosed by the Scriptures

is, that the Son exercises in heaven the

office of a mediator and intercessor, for

all who come unto God by him. Other

facts are set before us to be believed, such

as that God imputes righteousness to men

without works, that faith without works

is the sole instrument of justification, that

men are in so sinful and deteriorated a

condition, that they must be regenerated

by the agency of the Holy Spirit, before

they can see the kingdom of God ; these

facts, and others of similar character, are

distinctly and expressly affirmed by the
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holy Scriptures. Reason is prone to

inquire, how can these things be ? They

appear more or less to be at variance with

the determinations of our understandings.

I shall offer no opinion about the extent

in which such things are apparently at

disagreement with the conclusions of

reason. Different men will think diffe-

rently about this. My object is to ob-

serve that difficulties arising from such

sources are often the causes of great per-

plexity to serious and thoughtful persons,

and with others I have now nothing to

do ; and to remark upon them, that the

existence of the facts is expressly asserted,

while, as was before noticed, nothing what-

ever is said about the manner of their

existence. Innumerable efforts have been

made to clothe these facts with an ap-

pearance different from that in which the

plain letter of revelation has presented

them; criticism has employed its most

strenuous exertions to remove them from

their places in the inspired record ; litera-
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ture has put forth and exhausted her

ample stores, to hend to some other mean-

ing the stubborn language in which they

are represented ; and imagination has im-

poverished itself by devices to conceal,

misrepresent, or destroy, what, not\vith-

standing this most formidable combination,

continues as palpable, unyielding, and

unmanageable as it was at the instant

when it flowed from the pens of the

sacred writers.

It must, then, be left to every inquirer

to decide for himself, whether he will

credit the asserted facts on the testimony

of Scripture, or will withhold his assent

from them, because they appear to be

repugnant to his reason. The proper use

of reason, in this case, is to inquire into

the credibility of revelation, for which

inquiry the most ample and satisfying

provision has been made by modern

writers of the highest eminence for litera-

ture, talent, and research ; and when satis-

faction on this subject has been attained,
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to inquire further, if these facts are or are

not stated in the record. It is utterly

indefensible, on any principles of reason,

to maintain that the Scriptures come from

God, but that they contain assertions to

which we cannot assent. Let it be re-

membered, that we are directed to credit

the testimony, not on the evidence of

reason, but on that of revelation. God

is responsible for the truth, and man for

the belief or disbelief which he exercises

in it.

It was proposed, secondly, to notice the

way in which difficulties of this kind are

to be overcome, by those who desire to

approach to God with acceptable prayer.

The most important observation which

can be suggested on this subject is, that

the submission of our understandings to

the infinite knowledge and wisdom of

God is the only effectual method of sur-

mounting difficulties derived from this

source. We know, on the surest grounds,

that there can be no real discrepancy



74 PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER.

between revelation and reason, whatever

appearances of this kind may seem to

indicate. The perfection of God is too

great to suffer us to imagine that he is

the author of declarations which are at

variance either with truth or reason

;

while we may he not less certain, that our

own capacities are too Kmited, and our

powers of intellect too contracted, to

admit of a moment's hesitation in deciding

upon their unfitness to estimate correctly

all that exists, or is taking place through-

out the universe of being. These are

conclusions which lie at the very basis of

all religion. " Let God be true, though

every man be a liar,"* is a sentiment

equally agreeable to revelation and to

reason. To conceive the contrary is, in

the highest degree, irrational, and to

maintain it would too justly expose us to

an accusation of speaking evil against God.

There is little room for doubting that

* Rom. iii. 4.



PREREQUISITES OF PRAYER. iO

the manner of God's existence, and the

reasons for his conduct towards men, are

concealed from us with design, as we can

scarcely suppose that a much greater de-

gree of information might not have been

communicated respecting them. We are

therefore led to conclude, that the reason

why the discovery was not made is, that it

seemed fit to the divine wisdom to leave

these subjects in partial obscurity, in order

to ensui'e a probation equally applicable

to our understandings and our hearts.

Enough is disclosed for the performance

of every duty, and the sincerity, upright-

ness, and submission of our minds to the

vdll of God will be proved by the manner

in v^hich these difficulties and this partial

concealment affect us. It w^as surely not

without reason affirmed by our Lord and

Saviour, " Except ye be converted, and

become as little children, ye shall not enter

into the kingdom of heaven." * Let us then

» Matt, xviii. 3.
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prostrate ourselves before the throne of

the Most High, with profound reverence

for the majesty, holiness, and wisdom of

Him who sits thereon, with lowly senti-

ments of our own inexpressible ignorance

and insufficiency, with a full assurance of

the truth of his word, and finally with an

unshaken reliance on his ability and wil-

lingness to enlighten our minds, to cleanse

our hearts, and to convey us forwards to

the fullest perfection and bliss of which

our nature is susceptible.

3. Among the indispensable prerequi-

sites of prayer, an earnest and permanent

desire of obtaining the blessings which we

need, in the way that God has appointed,

was enumerated.

Separated from this qualification, prayer

will be little, if at all, better than mere

trifling, a service of the lips, a mockery of

God. If the desire be not earnest, there

can be no sincerity ; if it be not perma-

nent, it can assure no final benefit. It

must spring from principles deeply rooted
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in the soul, or it will be deficient in

energy, and will give way under the in-

ducements which are so multiform, and are

ever offering themselves to oppose the

steady and fixed discharge of the duty.

Every example of prayer which the Scrip-

tures have recorded is marked by deep

earnestness, and the injunctions that are

addressed to us on the subject are, that it

must be perpetual, and to be relinquished

only with our vital breath. " Pray with-

out ceasing,"* is the apostolical precept.

" That men ought always to pray, and not

to faint," f is the rule sanctioned by our

Redeemer himself. In the more de-

votional parts of the sacred writings, ex-

pressions of the utmost ardency of spirit

abound in the applications that are ad-

dressed to God for deliverance from evil,

and for the attainment of his divine favour.

The earnestness of the soul in its pursuit

of spiritual endowments is compared to

* 1 Thess. V. 17. f Lukexviii. 1.
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that of a merchant, who having discovered

one pearl of great price, parts with his

entire possessions in order to obtain it.

In the Book of Psalms, that rich trea-

sury of devotion, we find numerous aspi-

rations for God, and the enjoyment of his

favour, expressed with a force significant

of the strongest desire, where the royal

worshipper, the pious author of most of

those exquisite compositions, pours forth

his whole nature, and the entire fervency

of his strength, in his addresses to the

living and everlasting object of his dearest

hopes. " My soul longeth, yea even

fainteth for the courts of the Lord : my
heart and my flesh crieth out for the hving

God." " O God, thou art my God, early

will I seek thee : my soul thirsteth for

thee, my flesh longeth for thee, in a dry

and thirsty land, where no water is; to see

thy power and tliy glory, so as I have

seen thee in the sanctuary. Because thy

loving kindness is better than life, my
lips shall praise thee. Thus will I bless
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thee while I live : I will lift up my hands

in thy name. My soul shall be satisfied

as with marrow and fatness ; and my
mouth shall praise thee with joyful lips

:

when I remember thee upon my bed, and

meditate on thee in the night-watches.

Because thou hast been my help, there-

fore in the shadow of thy wings will I

rejoice. My soul followeth hard after

thee : thy right hand upholdeth me." *

Let the superstitious babblers of reiterated

forms, who measure the excellency and

acceptableness of their services by their

endless multiplication, learn from these

specimens of devotion, authorized by the

sanction of inspiration, to estimate their

true value ; and let the heartless devotees

of ceremonious rites or pompous formalities

discern the worthlessness of such offerings

in the sight of that infinite Spirit, " who

seeketh such to worship him, as worship

in spirit and in truth." f

Psal. Ixiii. 1—8. t Jo^i" iv. 23, 24.
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In unison with earnestness and perma-

nency of devotion must be combined the

purpose of the soul to direct its approach

to God by the way which he has himself

appointed. I shall not repeat here what

has been noticed respecting the establish-

ment of a plan of mediation, carried on

by the ministry of the Son of God, further

than to observe, that this mediation is

at once the source of the acceptance of

prayer, and the all-comprehensive encou-

ragement to unwearied perseverance in it.

" Jesus Christ is the way, the truth, and

the life; nor can any man come unto the

Father but by him."* To neglect or

overlook this, is to insure the rejection of

all our addresses. He alone is the Pligh

Priest of our profession, by whom the

sacrifice of prayer can be offered, so as to

meet with divine approbation. Last,

though not least, let us not fail to imi-

tate the distinguished apostle, who, when

* John xiv. 6.
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avowing his affectionate regard for the

Christians of Ephesus, pours forth his

ardent entreaty, " that the God of our

Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may

give unto you the Spirit of v^isdom and

revelation in the knowledge of him : the

eyes of your understanding being enlight-

ened, that ye may know what is the hope

of his calling, and what the riches of the

glory of his inheritance in the saints."

It is the Spirit of God that maketh " in-

tercession for us with groanings that can-

not be uttered."* The influence of this

sacred Spirit is the comprehensive blessing

which our Lord promised to his disciples

;

it is the source of all genuine devotion;

the powerful cause of every christian

grace and virtue ; the witness of our adop-

tion into the family of heaven, and the

seal which, by its living impressions,

marks out, and designates the heirs of

the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and

* Rom. viii. 26.

G
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Saviour Jesus Christ. That it may never

be forgotten how amply and how freely

this Spirit is imparted to those who seek

it, allow me to terminate these remarks

by placing before you the persuasive en-

couragement which the blessed Saviour

offers to all without exception:—" If ye

being evil know how to give good gifts

unto your children, how much more shall

your Father which is in heaven give good

things to them that ask him?"* And

lest the good things here specified should

be misconceived, let me cite the parallel

passage in another evangelist :
—" If ye

then, being evil, know how to give good

gifts unto your children : how much more

shall your heavenly Father give the Holy

Spirit to them that ask him?"f

II. It was observed at the commence-

ment of this chapter, that there is a class of

attainments which, though not of so indis-

pensable a character as the prerequisites of

• Matt. vii. 11. t Luke xi. 13.
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prayer that have been enumerated, are yet

of very great importance. To these I beg

now to direct the attention of my readers.

I shall adopt the following arrange-

ment of the remarks which I have to offer

upon these attainments : they consist of

an increase of self-knowledge,—a more

accurate and extensive understanding of

the Scriptures,—a more intimate acquaint-

ance with God,—and a constant aim to im-

prove in every christian grace and virtue.

1. An increase of self-knowledge is an

attainment exceedingly favourable to im-

provement in prayer.

Without some acquaintance with our-

selves, it is impossible to pray at all in

a manner that is acceptable to God. In

the absence of this species of knowledge

we shall be strangers to our necessities,

which ought to form the subjects of our

petitions, and altogether unfit for the

exercise of those dispositions and senti-

ments of the heart which are essential

to the right performance of this most

g2
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important duty. At the outset of the

christian course, the feehngs are often

greatly excited; the amazing importance

of the possession of unfeigned piety, asso-

ciated as it is with everlasting happiness,

and the fearful consequences of that state

of alienation from God in which those

persons are found who are destitute of

piety, act with extreme force upon the

passions, so that there is little room left

for the sober exercise of judgment, but the

soul rapidly passes through various alter-

nations of fear and hope. As soon as

hope acquires an ascendency, which it

ever does, more or less, in all cases of real

piety, so much delight is frequently expe-

rienced, that a supposition of the victory

being gained is apt to spring up, until

further experience teaches but too pain-

fully that the combat is only begun.

Deep depression not seldom succeeds this

discovery, and, as in the former state of

hope, something allied to presumption

takes place, so in the latter, despondency
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spreads its louring clouds over the spirit.

External inducements to evil which v^ere

unforeseen come powerfully into action,

and internal weaknesses and sinful pro-

pensities, which were not before suspected,

concur but too readily with them. By

such a course the early acquisition of

some degree of self-acquaintance is made.

Unhappily, when this process of mental

and spiritual improvement has acquired

some portion of solidity, the feelings are

prone to become torpid and the passions

lifeless, so that it is matter of frequent

observation, that as knowledge increases,

fervency of spirit diminishes. In this

case, the Christian too easily acquiesces

in his present advancement, rests in the

attainments that have been made, and

pursues his course with a degree of apathy

and unconcern which is inconsistent with

any extended improvement. The exer-

cise of prayer, which had formerly engaged

his affections so warmly, loses a great part

of its interest, and life is not unfrequently
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passed away without any strenuous eiForts

for a better state of things.

It is scarcely necessary to observe, that

a frequent and attentive contemplation of

the state of the heart and of the under-

standing, aided by a comparison with the

scriptural descriptions of genuine rehgion,

would do much to counteract those bane-

ful effects which are so natural to sinful

men. A comprehensive conception of the

extent of divine requirements, of the hin-

derances to improvement which arise from

secular associations, and pursuits acting

upon the predominant affections and pas-

sions of the heart, a frequent investigation

of the prevailing motives of conduct, and

a jealous scrutiny into the entire condition

of the soul, would supply abundant means

and motives for an amended exercise of

devotion, and ascertain, beyond all doubt,

that self-knowledge is pregnant with

powerful auxiliaries to the practice of

fervent and stedfast prayer.

2. A more accurate and extensive
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understanding of the holy Scriptures is an

attainment very conducive to the promo-

tion of the proper exercise of prayer.

The holy Scriptures are written with

great plainness in whatever relates to the

essential parts of religion. Nothing is

wanted to render the readers of them

well-informed upon the most interesting

subjects but a sincere desire of instruction,

combined with reasonable industry and

common intelligence. Numerous cases

are on record in which men, with few or

no additional aids, have acquired a very

competent acquaintance with the contents

of the sacred pages. The most necessary

requisite for this purpose is a real wish for

improvement, joined with the design of

reducing to practice the information that

is obtained. If men trifle with the book

of God, if they read it with an indolent

temper, satisfied with the perusal of it as

a necessary, though an irksome task, or

if the study of it be undertaken for an

acquaintance with its contents, merely
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speculative, without the design of apply-

ing the knowledge acquired to appropriate

uses; or if this be done for purposes of

ostentation, or the gratification of literary

vanity; it is not wonderful that grievous

mistakes should be the consequence of

such abuse. Again, if men sit down to

the perusal of this divine book with pre-

conceived opinions, which they wish to

fortify, instead of submitting to receive

the instruction that is deducible from it,

wherever it may lead them,—much more

if they read it with captious designs, seek-

ing for reasons to justify their scepticism,

or to strengthen their dislike to .it,—the

results may without difficulty be pre-

dicted : "for the word of God is quick

and powerful, and sharper than any two-

edged sword, piercing even to the di^dding

asunder of soul and spirit, and of the

joints and marrow, and is a discerner of

the thoughts and intents of the heart."*

• Heb. iv. 12.
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The temper with which upright men
peruse the Bible prompts them to implore

Divine aid, that their prejudices may be

subdued, their understandings enlight-

ened, and their hearts made better by it.

Hence we find such sentiments as these

expressed— '^ Open thou my eyes, that I

may behold wondrous things out of thy

law."* " Lead me in thy truth, and

teach me."f No instances, we may be

well persuaded, will be found in which

the Scriptures have thus been read, with-

out the attainment of the desired end.

Men whose education has not imparted

to them much literary information, but

who are actuated by a sincere desire to

obtain an extensive acquaintance with the

Scriptures, are happily, in this age and

country, surrounded by ample means for

making the attainment. Reasonable men

cannot, but with regret and surprise,

witness the perverseness which is not

« Ps. cxix. 18. t Ps. XXV. 5.
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unfrequently seen in some persons, who,

having access to such aids for improve-

ment, weakly and childishly refuse to

employ them, from an ill - understood

notion that the Bible is itself sufficient

for all the purposes of religion, and that

other books are injurious, rather than

serviceable, to the proper interpretation

of it. Such readers of the Scriptures are

little aware of the obligations under which

they are placed to other books, and un-

conscious of what is palpably true, that if

all other men had resembled themselves,

they would have enjoyed no opportunity

of reading what they profess to value so

highly ; and, most probably, would have

been ignorant of the existence of such a

volume.

It is entirely needless, and would imply

a degree of presumption in me, to urge

those more favoured individuals, who are

richly endowed with stores of literature

and science, to employ them for their own

instruction, or for the improvement of
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others, as it is matter of the highest satis-

faction to know that the present times

are adorned by a host of ilhistrious

scholars, who look upon the elucidation

of the holy Scriptures as the noblest

object to which they can dedicate their

varied talents and acquirements. But

that I may not digress from my immediate

object, I would observe, that an accurate

knowledge of the contents and meaning of

the sacred volume cannot fail to contribute

greatly to the uses of prayer, when it is

sought with reference to this purpose.

Innumerable mistakes will be rectified

;

unfounded fears and apprehensions, often

resulting from misconception of the sense

of the Scriptures, will be dissipated ; and

a full and satisfying assurance of knowing

the truth will take possession of the mind,

so as to render it strong in the retention

of its invaluable benefits, and ready on all

suitable occasions to maintain it, against

the ignorant, the impious, or the infidel

objections that may be made against it;
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and especially to eradicate those seeds

of pride, presumption, and vain specu-

lation, that are sown deeply in our

bosoms, and are ever ready to spring

forth, to the very termination of life.

The daily reading of the Scriptures, with

such a disposition as has been indicated,

will not fail to furnish abundant subjects

for prayer, or to stimulate to the fervent

and persevering employment of it.

3. A more intimate acquaintance with

God will impart aid of the most beneficial

nature to the practice of prayer.

The knowledge of God is the sub-

stantial and immoveable basis of all true

religion. In his great goodness to us he

has furnished us with the amplest means

for the attainment and increase of it.

The face of nature reflects his glory ; the

heavens and the earth aHke bear witness to

his existence, perfection, and providence;

the volume of inspiration imparts the

most pure, elevated, and sublime notions

of his nature, character, and intentions.
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Nevertheless, our own nature is so im-

perfect, our faculties of intelligence so

limited, and the sinful prepossessions of

our hearts are so numerous, that we are

subject oftentimes to inexpressible per-

plexities upon this most interesting of all

themes. The very excellency and per-

fection of the Most High become often a

source of difficulty, from our inability to

combine satisfactorily the exercise of one

divine attribute with another. The light

in which ' the Deity dwells dazzles our

feeble intellect, and confounds our most

acute perceptions. We oftentimes know

not how to harmonize his immutable de-

crees with the responsibility of created

nature ; we are at a loss to render con-

sistent with our notions, his secret pur-

poses and his revealed will. We are

liable to stumble at the courses of his

all-comprehending providence, and to ex-

perience surprise and disappointment at

the events which he permits to take place.

The accounts which he has been pleased
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to give us in the Scriptures of his nature,

and of the arrangements of his moral and

spiritual government, are, in not a few

instances, so different from our previous

conceptions, as to fill us with a degree of

astonishment bordering on incredulity. We
are sometimes afflicted for reasons which

we are unable to assign, and the whole

existence and destiny of mankind some-

times wear the semblance of an enigma,

which we are entirely unable to resolve.

How much ofhinderance to the practice

of fervent and unremitting devotion such

a state of things contributes, it is not easy

to say ; that, in many instances, it acts

injuriously and painfully is too evident to

be questioned. No alleviation of these

evils can be derived from any other sources

than enlarged conceptions of God's un-

searchable wisdom and infinite love. We
shall abide untractable, proud, and high-

minded, until we have learned that sub-

mission of understanding and heart to

him is not merely our duty, but that it
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is in itself most reasonable^ and will be

productive of the happiest effects. Fre-

quent intercourse with the Father of our

spirits will, as has been before shown,

exert a purifying and salutary influence

on our minds ; while the improvement of

our knowledge of him, of his gospel, and of

his promises, will render us better fitted

to maintain that intercourse. An ex-

perience of his mercy, in supporting,

strengthening, consohng, and sanctifying

us, will lead us to the footstool of his

throne mth inexpressible joy and satis-

faction ; and we shall be ready to say to

others, as he says to us, ^' O taste and see

that the Lord is good : blessed is the man

that trusteth in him."*

4. A constant aim to improve in every

christian grace and virtue will afibrd

especial assistance to improvement in the

exercise of prayer.

The several attainments that have now

* Ps. xxxiv. 8.
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been enumerated are, as will be seen, very

closely connected one with another, so

that, in describing one, it is difficult to

avoid saying something that, perhaps,

more properly belongs to another article
;

they must, therefore, be taken together,

when their mutual relations will form

them into a whole, which will bear most

forcibly on the attention. It has been

either expressly stated, or implied in the

immediately preceding remarks, that such

qualities as submission to the infinite

wisdom of God, attention to his word,

patience under the afflictive visitations of

his providence, and a general impression

of his supreme excellence, afford, respec-

tively, great assistance in the performance

of prayer. But these are each of them

christian virtues ; and if to them we add

an improvement of faith, the cultivation

of a lowly and docile temper, an increased

dependence upon the divine Redeemer,

and a more stedfast pursuit of the en-

lightening and purifying grace of the
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Holy Spirit, we shall combine the most

powerful means which religion provides

for our growth and increase in the grace

and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour

Jesus Christ ; and we shall find our

reward in an increased enjoyment of the

purest pleasures of devotion, and an aug-

mented capacity and fitness for discharg-

ing its duties ;
" giving " then, " all

diligence, add to your faith, virtue, (i. e.

manly courage) ; and to virtue, knowledge

;

and to knowledge, temperance ; and to

temperance, patience ; and to patience^

godhness ; and to godliness, brotherly

kindness ; and to brotherly kindness, cha-

rity, (^. e. love ; vide 1 Cor. xiii.) ; for if

these things be in you and abound, they

make you that ye shall neither be barren

nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our

Lord Jesus Christ." *

* 2 Pet. i. 5—8.
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CHAPTER III.

ON THE PARTS AND OBJECTS OF PUBLIC

AND SOCIAL DEVOTION.

It has been already remarked that the

word prayer is used sometnnes, in a re-

stricted sense, to mean petition or sup-

plication; but that in a larger and more

comprehensive acceptation, it is employed

to signify all the several parts of the

exercises of devotion. So much has been

said in the preceding chapters respecting

the nature and duty of prayer, in its most

confined signification, that little more is

requisite to be noticed on that subject.

We shall now proceed to take a view,
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first, of the several parts of prayer, when

the term is used in its most comprehensive

meaning, inclusive of every exercise of

devotion; and, secondly, of the various

objects to which public and social devotion

is to be directed.

I. We are to consider the several parts

of which the exercises of public and social

devotion consist. These may be ranged

under the heads of adoration, — humi-

liation,—confession,— self-renunciation,—
expressions of dependence on God, —
thanksgiving and praise,— and interces-

sion.

This arrangement does not imply that

the several parts of it should, in practice,

invariably succeed each other in the order

that is here set down. It may be proper

sometimes to adopt a different course of

succession, and to distribute the several

parts under a different arrangement. This

distribution must be left to the discretion

of the ministers, or other persons whose

business it is to preside over devotional

H 2
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assemblies ; and should be regulated by a

regard to the time that is allotted to each

service, and to the peculiar circumstances

of each case. The order that is here

suggested is, perhaps, generally speaking,

the most natural and appropriate, and

on this account I shall follow it in the

remarks which I have to oiFer on each of

these several parts. We cannot advan-

tageously blend all these topics together,

without any distribution, as this would

produce a very confused account of them

;

nor can the actual exercise of devotion be

conducted in the most useful and agreeable

manner without some attention to an

orderly arrangement of its parts.

1. Adoration. On examining the scrip-

tural models of devotion we find great

regard paid to this part of it. It implies

a recital of the Divine perfections, accom-

panied by such a review of them, as is

adapted, in the most direct manner, to

promote such sentiments and feelings of

heart as impart to devotion its greatest
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value. No exercise of thought is so

effectual to excite an active and vigorous

state of mind, as an enlarged contempla-

tion of the transcendant excellencies of the

Divine nature and character, those sur-

passing glories by which the Most High is

encompassed, and in which he dwells from

age to age. We are exceedingly liable,

through our association with secular and

temporal interests, to overlook the great-

ness of the Being whose worshippers we

professedly are. Earthly affections cloud our

spirits, and interpose a veil between them

and the objects on which they should be

supremely fixed. It is with great difficulty

that our belief of the existence of spiritual

realities is sustained among the many sen-

sible objects that are incessantly pressing

on our attention. The effect of the feeble

hold that our faith takes of invisible

things, is to beget cold and fluctuating

affections towards them ; and thus the

energies of the soul are transferred to

inferior pursuits, and so fastened upon
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them, as to unfit us, in a great degree,

for holding converse with that Being,

whom we can apprehend only by the

exercise of faith. What then can so be

adapted to prepare us for engaging in his

immediate service, as taking a compre-

hensive review of His excellencies, in

whose presence we place ourselves, and

to whom we design to offer the homage

of our souls? We thus draw away our

thoughts from all visible scenes, and fix

them on what is unseen. We bring near

to our apprehensions the immense, eternal,

and only wise God, "in whom we live,

and move, and have our being;" we

impress upon our hearts the consciousness

of his presence, while we say, " O Lord,

thou hast searched me, and known me
;

thou knowest my down-sitting and my
up-rising; thou understandest my thought

afar off*; thou compassest my path, and

my lying down, and art acquainted with

all my ways. For there is not a word in

my tongue, but lo ! O Lord, thou knowest



it altogether. Whither shall I go from

thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from

thy presence? If I ascend up into heaven,

thou art there ; if I make my bed in hell,

behold, thou art there ; if I take the

wings of the morning and dwell in the

uttermost parts of the sea, even there

shall thy hand lead me, and thy right

hand shall hold me."

When we thus look up to God, we feel

the utter worthlessness and vileness of

every other pursuit, compared with that

of the enjoyment of His favour, whom we

adore as the fountain of life, the source of

light, the inexhaustible ocean of blessed-

ness and felicity. While we express, in

the accents of adoring seraphs, the

spotless purity of the Most High, and

exclaim, " Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of

hosts ; the whole earth is filled with his

glory ;" we sink down under the conscious-

ness of our own impurity, and we say,

" Behold, we are vile ; we abhor ourselves,

and repent in dust and ashes ;" we then
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take our proper place, and feel that, in

comparison with Him who fills heaven and

earth with his presence, we are altogether

notliing and vanity. By such means the

sentiments of those who conduct the

worship are raised, and the elevation is

communicated to those who follow, until

one feeling pervades the assembly, and

the whole multitude adore Him who

liveth for ever and ever; and thus the

fervid ascriptions of heaven are, in some

measure, imitated on earth—" Worthy

is the Lamb that was slain to receive

power, and riches, and wisdom, and

strength, and honour, and glory, and

blessing : blessing, and honour, and glory,

and power, be unto Him that sitteth upon

the throne, and to the Lamb for ever and

ever."* When we consider that the ex-

ercise of adoration is adapted to promote

such effects, we can scarcely avoid to feel

regret that it is sometimes passed over

• Rev. V. 12, 13.
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with transient notice, and is not per-

mitted to have its full share in the devo-

tion which is offered to the great object of

christian worship.

2, Humiliation. This exercise of de-

votion is so closely united with that of

adoration, that it is scarcely possible to

engage in the latter without being almost

imperceptibly led to an adoption of the

former. Affecting representations of the

glory of God can hardly fail to be followed,

in minds of any habitual piety, by a be-

coming consciousness of our inexpressible

inferiority and nothingness. In present-

ing acts of adoration to God, we are

reminded of his existence from everlasting

to everlasting ; of his being the author of

all nature ; the only Sovereign of the

universe : that he is the source of all that

is good and excellent, in the physical, the

moral, and spiritual worlds : our minds

are fixed on him, as comprehending within

himself whatever is fair, or beauteous, or

lovely, in reality and in conception ; and
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we feel, at once, that we have nothing of

our own ; that our corporeal frame is the

product of his power, our mental faculties

the endowments of his goodness : we are

impressed with the certainty that we owe

to him our love, our utmost duty and

service ; and that, after all, we are un-

profitable servants, who can contribute

nothing to his glory, his unchangeable

majesty, or his infinite felicity.

In addition to these, which are the

almost necessary consequences of adora-

tion, it is an essential part of the worship

that is acceptable to God, to make this

humiliation of ourselves before him the

express purpose of our souls. It is our

duty to employ the most strenuous efforts

to effect it, and to feel that our services

are most deficient and incomplete without

it. Hence it should be perpetually kept

in view ; its propriety and fitness con-

trasted with the folly and arrogance that

are impHed in all high thoughts of our-

selves, or our faculties, or our attainments.



ON THE PARTS OF DEVOTION. 107

till we learn habitually to know the place

that belongs to us, and to occupy it with

all becoming promptitude and readiness

of mind.

3. Confession. " God be merciful to

me a sinner" are words expressive of a

prayer which we have the authority of

our blessed Saviour for believing to be

acceptable, and, taken in connexion with

many other portions of Scripture, assure

us that the confession of sin is an essen-

tial part of the exercise of devotion. In

the private exercises of prayer, to which

God is alone privy, confession should be

extended to a particular enumeration of

the sins which an acquaintance with our-

selves brings to our remembrance ; and

it would certainly imply a want of since-

rity if we failed to acknowledge, with an

ingenuous and candid temper, any of the

transgressions which an examination of

the heart and conduct brings to light.

These, with all their peculiar aggravations,

must be spread before God, who requires
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this exercise of duty, not because he

needs the information to be derived from

it, but that we may be brought to such a

lowly sense of our guiltiness as will lead

us earnestly to pray for forgiveness, and

to seek for the remission of our offences

by a renunciation of all which we may

have fancied to be our righteousness, by a

deep sensibility of the impossibility of

justifying ourselves, and by an entire

reliance upon the righteousness of God

which is revealed in the gospel.

But the case differs, in some important

respects, when we consider the duty of

confession in reference to public and social

exercises of devotion. As the person to

whom is committed the responsible office

of speaking in the names of others can be

conscious only of his own deviations from

the path of rectitude, and can possess

only a general knowledge of the real cha-

racters and actions of those whom he

represents, so must his acknowledgments

of sin be general. Even in instances in
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which he may be aware of the particular

transgressions of some of the persons

whom he represents, it forms no part of

his duty to advert to them. This would

be a flagrant abuse of the trust that is

reposed in him ; an offence of no small

magnitude against the assembly over which

he presides ; a cause of very justifiable

displeasure to those whose conduct would

thus be animadverted upon ; and it would

turn into an instrument of censoriousness

and an engine of extreme mischief an

appointment that is made solely for the

purposes of edification and general im-

provement.

No excuse can be pleaded for any man

who renders his prayers a vehicle for evil

speaking, or for the publication of any

thing that may prove injurious to the

feelings or characters of those who unite

with him in the exercise of devotion. It

is indeed scarcely possible to imagine a

practice which is more indecorous in itself,

or more at variance with the serious awe
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by which every address to the Most High

should be regulated.

No restraint is, however, placed on

general confessions of guiltiness, let the

sentiments of which they may be expres-

sive be ever so deep, and the language in

which they may be conveyed ever so pun-

gent. Confession is to be extended to an

acknowledgment that all have grievously

offended; that all are heavily laden with

iniquity, and have come short, in every

instance, of the glory of God ; so that

" there is none righteous, no, not one."

The object of the leader of the worship

should be, to feel deeply his own guilti-

ness, and to communicate a similar feeling

to those whom he personates. By this

course the improvement of all will be

promoted, and the important design of

this part of public and social worship will

be attained. In order to the due discharge

of this part of the worship of God, minis-

ters and other persons, who may be fre-

quently engaged in representing their



ON THE PARTS OF DEVOTION. Ill

fellow - worshippers, should be persons

distinguished by a competent acquaint-

ance with themselves. They must not

be novices. They should be deeply sen-

sible of the magnitude and evil nature of

iniquity. Aware of the extreme weak-

ness and corrupted condition of the souls

of men, they should stand aloof from

whatever might pamper vanity, and from

all that partakes of self-confidence, of

boasting, or of a wish to exalt themselves

by covert insinuations of the extent of

their attainments, the depth of their humi-

lity, or the fervour of their piety. Such

persons ought to be discreet, experienced,

and moderate, that their services may be

free from manifest improprieties, and con-

ducted in a manner becoming the homage

which feeble and most imperfect mortals

tender to the God of heaven and earth.

4. Self-renunciation. Every duty which

it is incumbent on men to perform is

connected in various ways with the exer-

cise of devotion. No means so effectual
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can be devised for bringing the truths of

religion to act powerfully on the heart as

making them the subjects of earnest sup-

plication. By this means, their extent

and obligation are more fully and dis-

tinctly apprehended, and the soul becomes

more deeply pledged to govern itself in

agreement with those views which it enter-

tains, while it is occupied in converse

with God. In no instance do these

remarks hold more true than in relation

to the duty of self-renunciation: a duty

of great extent, and against the practice

of which numerous impediments are often

found to be opposed. The duty itself

is most emphatically stated in many parts

of the Scriptures, and represented as infe-

rior in importance to no other. " Thus

saith the Lord, Cursed be the man that

trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his

arm, and whose heart departeth from the

Lord." * " Thus saith the Lord, Let not

* Jer. xvii. 5.
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the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither

let the mighty man glory in his might, let

not the rich man glory in his riches : hut

let him that glorieth glory in this, that he

understandeth and knoweth me, that I am

the Lord which exercise loving-kindness,

judgment, and righteousness, in the earth :

for in these things I delight, saith the

Lord."* In what manner these injunc-

tions are to be understood and brought

into use, we shall perceive by a reference

to the actual practice of those who are

best fitted to deliver instruction respect-

ing them. " What things were gain to

me, those I counted loss for Christ. Yea

doubtless, and I count all things but loss

for the excellency of the knowledge of

Christ Jesus my Lord : for whom I have

sufiered the loss of all things, and do count

them but dung, that I may win Christ, and

be found in him, not having my own

righteousness which is of the law, but

* Jer. ix. 23, 24.

I
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that which is through the faith of Christ,

the righteousness which is of God by-

faith: that I may know him."* The same

inspired writer, after a most vivid repre-

sentation of the conduct of God towards

mankind, expresses in the following terms

the purpose by which that conduct is

dictated :
—" That no flesh should glory

in his presence. But of him are ye in

Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto

us wisdom, and righteousness, and sancti-

fication, and redemption: that, according

as it is written. He that glorieth, let him

glory in the Lord."f

Such are the scriptural grounds on

which the duty of self-renunciation rests :

and it is our present purpose to consider

the exercise of it in the actual engage-

ment of prayer. Every intelligent wor-

shipper of God, then, prays for wisdom

to direct his course, for strength to sustain

him in the performance of duty, and the

Philip, iii. 7—10. f 1 Cor. i. 29, adfin.
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endurance of trial. He prays for the

forgiveness of his unnumbered transgres-

sions, and for righteousness to justify him

from all the accusations which the holy

laws of God prefer against him. The

offering of such petitions is a virtual exer-

cise of self-renunciation. They imply,

that the petitioner, in seeking to God for

such gifts of his gracious favour, places

no reliance upon his own wisdom, or

strength, or righteousness ; but altogether

abandons them as insufficient for his relief

and safety. A more explicit discharge

of this duty, however, is demanded in the

exercise of prayer : nor is it difficult to

be performed when men clearly discern

their actual circumstances. Little per-

suasion is needed to induce a shivering

wretch, whose worn and tattered garments

are unable to defend him from the cold

or to conceal his nakedness, to cast them

away, if by so doing he may become the

possessor of warm, complete, and elegant

clothing. So neither v/ill the conscious,
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defenceless, and undone transgressors of

Divine laws long hesitate to renounce all

dependence on themselves, when they

clearly perceive that durable riches and

righteousness are to be acquired by

humble requests for them. A drowning

mortal, who catches at every straw that

comes within his reach, will eagerly relin-

quish his hold of such ineffectual sup-

ports, if he perceives that he may thus

secure a landing upon sure and substan-

tial ground ; so, unquestionably, will the

man who feels his utmost strength to be

abject weakness, quit his dependence

upon it, when he discovers the hand of

Omnipotence stretched out to support

and uphold him.

It may be requisite to employ a mo-

ment's space to correct mistakes that are

sometimes made on the subject which

now engages our attention. The nature

of due self-renunciation is not seldom

misconceived by some sincere, though, in

this instance, ill-informed Christians,
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whose errors are also maintained by some

persons who either entertain false notions

of the nature of true religion, or who

wish to injure its character by calumnious

misrepresentations. This duty is, in some

cases, represented as though it implied,

in a relinquishment of dependence on

ourselves, the abandonment of all those

means of personal improvement, to the

use of which we find so many forcible

exhortations in the sacred writings. For

the proper mode of removing such inju-

rious apprehensions, I shall beg to refer

my readers to the remarks that have

before been submitted to them, when we

were considering the objections that are

made against the reasonableness and

utility of prayer. The principles which

were then stated are entirely applicable

to the present topic, and sufiiciently show

that the most entire renunciation of self-

dependence is in perfect agreement -with

the vigorous use of all the appointed

means of security and safety. Let us
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now advance to another constituent of

devotion, which is immediately related

to that of self-renunciation.

5. Expressions of dependence on God.

The singular excellency of the gospel

arises from its clear and explicit annunci-

ation of the willingness of God to respond

to the applications and dependence of

men. Reason can deduce from the works

of God a very sufficient discovery of his

power to relieve human necessities ; but

it has no means of determining whether

he will extend mercy and forgiveness to

the transgressors of his laws. For the

assurances which we possess on this tran-

scendent topic, we are indebted solely and

exclusively to revelation. The argument

which the gospel employs to demonstrate

the certainty of its assurances on this

subject, is, as has been before shown, the

most effective which even Divine suf-

ficiency could impart. Christians, there-

fore, who approach to God by " the new

and living way" which he has appointed,
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are authorized to draw the triumphant

conclusion, that all things are theirs

:

" Whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas,

or the world, or life, or death, or

things present, or things to come ; all

are yours ; — and ye are Christ's ; and

Christ is God's."*

When these considerations are duly

weighed, , we shall clearly perceive the

reasons why expressions of dependence

upon God form an essential part of the

exercise of devotion. We can appropriate

to ourselves the mercies of God only by

committing ourselves to them. As we are

perfectly aware that we have no ground of

dependence in ourselves, we renounce it

;

and it is, as we have just seen, an appro-

priate exercise of devotion to express

such renunciation ; so it is equally appro-

priate to express to the divine Author of

our hopes the dependence which we have

transferred from ourselves to him. Such

* 1 Cor. iii. 22, 23.
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expressions of faith and reliance are most

direct means of giving to him the glory

that is due to him; and of proclaiming

our solemn purposes to glory in nothing,

nor to place any dependence on any thing

that is inferior to himself. No exercise of

mind is more congenial with the ends of

devotion than this, nor any that is likely

to excite in our bosoms more reviving and

refreshing sentiments :
" One shall say, I

am the Lord's ; and another shall call him-

self by the name of Jacob ; and another

shall subscribe w^ith his hand unto the

Lord, and surname himself by the name

of Israel."*

6. Thanksgiving and praise. This, so

delightful and gratifying an exercise of

devotion, is intimately connected with the

expressions of faith and dependence which

we have just noticed; it springs imme-

diately out of them, and imparts to them

as much of the completeness and per-

* Isa. xliv. 5.
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fection of devotion as the present state

is susceptible of. It is, indeed, the com-

mencement of that bliss and glory, the

consummation of which will, ere long,

" wipe away all tears from all eyes."

The reasons for praise and thanksgiving are

coextensive with the instances of Divine

beneficence and bounty which we ex-

perience : of these we may truly say, that,

like " the sands upon the sea shore," they

are innumerable. These blessings flow

from the infinite perfection and all-

sufficiency of the Divine nature ; so that

every gift which we receive should be

traced up to these sources, that our praises

may be mingled with adoration, and not

confined witliin the narrow limits of a

regard to ourselves, and our own hap-

piness. It is very possible for men who

have httle or no real religion to be pene-

trated, on some occasions, with grateful

sentiments for the favours which they

experience at the hands of God ; on this

account the mere feeling of gratitude is



123 ON THE PARTS OF DEVOTION.

an extremely equivocal proof of the sin-

cerity and genuineness of devotion. A
truly religious gratitude rises above con-

siderations merely personal, and regards

the benefits that have been received as

occasions for calling nobler sentiments

into action. To offer sincere praises to

God, arising from deep impressions of his

unrivalled excellency, and from holy af-

fections terminating in him, as the centre

of all moral and spiritual excellency, im-

parts an unequivocal proof of genuine

piety, and is unquestionably to be ranked

among the highest expressions of devotion

which it is in our power to offer.

Neither our faculties, nor the time

allotted to public or social devotion,

admit a complete enumeration of the

favours that we have derived from the

loving-kindness and tender mercies of

God ; and on this account, a selection

must be made of such instances as are

most comprehensive, or, because of their

fresh occurrence, are most likely to act
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powerfully on our feelings. It should

ever be in our remembrance, that general

indiscriminate expressions of thankfulness

are liable to be passed over with transient

effect, and to be deficient in stimulating

our best and purest feehngs ; and that,

therefore, such a selection of the reasons

for praise should be made by those who

lead the worship, as is best fitted for this

purpose. A vdde field opens to our view

whenever we advert to the favours and

mercies that we have received from God,

and which are incessantly flowing, in full

streams of bounty and beneficence, towards

us. Our creation, and continued preser-

vation ; the inestimable endowments of

understanding and memory ; the innu-

merable objects in the heavens, and on

the earth, that surround us, adapted to

act upon our faculties, and to excite

emotions of the most admiring and plea-

surable kind ; our friends ; our freedom

;

our capacities of endless improvement in

knowledge and happiness ; in short, what-
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ever constitutes our corporeal and mental

being, furnishes an immense variety from

which a selection of topics for praise and

thanksgiving may be taken. We shall

then advert to the stupendous theme of

redemption, and the recovery of fallen

man ; the amazing gift of a Divine

and Almighty Saviour ; the rich and

ample communications of the Holy Spirit;

the record of God's nature, providence,

and will, contained in the sacred writings

;

the numberless deliverances from dange-

rous and trying difficulties that we have

experienced ; the communion of Chris-

tians ; the promises of safe conduct amidst

the weakness, darkness, and evil propen-

sities of our hearts ; the assurances that

God's kingdom will finally triumph over

all opposition ; and the blessed hopes of

*' an inheritance, incorruptible, and un-

defiled, and that fadeth not away." These

all conspire to suggest to our thoughts

themes for praise, and gratitude, and

endless adoration.
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7. Intercession. By intercession is in-

tended the exercise of supplication for the

welfare and happiness of our friends, our

countrymen, our fellow-Christians, and

for all mankind, without excluding even

our enemies. All these several descrip-

tions of men are related to us, and we

are bound to make their improvement and

well-being the objects of assiduous and

unremitting devotion. " I exhort there-

fore that supplications, intercessions, and

giving of thanks, be made for all men

;

for kings, and for all that are in authority;

that we may lead a quiet and peaceable

life in all godHness and honesty. For

this is good and acceptable in the sight

of God our Saviour; who will have all

men to be saved, and to come unto the

knowledge of the truth." *

The reasons on which this duty is

founded are many, and of great weight.

As men it becomes us to feel an interest

* 1 Tim. ii. 1—4.
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in whatever relates to mankind. Our

utmost exertions are indeed unable to

communicate extensive benefits to the

world at large ; but while we are expected

to discharge the ofiices of benevolence,

friendship, and charity, in our narrow

sphere, towards those who are most nearly

related to us, we are by no means at

liberty to think that we may feel indifferent

to the public welfare. As far as the ne-

cessary occasions of life permit, we should

make ourselves acquainted with the cir-

cumstances of mankind generally, that we

may have definite objects for our interces-

sion; and may, by a consideration of

them, be excited to express, in the only

way we can, our good wishes towards

them. We shall manifest great inattention

to the courses of God's providence and

grace if we suffer ourselves to suppose

that supplications, on so extended a scale

for others, are productive of no useful

purposes. God has enjoined this duty

upon us, and assured us, that " the
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fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth

much."* No exertion of benevolence is

more becoming, none that is more truly

dignified or ornamental, than that by

which, in habitually pleading for their

fellow-men. Christians assume the office

of mediators, and intercede for millions

who are themselves regardless of all that

constitutes their highest interests.

The steady and continued exercise of

this duty will be productive of a most

benign influence upon our own hearts

and feehngs. We shall thus bring our-

selves, most forcibly, to perceive the

obhgation of relative duties ; as it is

impossible to pray sincerely and earnestly

for others, while we are indifferent to

their welfare, or disposed in any way to

diminish their happiness, by those means

of selfishness, injustice, and oppression,

that aim only at self-aggrandizement,

without regard to the sufferings and

James v. 16.
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misery which may be inflicted on others.

A reason will thus be brought into con-

stant exercise for a close investigation of

our principles, and motives of action,

which cannot fail to have a salutary effect

both on ourselves and on society at large.

It will incline us to seek the peace of

those private circles in which we more

immediately move, and the prosperity of

the large public community to which we

belong. We are in reality deeply inte-

rested in the public welfare, since, if that

be interrupted, we shall individually, in

our persons and interests, and in those of

our families and friends, feel its injurious

effects. True patriotism consists, first,

in the discharge of private virtue, and

extends itself gradually over all that

interests our country and the human

race. Real Christians are the best friends

of public order, and the surest guardians

of the frame of society.

It must not be forgotten that the

increase and prosperity of the christian
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church at large forms one of the most im-

portant parts of the duty of intercession.

We are naturally led to take the deepest

interest in that community of Christians

to which we ourselves are, from conviction

and choice, attached; but that bosom must

be a stranger to the expansive philan-

thropy of the gospel, all the views, ex-

ertions, and prayers of which are confined

within the limits of any single community

of the disciples of Christ. " Grace be

with all them that love our Lord Jesus

Christ," is a christian prayer, and worthy

of universal adoption. We shall act Kttle

upon the principles of " the charity that

covereth* all things, believeth all things,

hopeth all things, and endureth all things,"

if we suffer the sentiments of our hearts

to be so restrained by the minor dis-

tinctions of party, as to lose all genuine

feeling for the universal body of the

christian profession. " Pray for the peace

* Si-eyet Tvavra. 1 Cor. xiii. 7.

K



130 ON THE OBJECTS OF DEVOTION.

of Jerusalem : they shall prosper that love

thee. Peace be within thy walls, and

prosperity within thy palaces. For my

brethren and companions' sake."*

11. The objects of devotion. Our next

business is to consider what are the ob-

jects of devotion. By objects, I mean the

purposes or ends at which the practice

of public and social devotion aims, and

which it proposes to accomplish. The

remarks which I have to offer on this

subject may be distributed under three

heads :—The glory of God;—the preser-

vation of religion in the world ; — and

the final establishment and glory of the

kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ.

It is in itself a matter of the greatest

propriety, as it is also our indispensable

duty, to " be ready to give a reason of the

hope that is in us," and of the religious

services in which we engage. *' What

mean ye by this service ? " is an inquiry

* Ps. exxii. 6—8.
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that may with great fairness be put, and

every reasonable man will feel it to be

incumbent upon him to give a clear and

distinct reply to it. The observations that

are about to follow may be looked upon

as a summary of the particulars which

such a reply involves.

1. The glory of God. I place this

firstj because it is the most important,

and at the same time the most compre-

hensive of all the objects of public and

social devotion. We are required to

place this object before us in all the en-

gagements of life, and to direct all our

secular, much more all our religious

actions, by a reference to it. " Whether,

therefore, ye eat or drink, or whatsoever

ye do, do all to the glory of God."* It

is exceedingly desirable for us to form

correct notions on this subject, respecting

which there are but too many miscon-

ceptions entertained. No one who has

* 1 Cor. X. 31.
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learned the elements of religion will

imagine, that we are directed to aim at

an increase of the natural and essential

glory of the Most High. That glory

abides the same from everlasting to ever-

lasting :
" it is without variableness or

the shadow of turning ;" and can, in no

respect, be affected by human conduct.

The piety of men cannot augment it, nor

their impiety diminish it. It is as immu-

table as the Divine nature itself. When,

therefore, we speak of promoting the glory

of God, we mean such things as follow :

—

(1.) That men may promote the glory

of God, by acting in consistency with his

will. God has formed various wise, right-

eous, and holy designs, in relation to his

government of the world; and his glory

is promoted by men, when they act in a

manner that is agreeable to his designs,

and has a tendency to accomplish them.

Such a course of action, steadily and

consistently pursued, tends to the develop-

ment and illustration of God's wisdom
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and moral perfection, and to display them

to the notice of those who are the wit-

nesses of it. If men attempt to glorify

God by actions that are not in strict

accordance with his declared will, they

subject themselves to the delusions of

superstition and fanaticism, and render

themselves liable to the accusation of

will - worship, and compliance with the

traditions of men. God can be glorified

only by means which he has himself

appointed ; and if we, on any pretence,

employ different means, we may fear lest

the charge should lie against us of " doing

evil that good may come." Men have

no faculties to fit them for such un-

dertakings, and it will justly be said to

them, " Who hath required this at your

hands?"

It would be a long task to point out

the many mischiefs and miseries that have

resulted from mistaken purposes of glori-

fying God by human inventions. The

establishment of unauthorized religious
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rites and ceremonies, the imposition of

human creeds, articles of faith, and tests

of orthodox or right opinions ; the perse-

cution of those who refuse to comply

with such superstitious fancies, by deliver-

ing them to the secular power to deprive

them of liberty, goods, and life ; show, by

painful demonstrations, to what lengths

men may go, under the guidance of a

fanatical temper, in order to promote the

glory of God. The alliance between the

church and the state, that has been so

much boasted; the taking the church

under the special and exclusive patronage

of the civil authorities ; have proved the

means of degrading the church, and

debasing it, by making it an engine of

secular and ambitious purposes, and rivet-

ting the fetters by which the minds of

men have been restrained under the vilest

domination. Heresies of various kinds

have been productive of very deplorable

evils ; but they are guiltless compared

with the abominations of cruelty and
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impiety that have originated in making

the sword of the magistrate the guardian

of the purity of the church, and its

defence against the incursions of false

doctrine and schism. Errors of the most

pernicious character would have been

subdued before the gradual increase of

intelligence, literature, and piety, had

not force been resorted to, and the emolu-

ments of the church subjected to the

disposal of men, who, however high in

authority, are strangers to the purity of

the christian religion, and altogether care-

less of it, further than it can be made

an instrument of civil influence and poli-

tical aggrandizement.

The history of past ages, and much of

what is still actually passing in the church

and in the world, should, therefore, warn

us against attempting to glorify God by

means which he has not sanctioned.

(2.) The glory of God is promoted by

men when they submit to his dispensa-

tions without anxiety respecting the result
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of them. HiimiKty and submission to

the Divine will are represented in the

Scriptures as qualities of the most excel-

lent kind, and most acceptable to God.

They are so appropriate to the weak,

dependent, and short-sighted condition

of men, as to approve themselves to our

reason in the highest degree. The pre-

sent life is so much beset with difficulties,

both in speculation and practice, that

those persons can scarcely fail to be un-

happy who are destitute of these qualities.

There are numerous duties to be per-

formed which frequently require a large

measure of resolution and moral courage.

Men are apt to be dissatisfied with such

duties, and to complain of the difficulty

of performing them : they look out for

colourable evasions to fortify them in

disregarding them ; they think the path

that leads to heaven is straiter and nar-

rower than is necessary; and not a few

effi^rts are made to discover a more agree-

able road. It must be evident to everv
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one who reflects on these things, that

they are extremely unbecoming the situa-

tion and prospects of creatures whose

existence on earth is momentary, and is

to be succeeded by an unchangeable and

eternal state. A deep impression of the

danger attendant on this trifling with re-

ligious concerns, and a full belief of the

supreme wisdom and goodness of God, can

alone eradicate these infidel and arrogant

notions, and bring us into such a subjec-

tion to his uncontrollable will as to induce

an acquiescence in his determinations, and

a consciousness that we are altogether in-

competent judges of his proceedings.

Life is continually exposed to adversity,

calamity, and trial. This will not be

disputed. In relation to this state of

things, men are extremely prone to be dis-

quieted, anxious, and dissatisfied. They

know not, in very many cases, the par-

ticular reasons why affliction is sent upon

them. They are ready to say, What

evil have we done ? Their passions are
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excited, the evil suggestions of a faithless

heart are hstened to, and the effect too

often witnessed is, that affliction, instead

of bringing them nearer to God, impels

them to a greater distance from him.

They refuse to hold converse with him,

or to submit, but with extreme impa-

tience, to calamities which they cannot

shun. In some instances a sullen hard-

ness of temper is generated ; feeling their

weakness, and the impotency of their

endeavours to relieve themselves, expe-

riencing also the aggravation of wretched-

ness caused by fretfulness and impatience,

they acquire a species of submission which

preserves them from bursting forth into

injurious imputations on the wisdom and

goodness of their Creator ; but in this

submission there is nothing ingenuous

and candid ; nothing that resembles him

who said, '^ Even so, Father; for so it

seemeth good in thy sight."

It is needless for me to say, that in

such instances men do not glorify God;
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but the contrast, which every one can

put, between such states of feehng and

the humihty and submission that are

characteristic of unfeigned piety, will

clearly display the temper and state of

the heart by which God is glorified, both

in the performance of arduous duties,

and the endurance of severe afflictions.

Men who quietly and calmly submit

themselves to God's disposal, without an

undue degree of anxiety with respect to

the future consequences of their condition,

contentedly committing these, and them-

selves, and all their interests, to his wise

and gracious determination, are glorifying

him in the most perfect manner in which

this can be done on earth, and are afford-

ing to the witnesses of their behaviour an

illustrious display of Di\ane glory, as well

as an indisputable proof of their interest

in the protection and blessing of God.

(3.) Men promote the glory of God

when they honour him by a regular and

consistent discharge of the exercises of
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public and social devotion. This is the

principal design, and most important ob-

ject of public worship. There are many

other purposes to be attained by this

means, but this is supremely important.

There has never been any form or con-

stitution of religion appointed or approved

by God that has not sanctioned and

prescribed the practice of public worship
;

to perform which men have ever met in

solemn assemblies, and have united in

the different acts that are essential to it.

How much this was the case under the

dispensation of the Old Testament is too

well known to require any illustration.

When the numerous and burdensome

ceremonies of the law gave place to the

establishment of evangelical worship, v/e

find the disciples of Christ regularly fre-

quenting the public assembhes on the

Lord's days, and at other appropriate

seasons ; indeed, the practice of public

worship is essential to the maintenance of

religion in the world, and that it was so
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deemed by the wisest heathen nations is

known to every one that has any acquaint-

ance with the practices of ancient times.

On various accounts it is exceedingly

requisite to keep these considerations in

view, and to regard the glory and worship

of God as the supremely important and

primary purpose for which the assembling

of Christians should be maintained and per-

petuated. There is frequently manifested

a great forgetfulness of this object by

many persons who undervalue every other

purpose of christian worship, in compa-

rison with having their feelings powerfully

stimulated, and their passions deeply

wrought upon ; and they become ex-

tremely restless, unless they can be grati-

fied to the utmost in these respects. They

must have their favourite ministers, and

their favourite topics constantly brought

before them, or there seems to them to

be no sufficient reason for a regular at-

tendance upon the ministry of the gospel,

and the pubHc appointments of christian
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worship. That the various parts of public

worship should be performed with the

utmost attention, on the part of those

who preside over them, to the edification,

instruction, and consolation of the great

body of worshippers, is not for a moment

to be lost sight of; and if these ends are

not answered, on account of some manifest

deficiencies in the talents or qualifications

of the leaders of public worship, it be-

comes a reason of great weight for taking

due measures to effect an alteration, either

by the removal of those that have hitherto

led the service, or a withdrawment to

some other society, where these ends may

be more efficiently answered. But nothing

can be more injurious, either to the wel-

fare of christian societies, or the real

edification of individual Christians, than a

restless, morbid appetite for cordial stimu-

lants, for favourite, exaggerated, and re-

iterated statements, which aim at the

accomplishment of such purposes. It is

hard to say which are the most degraded.
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those who condescend to gratify propensi-

ties so vicious, or those who can be grati-

fied only by such means.

Where a disposition of this kind is

become predominant, there is an end of

all desire for an enlarged acquaintance

with the true sense of the holy Scrip-

tures, for comprehensive views of the

entire circle of christian truth and duty

;

and, in place of it, a too frequent relin-

quishment of the plain and intelligible

doctrines of revelation, for the wild reve-

ries of an enthusiastic fancy, and the

chimerical speculations of men, too wise

to be submissive to the order which God

has appointed, and too imaginative to be

contented with that " sound speech which

cannot be condemned." Evils of this

kind, w^hich cannot be sufficiently de-

plored, would either be entirely prevented,

or greatly diminished, by a frequent re-

currence to the principal ends for which

christian worship was established, and by

a steady adherence to them, as the most
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indispensable of all means for promoting

the glory of God.

2. The preservation of religion in the

world forms one of the great objects of

public devotion.

It is extremely difficult to frame an

adequate conception of what would be the

state of the world without any exercises

of public devotion. We have been so

long accustomed, even from our infancy,

to behold the solemn convocations of

Christians for this purpose, and to witness

the invaluable blessings which arise from

them, that we can scarcely picture to our-

selves, by the aid of imagination, the state

to which society would be reduced, if

these services were at once to be discon-

tinued. We can readily fix upon many

great injuries which would inevitably suc-

ceed, but we cannot pursue them all to

their remote consequences, further than

to conclude, that the very appearance of

religion would be banished from among

men. I shall therefore observe, that
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public devotion is essential to sustain the

appearance of religion in the world;—that

it imposes many beneficial restraints upon

men, and disposes them to, at least, a

partial compliance with many very im-

portant duties ;—and that it is the most

efiective means of " turning men from

darkness unto light, and from the power

of Satan unto God."

(1.) Public devotion is essential to sus-

tain the appearance of religion in the

world. "Without it, as has just been

remarked, the semblance of religion would

be banished from among men. The per-

formance of the public services of devotion

brings multitudes together for this purpose.

Every public assembly of worshippers

furnishes and proclaims a declaration to

the world, that religion is really obligatory

upon men, and that they cannot neglect

it, without hazarding their most valuable

interests. By the intervention of pubHc

religious services, at least on one day in

seven, thousands and tens of thousands

L
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publish to their fellow-creatures the reality

of religion, and its immediate connexion

with their greatest and most lasting happi-

ness. There may be, and unhappily is,

but too much of mere custom and insin-

cerity mingled with these public pro-

fessions ; many ends are sought to be

answered, which are not in unison with

christian duty, properly so called ; still

the appearance of religion is sustained,

and its high behests are solemnly recog-

nised, and made visible to the observance

of the world.

Men, who feel an obligation to concur

in the public exercises of devotion, bring

their children, and other dependents, to

be present, at what they themselves con-

sider to be the duty of all ; and thus the

means of pei-petuating a race of worship-

pers are afforded, and a pledge is given,

that, as far as in them lies, the appear-

ances of rehgion shall not be permitted to

cease. Unless, therefore, we are prepared

to say that rehgion itself is useless, we
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must concede that the public represen-

tation of it to the world is an object of

the highest importance.

Some men, indeed, presume to say, that

religion has been productive of greater

injury than of benefit to the world ; and,

in support of this absurd paradox, they

point to the religious wars that have been

waged, and to the endless train of perse-

cutions and murders, proscriptions and

miseries, that diiferent sects have perpe-

trated against one another. No one, how-

ever, who calmly, and without prejudice,

contemplates the character, genius, and

instructions of Christianity, can have the

hardihood to maintain that it is respon-

sible for these crimes. Just as well might

it be affirmed, that day is the cause of

night, and the sun the author of darkness,

as that the pure, peaceful, and beneficent

instructions of the divine Redeemer are

chargeable with producing these frightful

enormities. They are to be easily traced

to the selfishness, pride, and ambition of
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men, altogether estranged from the spirit

of Christianity; who have employed re-

ligion as a pretext, under the cover of

which they might indulge, without con-

trol, the vicious propensities of their

darkened and perverted minds. " The

works of the flesh are manifest, which are

these; adultery, fornication, uncleanness,

lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred,

variance, emulations, wrath, strife, sedi-

tions, heresies, envyings, murders, drunk-

enness, revelling, and such like: of the

which I tell you before, as I have also

told you in time past, that they which do

such things shall not inherit the kingdom

of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is

love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness,

goodness, faith, meekness, temperance

;

against such there is no law."* That

such are the genuine results of religion,

and of the want of it, no one that is

jiot devoid of candour and justice will

• Gal. V. 19—23.
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undertake to deny. Christians are, there-

fore, under a pressing obligation to per-

petuate the practice of public devotion in

the world, as the indispensable instrument

for preserving the profession of piety, and

preventing the appearances of religion

from being lost.

No other plan that can be adopted is

sufficient to produce this effect, with con-

stancy and unfailing success. Human
laws for the maintenance of the profession

of rehgion are altogether inefficient for

the purpose, as has been a thousand times

witnessed. Our own country supplies in-

stances in point, without number. The

sanguinary and persecuting enactments of

past centuries, during the reigns of our

Tudors and Stuarts, aimed ostensibly at

the preservation of a pubhc profession of

religion. Men were compelled to fre-

quent the established places of worship,

and to conform to the religious rites

ordained by civil authority, under pe-

nalties of the most severe and rigid
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character; but these methods of extort-

ing compliance with rehgious services

have proved to be altogether ineffective

:

when the spirit of piety is evaporated, the

form and appearance will speedily decay.

Most happily these methods of compelHng

men to attend on religious services, by

edict, and legislative enactment, are aban-

doned, from a conviction of their utter

uselessness, and inefficiency for the pur-

poses at which they aimed : and men are

now learning, in some measure, that con-

science is not to be coerced by acts of

parliament, nor the institutions of religion

to be upheld by penal statutes.

Some remnants, notwithstanding, of this

misguided zeal are still left among us;

and many an ardent wish is yet breathed

forth, that the licentiousness of modern sec-

taries, and the irregularities of voluntary

worship, might be restrained, and again

brought under the compression of the

wholesome severities of ecclesiastical sway.

Too many also of those who might have



ON THE OBJECTS OF DEVOTION. 151

been supposed to be better instructed,

display a hankering for legislative inter-

ference in matters of religion ; and they

would particularly have the Lord's day

sanctified, and the institutions of reh-

gion maintained by the same unhallowed

means ; the insufficiency of which, and

the mischief, have been demonstrated a

thousand times. The proper business of

statesmen and legislators^ let it be re-

membered, is with the concerns of this

world; but the support of religion, and

the protection of its sanctity, are not

committed to them. They cannot touch

the ark of God without polluting it ; nor

interfere with the precepts of Christ,

without weakening their authority. Let

them cultivate, as they are bound to do,

the christian temper for themselves ; let

them afford aid, in their personal and pri-

vate capacities, to the utmost of their means,

to uphold the profession of religion, and

the preservation of its honourable ap-

pearance ; let them, without restriction,
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patronize, in this way, the particular de-

nomination of Christians of which they

most approve ; but let them fear to pro-

fane the religion of Jesus Christ, by adding

to its sanctions the sword of the magis-

trate, and the aid of enactments, that

intrench on the perfect freedom of con-

science, and on those liberties which the

Governor of the world has made the birth-

right of man. If persons in authority,

and generally the higher ranks, are dis-

posed to maintain the appearance of piety

among the subordinate classes, they will

most surely attain their purpose, by ab-

staining from every outrage on the sanctity

of the Lord's day ; by a careful and unre-

mitting attendance upon the duties appro-

priate to that day; and thus showing,

what they cannot do by restrictive laws,

that they sincerely venerate the insti-

tutions of religion, and feel an earnest

wish to perpetuate the sacred observance

of them. In the mean time, whatever

may be the course which other men adopt,
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all upright persons, of every christian de-

nomination, will give their suffrage to the

benefit derived from the public perform-

ances of devotion, by their steady and

persevering discharge of them.

(2.) Public devotion imposes many

beneficial restraints upon men, and dis-

poses them to, at least, a partial com-

phance with many important duties.

There prevails in the world some consi-

derable degree of regard to public opinion,

and to consistency. The generality of

men feel, that an attendance on the public

services of religion must, in order to

secure them from the stigma of hypocrisy,

be accompanied, more or less, by a depar-

ture from notorious crimes, and a per-

formance, at least, of some of the more

ostensible practices of religion. They

would experience a degree of shame at

being detected in any unusual inconsis-

tencies of this kind. Public opinion, and

the censorship of neighbourhoods, come

in aid of the direct instruction communi-
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cated by the services of religion ; and

many a criminal suggestion is resisted,

because it cannot be gratified without a

loss of reputation ; and many an appear-

ance of generosity, charity, and concern

for the public good, is sustained by a wish,

on the part of numbers, to cultivate the

good opinion of those with whom they are

associated in the public institutions of re-

ligion. It is greatly more to the general

advantage, that such imperfect compliance

with the injunctions of Christianity should

be practised, than that an open disregard

and utter defiance of restraint should

become universally prevalent. In the

absence of higher principles and purer

motives, these effects contribute to a

diminution of the mass of moral evil, and

to render a public homage to the truth

and supreme importance of piety.

There is some reason to hope that men,

who thus " do many things," perhaps, to

a certain extent, " gladly," may, by the

exercises of devotion which they frequent,
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be induced to scrutinize their motives,

and to inquire how far they fall short of

the proper standard of religion ; and if a

serious purpose of this nature be foraied,

it may probably become the means of

rendering them, instead of the votaries

of custom and fashion, the worshippers

of Him " who is a Spirit, in spirit and

in truth." As long as men, from any

motives, entirely absent themselves from

religious assembhes, they do what they

can to extinguish the light of wisdom and

sanctity in the world; they demonstrate

themselves to be among the number of

the open and avowed enemies of God and

men ; and they willingly place themselves

out of the reach of any improvement.

Happy would it be if such persons would

consider what the end of these things will

prove.

(3.) Public devotion is the most effec-

tive means of " turning men from dark-

ness to light, and from the power of Satan

to God."
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The conversion of sinners is said, by

our Lord himself, to be a cause of joy in

heaven ; and certainly it would be an

indication of a very low state of personal

piety, if such an event were to produce

no similar sentiment on earth. Men are

frequently inclined to treat the subject

of the evil influence of malignant and

powerful spirits over sinners, of which

the Scriptures speak with great clearness

as to the fact, and with frequent refer-

ence to the importance of it, with levity

and ridicule. Others, not so lost to all

reverence for the sacred volume, contrive,

by specious criticisms and subtle reason-

ings, to persuade themselves and others,

that what the Scriptures affirm on this

subject is to be understood so metaphori-

cally, as that, in fact, it comes to have

no meaning at all. Much objection has

been made, very justly, to the trivial and

minute accounts that have been, and con-

tinue to be given, of the temptations of

Satan ; and no small portion of absurdity
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has been broached on the matter, which

has excited great prejudice and aversion

to the plain statement, that events of this

kind actually take place. But it is not

the part of either piety or wisdom to

permit the mistaken representations of

fanciful and enthusiastic persons so to

act upon the judgment, as to contravene

one of the facts, most thoroughly authen-

ticated by the volume of revelation.

In that sacred book, the world is

asserted to be in a state of spiritual sub-

jection to the prince of darkness, " the

spirit that now worketh in the children

of disobedience ;" who is said to "go
about, as a roaring lion, seeking whom

he may devour." Let it then be con-

sidered, how frightful and alarming a

condition this is, to "be led captive by

the devil at his will;" to be influenced

by that malignant being, who has set

himself, from the beginning of the world,

to oppose and frustrate the determinations

of the almighty God, and to propagate
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and perpetuate rebellion among his crea-

tures. How far he has been permitted

to succeed in the prosecution of purposes

so unnatural and impious, we have but

too many manifest proofs, drawn from the

history of men in all ages. The oppo-

sition that has been made against God,

the base, stupid, polluted, and deadly

idolatries that have reigned over the

fairest regions of the globe, and which

still maintain their power, over hundreds

of miUions of the human race, are ascribed

to him, under whose fatal suggestions

every species of cruelty has been inflicted

on mankind, by desolating wars, by domi-

neering superstitions, by self-immolation,

and by the sacrifices of milKons, not

sparing the helplessness and unconscious

innocence of infancy, offered at the shrines

of his agents and emissaries. His purpose

is to drag the sons of men through all the

diversified miseries and torments which

his malicious ingenuity and subtlety can

devise, and to thrust them finally into
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that den and bottomless pit of perdition,

to which he knows himself to be destined.

In proportion as we believe, and are

suitably affected by these representations,

which the holy Scriptures unhesitatingly

give of the power and malignity of Satan,

we shall rejoice in every instance, with

which we become acquainted, of unhappy

and degraded mortals being rescued from

so tremendous a captivity, and being

brought into the glorious liberty of the

sons of God.

Various and diversified means are em-

ployed by Divine goodness and power to

effect these beneficent purposes; but none

is so extensive or effectual as the procla-

mation of the gospel continually made by

the agency of public devotion. This is

the grand instrument which God has

provided to destroy the empire of Satan,

and to prepare the subjects of his own

everlasting kingdom in heaven for the

blessedness and glory to which he has

determined to bring them. We witness
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the powerful and salutary effects of the

employment of this instrument; and if

our bosoms retain a spark of love to the

blessed Saviour, of regard to the honour

of God, or of sympathetic and beneficent

feeling for human interests, we shall re-

joice in its success, and maintain, by our

unremitting exertions, the continuance of

a ministry so essential to the happiness

and salvation of a lost w^orld, and with

which the glory of God is so closely com-

bined. The conversion of one sinner

excites joy in heaven, what then must

be the exultation and delight experienced

in that blessed state at beholding tens

of thousands redeemed by the blood of

the Lamb, purified by the influence of

his Spirit, and, after a vigorous employ-

ment of their powers in extending and

consolidating the empire of their Redeemer

and Lord upon earth, advance, one by

one, to join that multitude which no one

can number, and to ascribe " blessing,

and honour, and glory, and power, unto
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Him that sitteth upon the throne ; and

unto the Lamb, for ever and ever? If

he who converts one sinner from the error

of his ways is blessed, how large a reward

is reserved for all who strenuously uphold

the cause of pure and enlightened devo-

tion, and employ their utmost energies

to diffuse it to the ends of the earth

!

M



CHAPTER IV.

ON THE MANNER OF PRAYER.

It has already been observed, that the

purpose of this work is to promote im-

provement in the performance of the

duties of pubhc and social devotion. On
this account, nothing peculiarly applicable

to private prayer has been introduced,

though a considerable part of all that has

been advanced may, w^ith advantage, be

applied to this most necessary and indis-

pensable duty. The various topics rela-

tive to public and social prayer which

have been discussed belong expressly to

the duty, purposes, and objects of such
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religious services. The nature of my
design leads me, next, to notice the

manner in which such services should be

conducted, so as to insure, v^ith the Divine

blessing, the greatest degree of propriety,

acceptance, and usefulness.

As I wish now to attract the attention

of my brethren in the ministry to the

remarks which I intend respectfully to

place before them, I beg to disclaim, at

the commencement, every thing approach-

ing to dictation, censure, or personality.

I shall refer to no instances but what

appear to me to be improprieties of

manner, without the most distant allu-

sion to any individual persons whatever.

Perhaps I may be permitted to offer as

some apology for tendering to others

advice, of which I myself may stand

equally or more in need, the experience

of nearly forty years, spent, with great

imperfections I am fully aware, in dis-

charging the offices of a pastor, preacher,

and tutor. I shall not, I hope, arrogate

M 2
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to myself any undue importance from this

allusion to my past employments, since

I advance it altogether as a reason why

I may avoid the imputation of such an

impropriety. My wish is, also, to draw

the attention of those persons who are

frequently engaged in leading the devo-

tional services of social meetings, to the

great desirableness of discharging these

duties in the most becoming and accept-

able manner : I say nothing of the heads

of families who conduct the domestic

devotions of their own houses, because

the remarks which will be made are

equally applicable to them, as to the

classes of which I have just spoken. I

shall only observe further, that careful

attention to the manner of prayer is ex-

ceedingly important, and that it cannot

fail to be accompanied by sensible and

satisfactory improvement.

It is well known that objections against

the manner of conducting public worship

by the use of extempore, or more properly,
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of free prayer, in use among almost all

classes of Dissenters, as well as among

the members of the Established Church

of Scotland, are frequently alleged by our

Episcopalian brethren, who almost inva-

riably, if not universally, conduct this

part of Divine worship by the forms of the

Book of Common Prayer. My opinion

of that book was stated at the commence-

ment of this work, and will not be re-

peated. It is more to my purpose to

remark, that the objections alleged against

the use of free prayer are derived from

two sources ; one, which rests upon the

employment of such prayer, in whatever

manner it may be performed; and the

other derives its force from the impro-

prieties of manner that are sometimes

witnessed in the use of it, and which are

supposed to be nearly, if not entirely,

inseparable from it. I shall beg atten-

tion, for a short time, to the first of these

objections, leaving the second to be

obviated by the remarks which it is my
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intention to oifer respecting the most

appropriate modes of discharging the duty

of pubhc and social prayer.

There are two or three preliminary

remarks which I wish to make, before I

proceed to a direct consideration of the

objection against the use of free prayer,

to which I have alluded.

I. Preliminary remarks.

1. Both evangelical Episcopalians and

orthodox Nonconformists agree in main-

taining, that among the endowments

which are imparted to true Christians by

the influence of the Holy Spirit, there

is one, known by the description of the

spirit of prayer. This endowment is

referred to by the prophet Zechariah,

who, speaking in the name of the God

of Israel, says, " I will pour upon the

house of David, and upon the inhabitants

of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace, and of

supplications." This declaration all Chris-

tians believe to be accomplished under the

dispensation of the gospel. On this point
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there is so little difference of opinion that

nothing needs be said in support of it.

It may, notwithstanding, be expedient

to state in what sense I understand the

proposition, that the spirit of prayer,

common to Christians, is an endowment

proceeding from the agency of the Holy

Spirit. I shall assume, without debating

the matter, the fact, that men never pray

with faith and sincerity for spiritual bless-

ings, until they become sensible that they

are in danger of perishing without them :

they that are conscious of no sickness feel

not the need of a physician. It is equally

a fact, that this sensibihty of want is

imparted by the influence of the Spirit

of God.

Wherever a due degree of the feeling

now noticed is experienced, it will natu-

rally be expressed by humble and fervent

petitions, addressed to the Giver of all

spiritual benefits. This sentiment of the

heart, and the supplications prompted by

it, is what is here meant by a spirit of
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prayer,—the gracious endowment of the

Holy Spirit. It is far from being my
belief, that this spirit is never exerted

through the medium of a form of words
;

on the contrary, I have the fullest per-

suasion that there are numerous cases in

which the first efforts to pray in faith and

sincerity are exerted in this way ; but it

appears to me to be generally, if not

universally true, that, in the further

progress of religion, preconceived forms

become too narrow and insufficient to

express the varied and deep emotions of

the soul, which force an utterance for

themselves, in terms more agreeable to

their urgency. I know not to what but

this the apostle refers, when he says,

" The Spirit itself maketh intercession

fbr us, with groanings which cannot be

uttered."* The general effect of this

state of mind and feeling is to produce

a habit of praying independently of forms

;

• Rom. viii. 26.
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in addition to which, a desire is commonly

experienced to strengthen this habit ; and

it would certainly be an indication of

some great defect, if this desire were not

to take place. Repeated exercise, and

earnest endeavour, finally succeed ; and

thus the spirit of prayer is generated, and

made as habitually perfect, as the different

faculties and attainments of individual

Christians admit.

I am quite sensible, that the early

associations of pious persons modify, to a

considerable extent, the process that has

now been described. In cases where the

general association is vdth persons who

are attached to the use of prescribed

forms, the tendency is powerfully felt

towards them ; but where the first reli-

gious connexions are among those who

pray without forms, a contrary inclination

takes place, and that, which I certainly

cannot but regard as the original and

natural course, of praying without the

aid, or shall I say, the incumbrance of
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forms, is adopted. If the statement now

made be correct, as I imagine few candid

persons, of any considerable experience,

will deny, it must be regarded as a very

powerful argument in favour of the use of

free prayer.

2. It is a well-known fact, that among

Episcopalians, the most pious and ex-

cellent clergymen sanction the use of free

prayer, by their own private practice, and

by encouraging the same mode in the

private societies which are formed among

the more serious members of their con-

gregations ; and I apprehend they would

consider it as an intolerable grievance to

be compelled, by their ecclesiastical su-

periors, to discontinue such a practice.

This also must, I think, be admitted as

an argument ad Jiominem, at least, that

proves strongly in favour of praying

without forms, both in private and in

social exercises of devotion. Many

zealous churchmen will, I am sensible,

urge, in reply to this argument, that such
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are not the practices of the more learned,

respectable, and orthodox clergy ; and

this I shall not question ; it is, I believe,

strictly true. But what is the consequence

of this ? Is it not that among the con-

gregations over which such clergymen

preside, there are to be found few, if any,

such social or private assemblies formed ?

I shall leave my readers to deduce their

own conclusion from the premises.

3. I beg to observe, that I have no wish

to plead for the universal relinquishment

of forms of prayer : I would lay down no

such rule. On many occasions forms may

be employed with great advantage, both

in private devotion, and in the discharge

of the important duty of family prayer.

Some good men, from their having little

readiness of expression, from their defi-

ciency in mental culture, or from their

want of self-possession, may employ such

helps, with benefit to themselves and

others. There are also seasons of weari-

ness, dejection of feeling, and a want of
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energy, from which the most intelligent

and spiritual are not always free, when

recourse may very properly be had to the

assistance of suitable forms.

The chief point of controversy, however,

relates to the manner of performing the

public services of devotion. A large part

of what has been urged on both sides is,

I imagine, the result of early association

and prepossession ; some of it has origi-

nated in the want of a sufficiently exten-

sive acquaintance with the subject, and

not a little must, I fear, be ascribed to the

powerful and pernicious influence of party

spirit. I cannot conclude these prelimi-

nary remarks without an expression of

the full certainty which I feel, that this

question would have been debated with

comparatively little alienation of feeling,

but for the interference of an usurped

authority to impose an exclusive mode of

conducting the public services of religion.

I have no wish to revive the painful

recollections of former ages, but T m.ust
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regard it as an evil of very great magnitude,

that the genius of churches established

by law, is essentially exclusive. The most

learned and excellent clergyman belonging

to the Church of England is prohibited

from making the smallest deviation from

the established ritual ; he can neither do

this, nor can he permit any christian

minister, of any other communion, English

or foreign, however recommended by

learning and piety, to officiate in his

church. One only exception exists to

this otherwise exclusive rule—a Catholic

priest, who quits his former connexions,

may, without re-ordination, be admitted

to officiate in consecrated edifices ; but

no Protestant ordination, save that by an

Anglican Bishop, elevates the subject of

it above the rank of "pretended holy

orders," or warrants his performing, in

any one instance, any service in the esta-

blished church. In what light this ex-

clusive system is regarded by the only

Sovereign of the christian church, whose
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precept is, " receive ye one another, as

Christ also received us, to the glory of

God,"* must be left to the calm deter-

mination of every candid and christian

churchman. Were liberty granted to use

free prayer, in combination with a liturgy,

or to permit the episcopal clergyman to

associate with himself occasionally a Pro-

testant minister of any other communion,

or himself to officiate in other edifices

besides those that are consecrated by

episcopal rites, as often as convenience

and propriety admitted, a large part in-

deed of the objections against the use of

a liturgy would be removed. But no

justification can be found, except in the

rule

—

" Sic volo, sic jubeo, stat pro ratione voluntas,"

for the exclusiveness which pervades the

Church of England. It is productive of

evils to the unity of christian profession

;

* Rom. XV. 7.
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it perpetuates what, in that church, is

denominated schism ; it almost necessarily

inclines every clergyman to indulge in

imaginary notions of superiority over all

other Protestant ministers ; and it tends,

b}^ attempting the degradation of such

ministers, to confirm them in hostihty to

the church and its services. Having

made these preliminary observations, I

shall proceed,

II. To notice some of the arguments

that are employed to maintain the su-

periority of the manner in which the

public devotional services of the Church

of England over the manner in which

nonconforming worship is carried on, by

the exercise of free prayer.

1. The great excellency of the liturgy

is not unfrequently represented as tanta-

mount to all other arguments, and alone

sufficient to repel all objections that

can be made against it. My opinion

of the Book of Common Prayer has

been already expressed : many of the
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devotional parts of it have been allov^ed

to possess very great excellency; but

it is ranked so high by many of its

enthusiastic panegyrists, as alone to fur-

nish a sufficient reason v^^hy no attend-

ant upon episcopal w^orship should, on

any account, forsake it. They have re-

corded it as their deliberate judgment,

that the excellency of the liturgy is so

great as to compensate the entire w^ant of

piety in the officiating ministers of the

church, and the constant inculcation of

the most destructive doctrines from the

pulpit. The conservation of orthodoxy

is expected from it ; and so great is its

influence, that even the entire body of

Dissenters from the church are indebted

to it for the preservation of true religion

among them. It is foreign from my pur-

pose to discuss such matters as these at

large, or, I imagine, it w^ould be a business

of no great difficulty to show, that the

converse is nearer the truth, and that the

church is more indebted to Dissenters
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than to the hturgy for the great increase

of true religion that has so happily taken

place in it within the last sixty or seventy

years, and in which I unfeignedly and

greatly rejoice.

The state of religion in the church,

immediately prior to the exertions of

Whitefield and Wesley, is too well known

to have been extremely deplorable to

require any particular proof of it. If it

be said, they were not Dissenters, it will

remain for those who make the assertion

to show, how men can be properly de-

nominated otherwise, who themselves set

at defiance the authorities of the church,

abandoned many of its essential rules,

and established large communities of

worshippers, who have entirely departed

from communion with it. No more re-

markable instance of attachment to party,

and of the influence of party feelings,

can be cited, than the unmeasured eulo-

giums passed on the Common Prayer,

and the ascription of effects to it, to

N
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which it certainly has not the smallest

pretension. Had not an impulse of extra-

ordinary force been given to religion in

the church, by the labours of the men

to whom I have alluded, there is every

reason to believe that it would have

gone on to deteriorate, notwithstanding

all the imagined superiority of worship

conducted agreeably to its forms. The

men, be it remembered, who ministered

in these forms, were almost universally

devoid of the spirit which they are

thought to be so admirable a medium of

keeping alive. As, then, I cannot admit

the influence of the Common Prayer to

be adequate to the support of a church

which, notwithstanding its perpetual use,

was palpably departing from the truth

and purity of the gospel, I am unable to

yield to such an argument, for the sole

and exclusive employment of it, as the

instrument of conducting pubhc worship.

2. An argument for the exclusive use

of forms is drawn from their utility
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in maintaining the uniformity of wor-

ship.

Uniformity is a word of ominous import

in the judgment of those who know some-

what of the price that has already been

paid for the support of it. The obser-

vations made in the last section sufficiently

show what the uniformity is, which the

exclusive use of the Book of Common
Prayer produces : it is an uniformity of

difformity. What can be less uniform

than evangelical sentiments expressed in

prayer, and sentiments the most con-

trary to them dehvered from the pulpit ?

Within the remembrance of the writer

of these pages, the Church of England

comprehended among its clergy men

holding opinions of the utmost diversity,

extending from high Calvinism through

the gradations of moderate Calvinism,

Arminianism, Pelagianism, and Arianism

of different shades, down to the lowest

degrees of Unitarianism ; I say nothing

of the numbers of openly irreligious,

N 2
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profane, and intemperate individuals that

were found assuming to themselves the

appellation of the ministers of Christ, and

daring to reproach men of exalted piety

and unblemished character, because they

could not conscientiously unite themselves

to a church established by human law^s.

It has been a charge frequently brought

against Dissenters, that they are divided

into endless parties, and that their dissent

from the church is not carried on v^ith

greater rancour than the dissensions and

disagreements which exist among them-

selves. They do not, however, throw a

covering of uniformity around their diver-

sities, nor merge their essential variations

of opinion in a subscription to articles of

faith, nor profess an union of speculative

belief in relation to matters where no

union exists.

A clergyman of distinguished eminence,

whose writings have been exceedingly

useful, has expressed his belief to be, that

the Articles of the Church of England
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were not imposed to exhibit an unifor-

mity of faith in all the multifarious topics

which they involve ; this he holds to be

impossible, but that they were framed as

articles of peace. I acknowledge I should

have found great difficulty in assigning

any definite meaning to this assertion, had

not the gifted and respectable author of it

spared me the trouble of so doing, by an

explanation which is indeed sufficiently in-

telligible, but which leads to consequences

of the most dangerous nature. I have

many times read the Thirty-nine Articles,

and they appear to me to be drawn up in

terms as little liable to misconception as

any that can well be used ; and I am per-

suaded that the venerable persons who

were concerned in drawing them up, httle

thought of the use that would be assigned

to them in succeeding ages. Trifling with

subscriptions and solemn declarations is

an evil of the most pernicious character

;

and I should imagine that the celebrated

writer to whom we are indebted for this
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salvo, must himself have subsequently

looked upon it as more ingenious than

either solid or correct. The differences

of judgment which obtain among the vari-

ous classes of Dissenters, and the frequent

colHsions that result from them, are far

enough from being either desirable or

praiseworthy ; but there is found among

them no such species of diversity between

the prayers and the sermons which they

employ, as exists in the Established

Church. Public opinion, by which I

mean the opinions that are held by in-

dividual churches, operates much more

powerfully in preserving a consistency

between the several parts of their public

worship, than any compulsory formulas

or subscriptions that, in very numerous

instances, are made, either in unacquaint-

edness with the subjects that are involved

in them, or from a manifest wish to share

in the public favour, and in the reputation,

honours, and emoluments which a richly-

endowed establishment has to confer.
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The argument, therefore, which is drawn

from the use of prescribed forms in pro-

moting uniformity, falls to the ground.

It will be a conclusion altogether remote

from truth and reality, if any of my
readers should suppose that the remarks

which have now been made originate in

any hostile feeling to the honourable and

consistent supporters of the Established

Church. So far is this from being the

case, that I regard numbers, both of its

clergy and laity, as among the most excel-

lent of Christians ; and for many I enter-

tain sentiments of the utmost respect and

warmest affection. My objections do not

apply to persons, but to system ; and I

should be a traitor against a cause, which,

in my inmost conscience, I believe to be

the cause of freedom, of truth, and of

God, if, in discussing such topics, I were

to dissemble and conceal the clearest con-

victions of my understanding, under ge-

neral expressions, adapted to conciliate the

favour of even the best and most excellent
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persons from whom I conscientiously dis-

sent.

The first religious impressions which I

experienced in early youth, were produced

chiefly by the agency of clergymen, for

whose memory I retain, in advanced years,

the most affectionate and grateful re-

membrances, and whom, I am permitted

to hope, I shall meet, at no very distant

day, in a world where there will be found

neither churchmen nor dissenters ; a world

from which all discord will be banished, and

where one grand and consolidating bond of

love will be cemented, to endure for ever.

Could I have looked upon the Book of

Common Prayer vdth indiscriminate appro-

bation, and have made vows of conformity

and canonical obedience without repug-

nance, I should, in all probability, have

now been ministering at the altars of the

Established Church, and never have been

numbered among the obscure adherents of

a despised, and oftentimes misconceived

and misrepresented nonconformity.
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S, It is urged as an argument in defence

of exclusive forms of prayer, that congre-

gations can more easily unite in them

than in free or extemporaneous prayers.

On this I would remark, that a great

deal depends on habit. What men fre-

quently do, they do more readily. Hence

they feel a repugnance to what they have

not been accustomed. At the same time,

I freely admit that the argument is not

without force : it cannot, however, be

denied, that the continued use of the

same forms is likely to generate inatten-

tion, and, unless an unremitting exertion

be made to prevent it, the thoughts vdll

wander during the recital of the well-

known words, which at length come to

be repeated mechanically and without

effort. Were the prayers that are de-

livered without forms slowly and distinctly

enunciated, with pauses sufficiently long

interposed between each of the sen-

tences of which they consist, and the

whole uttered with due and discriminate



186 ON THE MANNER OF PRAYER.

emphasis, so as to prevent a drawling

monotony of manner, few persons would

experience difficulty in accompanying

them. It is chiefly to the hurried con-

secution of sentences, and the absence

of sufficient clearness and energy of pro-

nunciation, that the difficulty of going

along with the speaker is to be attributed.

This is, in my opinion, a matter in the

highest degree worthy of attentive regard

from those to whom the conducting of

public devotion is committed. A com-

bination of both the modes of devotion

would, I think, be productive of the

best effects. The responsive form of the

litany is, in my apprehension, well adapted

to maintain attention, by giving, as well

to the congregation as to the officiating

minister, an active part in the service.

There is, I fear, at present, little hope

of effecting any changes of this kind

either in conforming or nonconforming

congregations. The imposition of form,

and the exclusion of all innovation, is
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but too likely to continue in the Esta-

blished Church ; and among Nonconformists

there prevails so great a dislike to what

is unusual, that any improvement of this

nature seems to be hopeless. On this

account, it becomes the more imperative

on those v^ho lead the worship that is

conducted by free prayer, to employ every

method of improvement in the discharge

of it that can be suggested.

4. The danger of erroneous sentiments,

of unbecoming language, and of tiresome

repetitions, is further urged against the

adoption of the practice of free prayer.

That such consequences may arise, it

is impossible to deny ; and the greater

part of what is to follow in this chapter

is intended to meet this danger. I may

just remark in this place, with reference

to the objection that is stated, that if

it be carried out to its fullest extent,

it will apply with as much force to

sermons as to prayers. There is no

such material difference between the
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two kinds of composition, as to ensure

tlie propriety of the sermon, while the

prayer is unsusceptible of a similar gua-

rantee. Few persons will, however, I

imagine, be found to advocate the inva-

riable use of one prescribed sermon or

homily. Nothing that belongs to man

is beyond the reach of abuse ; and the

utmost that can be done, is to employ

all due caution and care to prevent it

as far as is possible ; ever remembering,

that the abuse of what is intrinsically

good can never be justly pleaded as an

argument against the proper use of it.

III. I shall now proceed to state some

of the objections which may fairly be

alleged against the employment of pre-

scribed forms in the exercise of public

devotion.

1. I have sufficiently noticed the objec-

tion to forms which are so strictly im-

posed, as that nothing short of an act of

the legislature can alter a single expres-

sion, or remove the exclusive character
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which belongs to the worship of the

Established Church. All well-informed

and consistent Nonconformists will ever

demur to the introduction of this species

of authority, because it is the invasion

of a province that lies beyond its sphere.

The parties by whom the branches of the

legislature are composed are not the

persons best fitted, by their general cha-

racter, or previous habits, to determine

such matters. No authority of this kind

has ever been delegated to them by Him
who has appointed " the powers that be

:"

nor can arguments be founded upon just

theory, or universal experience, to warrant

the fitness of such an intrusion. The

state, in its legislative capacity, will never

be allowed, by intelligent Dissenters, to

interfere with the modes of worship

among them ; and it is but justice to

acknowledge, that our present leading

statesmen are little disposed to carry on a

crusade for the support of an authority to

which they are aware they have no claim.
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I can scarcely quit this topic without

a remark or two respecting the course

that is unhappily adopted by many of

the most opulent of those who, in days

that are past, were willing to retain the

connexion with nonconformity, which they

inherited from their pious and consistent

ancestors. Not a few of such persons

have, of late years, either avowed them-

selves to have become churchmen, while,

on expedient occasions, they retain their

former connexions in some respects ; or

who, while they still profess themselves

to belong to the nonconformist body,

desert its ministers, its churches, and its

public worship, and are found swelling

the congregations of some popular and

acceptable preachers in the Established

Church. If such men have discovered

the superior excellence and truth of a

church established by law, why do they

not openly and consistently follow the

dictates of their enlightened judgment ?

Why do they not altogether separate
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themselves from conventicles and their

frequenters, who are pronounced by the

church to which they manifest so strong

an affection to be stained with the defile-

ment of schism, polluted by a perverse

rebellion against the authorized successors

of the apostles, and, in fine, to be aban-

doned to " the uncovenanted mercies of

God?" Surely it is more honourable

for men to act with decision and con-

sistency than to subject themselves, by

their vacillating and irregular conduct,

to the imputation of base, interested,

and unworthy motives. *' If the Lord

be God, follow him : but if Baal, then

follow him."

Dissenters have little reason, on their

own account, to regret the defection of

such persons; but rather have cause to

congratulate themselves on being freed

from the intrusions of false brethren, who

would willingly have become lords over

the heritage of God had they not been

restrained by inflexible opposition to their
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usurpations ; and influenced by a wish to

mingle more freely, without animadver-

sion, among the votaries of fashion and

the observances of the elegant, well-bred,

and polished multitudes, who follow, with-

out remorse, the current of public and

indiscriminating opinion. It is certainly

a remarkable fact, that while the con-

gregations of Nonconformists have been

augmented, in later years, to multitudes

which would have excited the astonish-

ment of past generations, that these

accessions have accrued so greatly from

the middle and lower classes, that scarcely

are there to be found among them any

persons of aristocratic descent, and, I

believe, not one individual of noble birth.

A good deal of remark has, within a few

years, been made respecting the numerous

instances among dissenting ministers, in

which they have solicited and obtained

episcopal ordination. With a large pro-

portion of these persons I have had more

or less personal intercourse ; and though.
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I presume not to arraign the secret

motives by which they have been actu-

ated, it comes within my own knowledge

that several, even of the best of them,

have been thwarted and disappointed men,

who, finding little encouragement among

their early connexions, have quitted them

with various ostensible apologies, into

the truth or force of which I have no

disposition to scrutinize. My most pre-

valent wish for them is, that they may

find greater happiness and greater useful-

ness than they reaped from their former

associations, and that they may never be

haunted by secret apprehensions that they

have forsaken the straight path of integrity

and honour. Should these pages fall into

the hands of any of those with whom I

have had personal intercourse, I would

entreat, for their own sakes, that they

vsdll be cautious in animadverting upon

their former friends, and stand aloof from

the disingenuous and insidious criticisms of

'* autobiographers," anonymous or avowed.

o
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2. Free prayer is better adapted than

any forms can be, to express the varied

sentiments of the heart. Every expe-

rienced Christian, churchman or dissenter,

must admit this, if he have been long

accustomed to serious and frequent inter-

course with God. Forms of prayer must

be drawn up in general terms, since it

is impossible to include in them all the

various and multiplied diversities by which

christian experience is marked. General

expressions are, it is well known, much

less effective in moving the feelings than

a distinct specification of the individual

necessities that press upon the heart.

Indiscriminate language constantly re-

peated begets tedium, and has a powerful

efiect in rendering prayer a mere mecha-

nical exertion, which is carried on without

any vivid impressions or strong emotions.

It may be said, that wise and truly devout

men will check this tendency, and, by

unremitting attention, prevent the evil

that is alluded to. And it is doubtless
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true, that wise and really devout and

spiritual worshippers will, in their own

individual cases, obviate the inconve-

niences that are more or less inseparable

from all modes of conducting public devo-

tion, and derive from them the advantages

which they are respectively adapted to

produce.

3, A very forcible argument for the

use of free prayer in public worship, arises

from the effect which it cannot fail to

have on the ministers by whom it is con-

ducted. Any man, whether pious or the

contrary, who is capable of reading aloud

with propriety, may officiate in the use

of forms ; but the difficulty becomes

much greater, and the test of personal

religion much more effective, in the case

of free prayer. There must necessarily

be a considerable share of religious know-

ledge acquired, and a strong semblance,

at least, of devout feeling, to enable any

one to conduct, without written forms,

the worship of congregations, among

o2
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which there will be many able to form

a correct judgment of the manner in

which this office is performed. To lead

the devotions of a number of intelligent

and. religious persons, during a course

of years, is an attainment not to be made

by every man. That insincere and irre-

ligious persons may make such an attain-

ment, in some cases, is too evident from

painful experience to be controverted

;

but the instances must be comparatively

rare. I should look for a great deterio-

ration of ministerial fitness and character,

were the practice of free prayer to be

generally discontinued in nonconforming

assemblies ; and there can be no doubt

but that the endeavours which must be

made by ministers to enable them to dis-

charge these offices in an acceptable and

useful manner, must be productive of no

inconsiderable influence upon the state

of their own character and feelings. I

shall protract this subject no further; it

is somewhat remote from the principal
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object of this work, but I could not,

with propriety, altogether pass it over

in silence.

IV. I shall now advance to the main

object of this chapter, which is, to state

the means of discharging the duty of

public and social devotion in a manner

free from just censure ; and which shall

be conducive to the improvement and

consolation of the worshippers ; honour-

able to the great and blessed object of

all devotion ; and shall obviate the objec-

tions that are made to the use of free

prayer, drawn from the improprieties

which are sometimes represented as in-

separable from it. I shall arrange these

observations under the heads of—the sub-

stance, the style, the language, and the

method of prayer.

1 . The substance of prayer : by this

I intend a due distribution of the several

subjects which constitute the matter of

prayer. The different parts and objects

of prayer have already been enumerated
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and considered, and are not now again to

be noticed ; my present design is to con-

sider the way in which those several parts

should be disposed, so as to prevent a

deficiency of topics, and to avoid the

repetitions, which are often felt to be

extremely wearisome, and prejudicial to

the proper influence of devotion on those

who unite in it.

It is essential to every prayer that is

delivered in public, that it be rendered

appropriate to the particular purposes

for which it is engaged in. The prayers

of most public services, among dissenting

congregations, consist of an introductory,

a general, and a concluding prayer. The

most usual practice is, to make the first

and the last short ; the first, to comprise

topics adapted to bring the minds of the

worshippers into a becoming state of

feeling and attention ; the last, to impress

the subject of the discourse that has been

delivered upon the memory and the heart.

The general or principal prayer is, there-
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fore, that to which the present observa-

tions are intended chiefly to relate. I

have recited this course because I believe

it is the one most commonly adopted in

our congregational services ; though I

am inclined to think, that an alteration

might be made in it with advantage.

The change to which I refer is, to make

the first two prayers of more equal length.

We not unfrequently hear of the weari-

ness, both of body and mind, that is

occasioned by one prayer, extended per-

haps to nearly half an hour in length

:

to prevent this undesirable effect, it seems

that two prayers, occupying each from

ten to fifteen minutes, with an interval

between them to be filled up by singing,

and reading the Scriptures, would be

found advantageous. If the service were

commenced by singing a short psalm or

hymn, to be followed by the first of the

two principal prayers that have now been

suggested, and succeeded by the interval

that has been mentioned, there would
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certainly be less weariness occasioned,

and the attention would probably be kept

up during the latter of the two prayers

without difficulty. I mention this, how-

ever, only in passing, and advert again

to the distribution and arrangement of

the topics which make up the substance

of public devotion. It will be recollected

that the parts of prayer have been stated

to consist of adoration, humiliation, con-

fession, self-renunciation, expressions of

dependence on God, thanksgiving and

praise, and intercession. It is not alto-

gether immaterial in what order these

several parts succeed each other, though

this must be determined chiefly by the

special purposes for which the congre-

gation is assembled.

No commencement of public prayer

can be more appropriate than that of

offering adoration to the great Being,

who is the object in which the entire

exercise of devotion is to terminate : still

it may, with sufficient propriety, occupy
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some other place in the service ; and all

the different parts may frequently and

advantageously change the order of suc-

cession. On some occasions more latitude

may be given to some of the parts than

to others, and a variation of order will be

serviceable, in preventing the uniformity

and sameness v^^hich it is exceedingly

desirable to avoid. I maj, perhaps, be

permitted to observe, that, as far as my
acquaintance extends with the manner

in which public prayer is offered, ado-

ration of the nature, character, and

works of the Most High, frequently occu-

pies a less prominent part than it should.

No part of prayer is more fitted to excite

devout and lowly feeling than this ; for

which reason it would be well, on some

occasions, to dilate the thoughts and

expressions which are comprehensive of

it. All these are, however, considerations

of inferior importance to that which I

attach to the propriety of making this

order, selection, and variation of the
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subjects of prayer, an object of serious

reflection and antecedent preparation.

There is reason to think, that, while

great attention is paid to the study and

composition of sermons, engagements in

prayer are frequently commenced with-

out any attentive premeditation. It is

not my purpose to say how much of such

preparation is requisite, but I would take

the liberty of respectfully requesting my
brethren, especially the younger of them,

to consider, whether a due measure of it

would not prove advantageous to the

consistency of prayer ; the consistency,

I mean, of the regularity of proceeding

through its several parts. Some prayers

manifest no order, no distribution of

parts, no particular or definite object,

but all kinds of topics are heaped together

in an incoherent and confused manner,

which renders it exceedingly more diffi-

cult for the congregation to unite with

them, than when a due attention is directed

to such matters. Some such premedita-
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tion would conduce greatly to the avoid-

ance of unseemly repetitions, than which

scarcely any thing can be more injurious

to the temper of devotion. An appear-

ance is often made of being about to

conclude the address, when some one

or more of the subjects that have already

been dwelt upon are introduced afresh,

and by this means a prayer is made to in-

clude several commencements and several

terminations. Attention to the topics

that are now suggested would greatly tend

to the variety of subject and expression,

which it is extremely requisite to culti-

vate, not for the purpose of gratifying

a most unseasonable vanity, either in

the minister or the congregation, but to

stimulate attention, and preserve it from

flagging through the service. I shall ter-

minate these remarks by a hint respecting

the impropriety of a too minute specifi-

cation of particulars in that part of prayer

which consists of intercession. We some-

times hear this part of the service so
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conducted, as to wear the appearance of

compliment to the parties who are referred

to ; of a wish to announce particulars of

information respecting different persons

;

and sometimes to convey the semblance

of a fear, lest the great Object of our

worship should be inattentive to our re-

quests, unless we introduced a minute

specification of particulars ; or as if we

were actuated by a desire to inform him of

some things of which he is ignorant. It

must, I imagine, be obvious to every con-

siderate person, that such a mode greatly

differs from the simplicity, unaffectedness,

and majestic solemnity which spread over

devotional exercises their greatest charm,

and most attractive influence.

2. The style most appropriate to prayer

is the next topic of attention. The style

best adapted to this ever solemn and

serious engagement is plain, direct, simple,

and pure.

(1.) The style of prayer should be plain.

By this qualification I intend the absence
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of figurative or poetical expressions.

This, however, is not to be understood so

strictly as to exclude every kind of figure

from the style of prayer. It is the nature

of strong emotions to express themselves

in language removed in some degree from

perfect plainness. Thus the royal Psalm-

ist, under the influence of powerful desire,

breaks forth oftentimes into expressions

that are highly poetical. " Keep me as

the apple of the eye ; hide me under the

shadow of thy wings."*—" As the hart

panteth after the water-brooks, so panteth

my soul after thee, O God ! My soul

thirsteth for God."f It is evident from

such, and numerous other examples that

might be cited, that the soul, when

strongly excited, feels the ordinary modes

of expression to be weak and cold, and

not sufficiently indicative of the fervency

of feeling by which it is actuated ; it

therefore looks out without design for

* Psalm xvii. 8. f Psalm xlii. 1, 2.
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analogies and comparisons more in unison

with its deep sensibility, and is wont to

employ language partaking of a hyper-

bolical character, in order to amplify to

the utmost extent the sentiments which

it is desirous of expressing. When such

language springs out of real emotion, and

is in keeping with the genuine feelings of

the heart, it communicates to prayer a

great accession of vigour, and is productive

of a powerful effect. The case is how-

ever extremely different when metaphors,

poetic imagery, and allegorical represen-

tations, are studiously sought for, in order

to embellish and adorn the style of de-

votion. In this case they are as remote

from good taste and chastity of style, as

they are inconsistent with the gravity and

reverence which ought ever to pervade

all the parts of the worship of the most

holy God.

Nothing can be more incongruous in

itself, or more offensive to all persons of

devout and cultivated minds, than an
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endeavour to discover forms of speech,

which, instead of being the enunciations of

genuine feelings, are manifestly attempts

to please the fancy, and gratify the imagi-

nation, by w^hat merits no better a name

than that of tinsel, and tawdry ornament.

The most unadorned, and even homely

style, is incomparably to be preferred.

The rule to be chiefly observed is, to

employ a style that is in close agreement

with the actual feeling, chastened and

subdued by the proprieties which belong

to the nature of prayer, and not calculated

to shock the sensibilities of the hearers

by representations too lofty and excessive

for them to sympathise with. There is

also a great diversity of natural feeling and

talent in different persons, which will tend

to give a diversity of colouring to style

;

and if the genuine promptings of nature

be pursued, governed and controlled by a

strict regard to propriety, the greatest

attainable excellency of style will be

produced.
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(2.) The style proper for prayer is di-

rect ; meaning, by this, a freedom from

involution and complication. An involved

and complicated style is, in the highest

degree, unsuited to prayer, because it is

the reverse of being clear, perspicuous, and

easily intelligible ; characteristics which

ought to form the chief distinction of style,

as they certainly constitute its greatest

excellences. This holds true in every

kind of composition ; nothing can atone

for the want of them, and they are especi-

ally indispensable to prayer. An involved

style frequently arises from the want of

clear perception, and thorough compre-

hension of the subject which occupies

attention ; it leads to a parenthetical

mode of expression, in which sentences

are left unfinished, interrupted, and broken

by the intrusion of others, which succeed

one another, until both the speaker and

the hearers are bewildered in inextricable

confusion. The use of lengthened sen-

tences is apt to produce a tendency to this
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obscurity of expression, and to promote

the complication that ought to be assi-

duously shunned. Short and energetic

sentences are greatly preferable; though

an excess of them is inconvenient, as they

assume the appearance of apothegms, and

are hkely to lead to an epigrammatic

manner of expression, which suggests the

notion of artificial contrivance and eifort.

The general character of the short

prayers that are contained in the book

of Common Prayer partakes, perhaps, of

as much excellence as any human pro-

duction can be expected to attain in point

of style. They are generally perspicuous

and transparent ; simple and direct ; with

as much vivacity as the sacredness of

their purpose admits.

Intensity of design, united with a

moderate share of self-possession, invigo-

rated by a steady reference to the supreme

importance of the engagement, will do

much towards preventing the blemishes

which too often adhere to style: at the

p
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same time, the utmost care should be

taken that self-possession does not dege-

nerate into boldness and self-sufficiency,

which are far from being in unison with

the lowliness of mind which ought ever

to communicate its impressions to all the

exercises of devotion.

(3.) The style of prayer should be

simple, in opposition to a reasoning or

abstract manner. To pursue trains of

reasoning is an exercise of mind for which

comparatively few of the most pious wor-

shippers are qualified; and they who are

so will probably be the most dissatisfied

with such a style of prayer. The busi-

ness of devotion is an exercise more of

the heart than of the head; the calling

forth of due afiections, by a sympathetic

agreement of the hearers vnth the speaker,

is the main object, as far as style is con-

cerned, that is to be aimed at. Men
do not expect to be particularly informed

by the prayers with which they unite

;

this is not the appropriate design of
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prayer, and to render it the vehicle of

conveying information is an encroachment

on the province of the preacher : preach-

ing prayers are singularly wearisome, and

they manifest an impropriety of which

almost the least informed worshippers

will be sensible. This style is not suited

to any of the parts of prayer; and to^

employ it conveys the appearance of a

wish to impart to the great Being whom

we worship, something which it is neces-

sary to prove to him. Prayer should be

made up of the results of as much pre-

vious reasoning as you please ; and the

more knowledge any one possesses, so

much the better, provided he also pos-

sesses the skill to use it wisely.

Prayer should ever be in harmony vnth.

the knowledge derived from the Scrip-

tures, of religious truth, and duty ; and

the man who is distinguished by the

largest share of such knowledge is the

best qualified to introduce into his prayers

the various and unnumbered topics with

p 2
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which it will furnish him. Reasoning

prayers, besides the manifest incon-

gruities that have been noticed, will have

a bad effect on the manner of him who

delivers them, by rendering him cold,

dry, and artificial, and thus weary the

patience of those who are to follow him,

because there is nothing to relieve the

tedium which they produce. When the

heart and the feelings can be wrought

upon, and the spirit which animates the

breast of the leader is propagated through-

out the congregation, then, and then

only, will the worship be interesting,

and all become " of one heart and of

one spirit."

(4.) The style adopted in prayer should

be pure
;

pure, I mean, as contrasted

with what is quaint, ludicrous, or irre-

verent. Some persons of great zeal and

piety have been led into the improprieties

consequent on such a style, by a frequent

perusal of the writings of a former age,

in which an antiquated style prevails, and
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which they have been led to imitate on

account of the intrinsic excellency of the

writers, to whose works they have felt

a strong degree of attachment. There

are innumerable phrases employed in

prayer derived from this source,—a sort

of traditional style, that is propagated

from one age to another. It would be

extremely easy, and might not prove

destitute of utility, were it not somewhat

invidious, to point out many phrases and

forms of expression, which, at the period

of their origin, gave no offence, but which,

at this time, are more likely to excite a

smile, and to provoke censure, than to

call forth any becoming sentiment. Per-

sons of deep and ardent devotion will not

allow such phraseology to be productive,

in their minds, of its almost inevitable

effects ; but on the minds of the young,

and especially of those who take but little

interest in the most important objects of

prayer, it has a very pernicious influence,

by inducing them to ridicule the worthy
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persons by whom it is uttered, and to

confirm their prejudices, already too

strong, against the most venerable truths

of religion.

For reasons of a very similar kind, the

indications of party feehng, whether reli-

gious or political, should be sedulously

avoided. They can do no good; and

vrill only gratify the vehement predilec-

tions of some parts of the congregation,

and stir up the dislike and aversion of

others. This is to take a most unfair

advantage of the privilege of the pulpit;

and to use such means of impressing

favourite opinions, resembles too much
the usages of those unhappy times, when

" Pulpit, drum ecclesiastic

Was beat with fist instead of a stick."

The devotional parts of public worship

should be so conducted as to concentrate

affection; to repress all the malignant

and selfish passions, which have, alas

!

so deep roots in every bosom ; to calm
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all the perturbations of the heart, and

to unite all in offering up to the God

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,

a sacrifice pure and unspotted, prompted

by love to him, for his unspeakable love

and condescension, and thoroughly im-

bued with the lowliness, meekness, and

gentleness of Christ.

It speaks little for the wisdom or piety,

to say nothing of the taste and discern-

ment, of the leaders of pubhc worship,

when Christians of somewhat different

parties, or names, accidentally or occa-

sionally attend on their ministrations,

and are disgusted rather than edified, by

noticing improprieties of the kind to

which I have adverted. Public prayer,

in order to produce its best effects, must

be serious and full of reverence, and

afford to the witnesses of it most satisfy-

ing assurance of the sincerity, earnestness,

and devotion of the minister, associated

with those indications of good taste and

good feeling which will at once conciliate
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esteem, and excite devout and becoming

sentiments.

But what is to be said of those un-

happy cases, in which men of weak,

arrogant, and self-sufficient minds, pour

forth the ahnost profane and utterly-

revolting effusions of hearts imbued with

enthusiastic chimeras, and swollen with

the groundless notion of their own supe-

riority over all other teachers and public

leaders ? What is to be thought, again,

of men who can degrade the sacred insti-

tution of public prayer into an instrument

for the display of bigotry, presumption,

and ignorance, or who dare to render it

a vehicle of low humour, of ridiculous

conceits, or of vulgar tales ? Decency

recoils from the display, and true piety

is ready to weep over the baneful prosti-

tution ! The practice, which is by no

means, I fear, uncommon, of using prayer

as a medium of fortifying fanatical mis-

representations of the gospel, and foster-

ing a censorious and bitter temper among
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the devotees of such teaching, is little,

if at all, less reprehensible, and all con-

spire to bring into contempt the pure

and sacred spirit of christian devotion.

Much of the prejudice that exists

against free prayer, as the organ of public

worship, and many of the objections that

are made against it, are either directly

caused, or greatly promoted, by the in-

judicious and unbecoming way in which

it is sometimes performed ; and surely no

worthier object ,of attention can occupy

the thoughts of those to whom the per-

formance of it is entrusted, than to remove

every accusation of this nature, and to

do honour to the unprescribed methods of

devotion, to which they have attached

themselves.

3. I shall, in the next place, request

attention to some brief remarks respecting

the language which is best adapted to the

purposes of public prayer. The characters

of such language are clear,— chaste,

—

energetic,—and scriptural.
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(1.) The language of prayer should be

clear, that , is, perspicuous. The perspi-

cuity of language is closely allied to

that of style ; but the perspicuity of the

style will be greatly aided by the clearness

of the language. A selection of the most

appropriate terms, and a fit collocation of

them, contribute in the highest degree

to the intelligibleness of the composition.

Technical words, or terms of art, employed

in systems of scholastic theology, are not

conducive to the perspicuity, which is so

requisite ; they cast a great degree of

obscurity upon the subject, and, if not

thoroughly understood, serve only to

perplex the attention of the hearers. It

is neither practicable nor desirable for the

great majority of christian worshippers to

be versed in systematic terms, and to have

so full a comprehension of their meaning

as at once to discriminate it. A very

large proportion of every congregation

consists of persons whose literary or

scientific attainments are inconsiderable,
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and who cannot be supposed to take any

interest in prayer, where numbers of

words are introduced which they do not

understand. Metaphysical and abstract

terms should be avoided, as being still

more unfit vehicles of devotion for plain

persons of good common sense, but who are

little acquainted with scientific and philoso-

phical pursuits. The supreme object of

those who lead the devotions of others

should unquestionably be, in relation to

language, to render the whole so clear

and intelligible, that persons of even but

small attainments should experience no

difficulty in understanding it. As well

nearly might a service be conducted in

a foreign language as to be stuffed with

technical, abstract, and unintelligible

terms, not one of which ought to have

any place in prayer, or to injure the

clearness and perspicuity of the service.

(2.) The language of prayer should be

chaste. By this characteristic I mean,

that low, vulgar, and insignificant words
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should be excluded from prayer. There

may, doubtless, be many persons, in each

congregation of worshippers, to whom such

terms are not very objectionable, as their

reading and general converse in the so-

ciety to which they belong do not impart

to them much sensibility on such things

;

but there are also many others whose taste

is more refined and cultivated, and they

are, therefore, likely to be disgusted with

language of such a kind. It may seem

to the uneducated a very trivial matter;

but there is scarcely any impropriety in

public worship that is more likely to

create and perpetuate dislike in the minds

of those who belong to a superior class.

Such words contribute nothing to the

clearness and perspicuity of language, as

there is, happily, in the dialect used by

Englishmen, no deficiency of terms to

denote with clearness, the sentiments that

are to be conveyed, without involving

the employment of words such as those

to which I allude. It would be a great
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happiness, on very many accounts, if the

persons to whom the conducting of public

and social devotion is committed, were so

well instructed by reading, reflection, and

good sense, as to become incapable of the

improprieties that have now been noticed;

and certainly it is no difficult task to en-

join on them, that they should endeavour

to make up the deficiencies which more

early days, and less favourable pursuits,

may have occasioned in relation to such

engagements. Much improvement might

be derived, in no long time, by attention

to the subject, and the use of the most

suitable means. It may well be expected

also, that all who voluntarily discharge

such an ofiice, will feel so much con-

cerned for the honour and respectability

of their profession, as to induce a careful

employment of them.

(3.) All turgid and bombastic language

ought for ever to be separated from the

exercise of prayer. Some persons of

little taste, or force of mind, but of warm
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imagination and vitiated perception, en-

deavour, by expedients of this kind, to

impart dignity and energy to their efforts.

But the attempt is fruitless, and can

succeed only vv^ith those whose approba-

tion is least w^orthy to be coveted. Ge-

nuine force and energy of expression are

quite consistent vdth the employment of

plain and unostentatious words. A re-

dundancy of epithets serves only to evince

poverty of thought, and to obscure the

little that there really is, by words that

are either synonymous or insignificant.

The class of hearers lowest in intelligence

may be seduced by the magniloquent

sounds which they hear, and imagine that

the persons who use them must be of a

superior order, and distinguished by ele-

vated attainments. They will esteem the

display to be grand and imposing ; while

the wdser, and better informed, will justly

regard such expressions as the resources

by w^hich feeble minds seek to conceal

their deficiencies, and to dazzle the vain
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and superficial among their hearers.

There is no book superior to the Bible in

force, energy, and magnificence ; none

more remote from the great swelKng words

of vanity, to which some persons assign

the palm for eloquence and sublimity.

(4.) The last observation which I shall

make in relation to the language of prayer

is, that it should be scriptural. By this I

do not mean to suggest that prayer should

consist wholly, or very much, of exact

quotations from the sacred volume. This

would become wearisome, and would be

regarded as an unbecoming substitute for

language and sentiment, in unison with

the genius of the Bible ; but which should

be so elaborated by the mind of the speaker,

as to show that his thoughts have been

conversant with the Scriptures, and have,

to use a significant metaphor, so digested

them, as to diffuse their ingredients, in a

form almost impalpable, throughout the

whole substance of prayer. Such select

portions of the Scriptures as are most
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plain and expressive, may, with great

advantage, be so incorporated vritli the

language of prayer as to form a continuity

with it : in which case it is, however,

proper to adhere to the exact phraseology

of the sacred book. Nothing communi-

cates greater authority to prayer, than

the skilful insertion into it of such appro-

priate portions of Scripture, provided they

do not occur with too great frequency.

There is, however, a very injudicious

use of scriptural language sometimes

adopted, which lowers and debases both

the substance and the expression of prayer.

The Bible, especially the Old Testament,

abounds wdth metaphors, figures, alle-

gorical and proverbial forms of speech,

which were adapted to the Jewish nation

;

many of them derived from the instituted

worship that was in use among them, and

many others, which were suited to a

people of gross habits, without refine-

ment, or the ornaments of literary and

polished communication, but which are
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quite inappropriate to a mode of worship

essentially different, and to persons whose

mental habits, associations, and tastes,

have been formed in a purer age, and

among more cultivated manners. It is

very practicable so to employ scriptural

language in prayer, as to make it gro-

tesque, ridiculous, and even the medium

of conveyance for expressions that violate

the sanctity of devotional sentiment and

feeling.

4. A few remarks relative to what may

be styled the method of prayer, will in-

clude all I wish to comprehend in this

chapter.

By the method of prayer I mean such

particulars as the voice, gesture, and

general demeanour, which are most agree-

able to it, and most likely to give it its

fullest effect,

(1.) The voice. I may say, with regard

to this, that it should be so modulated as

to be easily heard by those who listen
;

and that it should not greatly exceed what

Q



226 ON THE MANNER OF PRAYER.

is requisite for this purpose. It is evident

that if it be not distinctly heard, the Hs-

teners cannot agreeably unite in the

service ; and if it be raised to a height

beyond what is suited to this purpose, it

will be unbecoming the solemn propriety

of the occasion. A noisy, vehement, and

exclamatory mode of uttering requests to

God, seems to imply, that earnestness

and pathos can be best produced by such

means. The truth is, that nothing is

more remote from the reality of such

feeling, than a vociferous mode of address,

and it is likely to impart the notion rather

of impatience than of humble solicitude.

A good deal undoubtedly depends, in this

particular, upon the possession of an

agreeable natural voice
;
yet much may

be done to aid in the absence of such a

faculty. A clear, distinct enunciation,

equally removed from drawling slowness,

and cluttered rapidity of utterance, is the

object chiefly to be aimed at. The utmost

care should be taken to avoid all unna-
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tural tones, as these have a strong ten-

dency to provoke ridicule, while every

effort should be directed to the attain-

ment of a serious, natural, and earnest

expression of sentiment. A cold, heartless,

and uninteresting manner, is too likely

to suggest the notion of indifference and

inattention, and to diffuse the same im-

proprieties among the hearers.

(2,) Little needs be said concerning

gesture, besides remarking that it should

be in unison w^ith the calmness and gra-

vity of utterance. Nothing boisterous and

extravagant should be permitted : and if

any movements of the limbs be thought

expedient, they should be restrained

within narrow bounds. " Let all things

be done decently, and in order," supplies

the general rule that should govern this,

and all the circumstances attendant on

the performance of public devotion.

Before I entirely conclude the conside-

ration of the most becoming manner in

which public and social devotion may be

q2



228 ON THE MANNER OF PRAYER.

conducted, I solicit attention to a few

remarks relative to the most effectual

means of securing the improvements that

have been suggested. I shall, therefore,

5. Observe that a continually increasing

acquaintance vfith. the real sense of the

holy Scriptures,—a constant perusal of

the books best adapted to improve the

style, and cultivate the heart and judg-

ment,—and the occasional composition

of v^ritten prayers,—will, each of them,

contribute greatly to the important end.

(1.) A continually increasing acquaint-

ance with the real sense of the holy Scrip-

tures will confer great advantage, towards

the fittest manner of discharging the duty

of prayer. The remarks which I have to

offer on this topic are most appropriate

to ministers, whose stated employment it

is to take the lead in such exercises. In

submitting these remarks, I wish to be

understood as speaking chiefly, if not ex-

clusively, to my younger brethren in the

sacred office, and to those studious young



ON THE MANNER OF PRAYER. 229

men who are preparing to engage in it.

Similar means of improvement may be

advantageously, though not so extensively

employed, by those active members of our

churches, who usually conduct the private

exercises of social devotion, as it is ex-

ceedingly desirable that such engagements

should be carried on with a strict attention

to truth and propriety.

Every one who embarks in the ministry

of the gospel, brings himself under a spe-

cial obligation to use his utmost powers

to qualify himself for the best and most

useful discharge of the duties that devolve

upon him. The great facilities that later

years have provided for the successful

cultivation of the knowledge of the sacred

writings, imposes an increased obhgation

to employ them vigorously for the im-

portant purpose. It would be an in-

delible reproach to any minister who

has enjoyed the means of becoming

acquainted with the extensive appa-

ratus for an accurate and successful
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study of tlie sacred writings, which now

presents itself to him, to undervalue and

neglect it. The capacity of perusing

these sacred books in the languages in

which they were originally written is an

advantage that cannot be too highly

estimated, or too sedulously improved;

nor can any thing be more conducive

to the reputation and honour of a chris-

tian minister, than so to employ it, as

that his " profiting may appear unto all."

It is not by any means an uncommon

occurrence to hear various expressions

used in prayer which manifestly show

that the passages of Scripture which are

cited in them, or made applicable to

them, are not properly understood by

those who use them. This is inflicting

an injury upon the less-informed hearer,

as he is thus led to form erroneous con-

ceptions of many important portions of

the Bible ; while it reflects no small

degree of discredit upon the industry

and discernment of the person who uses
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such phraseology. Certainly no words

should be introduced into prayer, no

portions of Scripture quoted, no syste-

matic or traditional forms of speech em-

ployed, of which the speaker has not a

clear and precise understanding, as it is

impossible for him to communicate to

others what he himself does not possess.

If he neglect this rule, he will incur the

blame of " darkening counsel by words

without knowledge." There is an em-

ployment of scriptural phraseology which

becomes quaint, obscure, and scarcely

intelligible, for want of attention to the

rule now suggested. Technical phrases

or scholastic expressions should, as much

as possible, be excluded from devotional

exercises, as they tend only to darken

and mystify the sense, which might easily

be conveyed by more intelligible forms

of speech. A continual attention to such

subjects, which are not by any means

trivial, or unworthy the notice of those

who are most conversant with public
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prayer, will amply repay the labour ex-

pended upon it, by an augmented capacity

of performing this duty with pleasure and

utility, accompanied by the consciousness

of having neglected no means of contri-

buting both to the piety and intelligence

of those over whom, and for whose benefit,

the pastoral office was appointed.

(2.) A constant perusal of the books

best adapted to improve the style, and

cultivate the heart and judgment, will

prove of great service, in contributing

to the most useful discharge of public

devotion.

Such reading cannot fail to be accom-

panied by an increase of knowledge

;

while it will imperceptibly purify the

taste, and communicate stores adapted

to promote fulness of thought and readi-

ness of correct expression. It will give

richness to what without it must be

poor ; and beauty to what must other-

wise be deformed and unsightly. It will

afford means of gratifying the most intel-
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ligent and cultivated hearers ; while it

will insensibly operate upon the minds

of those who possess fewer advantages,

and whose previous associations may have

been productive of an approbation of

far less appropriate and beneiicial modes

of performing this office.

(3.) The last instrument of improve-

ment to which I shall advert is applicable,

almost solely, to younger ministers and

students : it is, to accustom themselves,

especially at the commencement of their

course, to the occasional composition of

written prayers. My opinion is not

that such forms should be actually em-

ployed, either by committing them to

memory, or delivering them from the

manuscript; but that they should be

confined solely to personal improvement.

It has already been observed, that much

labour and pains are expended on the

composition of sermons and public dis-

courses, but probably few or no efforts

are made for improving the faculty of
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devotion. There is surely little reason

why such a distinction should be made,

and I am fully assured that attention to

such means would largely repay any

application of time and effort to it.

I have now arrived at the termination

of the observations which occur to me

as most appropriate to the purpose for

which these pages have been written

:

but I am unwilling to conclude my little

book without occupying a few more

pages on the subject of the blessed con-

sequences which will assuredly follow the

exercise of all genuine devotion : to this

purpose I shall dedicate an additional

and concluding chapter.



CHAPTER V.

ON THE CONSEQUENCES OF PRAYER.

It is truly said, that " the end crowns

the whole : finis coronat opus" In the

instance which now engages our atten-

tion, "the end is
—" eternal life." The

" inheritance that is incorruptible, unde-

filed, and that fadeth not away," is the

certain consequence of sincere and scrip-

tural devotion. After what has been

presented to my readers, it would, I trust,

be superfluous for me to say, that this

consequence does not follow as the mea-

sure of human desert, but as the sole

result of a Divine constitution, which
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overflows with benignity and grace. No-

thing short of total ignorance, both of

the unrivalled sovereignty and indepen-

dence of God, and of the immutable

obligation that rests upon every intelli-

gent creature to render obedience to

his will, even though there were no hope

of recompense, can foster the absurdity,

that God is in any possible degree in-

debted to man. " When ye have done

all that is commanded you, say, We are

unprofitable servants," is as agreeable to

the conclusions of reason as it is to the

dictates of revelation.

I freely acknowledge, that if our ac-

quaintance with religion extended no

further than to this demonstrable truth,

we should be in a condition most discon-

solate : the sinews of exertion would be

severed ; and the hopelessness of our state

would deprive us of spirit and energy to

proceed in the course of strict and un-

swerving duty : but we are not aban-

doned to this cheerless prospect. The
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blessed gospel has brought " life and im-

mortality to light," and provided the most

persuasive inducements to continue " in-

stant in prayer'* to the end. I shall there-

fore hope for the wilKng concurrence of

my readers, while I apply myself to a

distinct and comprehensive representation

of the consequences of devotion. This

duty is not unaccompanied by very at-

tractive results, in the present state of

existence; but as these have been in some

measure anticipated in the preceding

chapters, I shall confine myself, at pre-

sent, to a contemplation of the ends of it,

vrhich belong to our future being.

The season of death is so closely allied

to our future existence, that a few re-

marks on the influence of devotion over

those moments of our final removal from

all present scenes and engagements, may

not be considered as foreign from the

purpose of this chapter. I shall there-

fore appropriate this concluding part

of my undertaking to a consideration
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of the influence which devotion has upon

the feelings and views during the imme-

diate approach of death, and an enume-

ration of some of the most important

instances in which it will have an influence

over the future condition of all truly up-

right and devotional Christians.

I. Devotion will have an influence

upon the feelings and views during the

immediate approach of death.

What will be the degree in which our

mental powers will act, when we are

immediately advancing to the termination

of life, is beyond our ability to determine

with any certainty, because these degrees

are so different in different cases. On

some occasions, the exercise of the facul-

ties of the mind is either greatly inter-

rupted, or entirely suspended, by the

operations of disease ; on other occasions,

the disease which is reducing the body to

the dust leaves to the mind the full use

of its powers ; and in not a few instances,

the mental faculties are more than usually
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clear and active. These variations in the

state of the mind immediately prior to the

dissolution of the body, render it impos-

sible for us to ascertain w^hat w^ill be our

own actual condition at that solemn period.

We must, therefore, proceed on the pre-

sumption that it vdll be that which is

most commonly experienced,—a state in

which the soul, though greatly affected

by the circumstances of the body, is still

able to survey the past, and form anti-

cipations of the future.

My thoughtful readers vdll more fully

conceive than I can express the wide dif-

ference which, at the period of death, will

be found between those who have em-

ployed themselves, during a large part of

the progress of life, in the exercise of

sincere and scriptural devotion ; and those

who have either altogether neglected it,

or have performed it in a manner that is

unacceptable to the great Object of it.

It is saying but little that in the latter

cases distressing fears, alarming appre-
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hensions or presumptuous hopes, and

unreasonable confidence, are experienced

:

and in the former, peace of conscience,

joyful expectations, founded on reasonable

grounds, which have been closely ex-

amined, and a satisfying dependence on

the power and grace of Him who "has

the keys of death, and of the invisible

world," take and keep possession of the

soul. The consciousness of having offered

up unnumbered sincere and fervent sup-

plications during the progress of life, sup-

ports the spirit in looking on its condition

as free from danger, because they have

been both the results of its faith in the

gospel, and the means of enabling it to

attain a victory over numerous and long-

continued trials. The contest may have

been long and severe, the issue often ap-

parently doubtful, the hopes nearly ex-

hausted ; but now the prospect brightens,

the clouds disperse, and the light of the Sun

of Righteousness bursts forth, not unfre-

quently, with more than wonted splendour.
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The soul, now arrived at the confines

of the celestial world, yields itself up

without restraint to grateful recollections

of the past ; and gathering all its sur-

viving energies, is ready to exclaim,

" Lord, now lettest thou thy servant de-

part in peace ; for my eyes have seen thy

salvation." Lowly acknowledgments of

guilt and infirmity are associated with

vivid expressions of Divine interference,

and unmerited support and preservation.

" Once," will the departing Christian say,

" I was wandering in forbidden paths,

forsaking the fountain of living waters,

and hewing out for myself broken cisterns

that could hold no water : I was walking

after the desire of my eyes, and the vanity

of my heart ; but a hand, of which I was

unconscious, was laid upon me; an invi-

sible, but efiectual agency turned me from

the destructive course ; and the same

almighty arm that has sustained me all

the way, now holds me up, and mi-

nisters to me its unfailing support, ' The

R
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Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pas-

tures, he leadeth me beside the still waters.

Goodness and mercy shall follow me all

the days of my life : and I will dwell in

the house of the Lord for ever.'

" I am now standing on the margin of

that river which has often filled me vdth

dread, and am ready to launch upon that

ocean, the contemplation of which has

frequently almost overwhelmed me : but

I hear a voice now directed to me, * Fear

not, for I have redeemed thee ; I have

called thee by thy name, thou art mine.

When thou passest through the waters, I

will be with thee ; and through the rivers,

they shall not overflow thee : when thou

walkest through the fire, thou shalt not

be burnt ; neither shall the flame kindle

upon thee. For I am the Lord thy God,

the Holy one of Israel, thy Saviour.'*

Amidst the transient scenes of life I have

* Isaiah xliii. 1, 2.
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witnessed many a dark and distressing

day : I have been burdened with loads of

grief, from the pressure of which I could

discern no method of escape. I have been

well nigh swept away by the storms that

have blown upon me ; and I have ex-

claimed in the agonies of despondency,

* Lord, save me, I perish.* Yet now I am

conducted by the skill and power of the

blessed Redeemer, just close to the abodes

of rest and undecaying felicity. I shall see

his face, I shall hear his voice, he will

welcome me to his kingdom, he will lead

me to fountains of living water, and God

will wipe away all tears from my eyes.

" Hitherto my course has been often

devious and uncertain. I have been the

victim of temptation ; unbelieving sugges-

tions have too often deprived me of cou-

rage and energy, and I have given up all

for lost. But I am on the point of

escaping from all such trials and all such

fears : I shall no more be buffeted by the

adverse blasts that have blown upon me

;

r2
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no more shall my frail heart wander from

its 'chief and exceeding joy;' no more

shall I be perplexed by ignorance, or

tossed about with doubt ; I shall now
* see as I am seen, and know even as I

am known.'

"

It is far from my intention to say that

such sentiments are universally expe-

rienced at the approach of death, by per-

sons who have earnestly and effectually

cultivated the spirit of true devotion.

Many of them spend their days in inward

conflicts and outward trials : nor is it the

dispensation of Heaven to remove, even

at last, the pressure that weighs upon their

spirits. Multitudes, I doubt not, whose

departure from the world has been clouded

with mental or corporeal disease ; whose

spirits have been depressed by prevailing

fears ; and whose forebodings have been

only gloomy and disastrous ; have been

safely conducted to the mansions of rest.

But I speak of what may be hoped for

;

of the natural consequences of unfeigned
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devotion ; and of the expectations which

we may humbly entertain, while resisting

the inducements which may be presented

to us, to give up the practice of prayer,

and relinquish the combat to which we

are called. God alone is the giver of

consolation ; and he imparts it to such

persons, and in such measures, as his

unsearchable wisdom determines. But of

this we have the fullest assurance, that if

we live without prayer we shall die without

hope. It may be, that if we persevere in

devotion, a "joy unspeakable and full of

glory" shall gild our last moments: but

should the event prove different, our

safety is secure ; and the arms of Omni-

potence will be thrown around us, though

we may not be permitted to feel their

actual embrace.

O deluded and unhappy mortals, who

are trifling away, in the pursuit of earthly

bliss and the gratifications of sense and

fancy, the precious moments that are still

prolonged ! O think, what will be your
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feelings, when, prostrate on the bed of

death, you will perceive that you are just

entering a state for which you have made

no preparation; and are about to appear

before your Creator and Sovereign, with

whom you have formed no acquaintance,

whose condescending invitations you have

shghted, at whose threatenings you have

scoffed, and with whom you have refused

to converse ! However busy you may be,

in whatever important or pleasing occu-

pation your days may be passing away,

you know the last of them is approaching

;

you cannot, you dare not flatter your-

selves with the hope of exemption from

the doom which destines you to become

the victims of the king of terrors : will you

not then say, " Turn thou me, and I shall

be turned, for thou art the Lord my God?"

II. We come now to the considerations

that strictly belong to our future exist-

ence, and to the consequences which

devotion has upon it.

1. The first of these to which I shall
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advert relates to the formation of cha-

racter, which will not be interrupted, but

advanced, in its progress towards perfec-

tion by the event of death.

Every human being that passes through

the gates of death, at adult years, has a

character pecuhar to himself : it has been

gradually forming under the influence of

the state of probation or discipline to

which it has been subjected ; and we

have the surest reason for expecting, that

the distinctive character of each individual

will adhere to him, subsequently to his

departure from this world, and become

the germ of his future intellectual matu-

rity. That this is a just conclusion, we

have the authority of the Scriptures to

plead :
" He that is unjust, let him be

unjust still: and he which is filthy, let him

be filthy still : and he that is righteous,

let him be righteous still : and he that is

holy, let him be holy still." *

* Rev. xxii. 1 1.
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A consideration full of fearful presage

offers itself in this passage to the irre-

ligious and indevout. But I shall not

attempt to delineate it ; the more pleasing

employment of tracing the future destiny

of the pious, when they shall have finished

their present course, attracts our atten-

tion. It is entirely inconsistent with the

nature of the human soul, to suppose

that its future condition of happiness

will result from its being inactive and

stationary : we are, on the contrary, led

to expect, from what we know of it now,

that its activity will be increased, and its

progress towards perfection accelerated.

The exemplar which will then be placed

before it is, indeed, the same that it is

now instructed to copy ; but the circum-

stances in which the pursuit of intellectual

and moral perfection will hereafter be

carried on, are as superior to those that

here surround us as^ heaven is to earth.

The scene which the invisible world will

disclose to a pious and sincere disciple
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of Jesus Christ, is one in which every

possible advantage will be enjoyed for

imitating the perfection of his Maker

;

and we can form no conception more

satisfying and full of glory, than that

eternity will be employed in a never-

ending approximation to that all-perfect

Being. What a surprising difference the

passing of a few years can make in the

intellectual endowments of the soul, we

perceive from contrasting its state in

infancy vdth the maturity of its later

days. Forty or fifty years afforded suffi-

cient space for the nascent powers of

mind to evolve themselves in the consum-

mate proficiency of Bacon and Newton

;

what advancement may not, then, be

expected from the lapse of a thousand

centuries, passed amidst the bright efful-

gence of uncreated intelligence and holi-

ness? Yet eternity will then be but at

its commencement, and the glory of the

Deity but beginning to be disclosed.

" O scenes surpassing fable, and yet true
!"
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We are unable to form an exact notion

of the proficiency that will be attained,

or of the exquisitely adapted means by

which the attainment is to be made. The

prospect is too vast for our feeble vision

to discern with any clearness, enveloped

too as we are in the misty and obscure

medium of sensible perception. The

intimations of revelation are too brief,

and conceived in too general terms, to

communicate any very exact and com-

prehensible notions : yet they speak of

" seeing God as he is ;" of " seeing as we

are seen, and knowing as we are known."

" Now we see" as if we contemplated

the future condition of the soul by means

of enigmatical forms depicted in a mirror,*

but ^' then we shall see face to face."

These, and similar expressions of the holy

Scriptures, clearly sustain the statement

that I have attempted to deduce from

them.

* BAeirofiev yap dpTi 5i' iaoiTTpov iv alylyfiari'— 1 Cor.

xiii. 12.
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Perhaps we may be able, by attentive

meditation, to bring these scenes a little

closer to our view, and sketch something

like a detail of more definite particulars.

What will be the nature of the precise

change that death will produce upon the

soul we cannot determine ; we can say

nothing of the augmented capacity of a

disembodied spirit ; and we are equally

ignorant of the effects that will take place

from the reunion of the soul with the body,

defecated and refined from the dregs by

which, in its present state of humihation,*

it is polluted and enfeebled. We certainly

have no reason to think that the imme-

diate effect of death will be to produce

any suspension of the active powers of the

mind. If God be " the God of Abraham,

of Isaac, and of Jacob, the God not of the

dead, but of the living," then these distin-

guished men are not now in a condition

inferior to that in which they existed

* To (xw^a TTJs TaTreiPcS(T€ws TJfxuv.—Philip, iii. 21.
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while they were the inhabitants of the

earth, but are in a state corresponding

with the honour and truth of Him " who

is not ashamed to be called their God,"

and who " hath provided for them a city."

It is most reasonable, and the converse

altogether improbable, that Abraham,

with his illustrious son and grandson,

is now possessed of unimaginable degrees

of perfection beyond any to which they

had advanced in this life.

The means by which this advancement

has been effected we may conclude to be

the same in nature, with those which

will be granted to all who, like them, have

glorified God by their faith and obedience.

We shall be in no danger of losing our-

selves in groundless conjectures and uncer-

tain guesses, if we say, that disembodied

spirits, on entering the invisible world,

arrive at a full certainty of their everlasting

happiness,—that they have a clear percep-

tion of the visible glory of God in the face

of Jesus Christ,—that they acquire a very
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enlarged acquaintance with the pursuits

that will for ever engage their attention,

and extend their felicity,—and that they

are liberated from the dangerous impedi-

ments to moral, intellectual, and religious

improvement, to which they were exposed,

during their pilgrimage through this scene

of temptation.

(1.) Disembodied spirits, on entering

the invisible world, arrive at a full cer-

tainty of their everlasting happiness.

During the period of their continuance

on earth, the light by which their progress

was directed was that of faith :
" We walk

by faith, and not by sight." The light

which faith sheds upon the christian path

is, at best, extremely inferior to the

evidence of sense and sight. Many causes

concur to render it variable and incon-

stant, but no variation can arise when the

objects of its perception are visibly set

before the mind, and are actually in its

possession. No room is left for doubt or

suspicion, but entire certainty takes place
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of the defective evidence v^^hich formerly

cast a glimmering ray upon the path.

But v\^ho will undertake to say what joy

will then enter the heart, what ecstasy

of delight will pervade the spirit,

when every doubt is removed, and every

fear subdued, never again to ruffle the

tranquil bosom ? The great question is

now decided ; the triumph is complete
;

the soul looks back on its past trials, and

they are seen to be light and momentary

;

it looks forward, and embraces " the

exceeding and eternal weight of glory"

that has now succeeded. How blessed to

be in an instant set at liberty from all that

is anxious and perplexing, to have every

hope realized, and every anticipation of

faith and devout aspiration accomplished!

(2.) Departed spirits have a distinct

perception of the visible glory of God in

the face of Jesus Christ. God dwells in

" light that is inaccessible ; to Him hath

no man approached ; Him no man can

see." The essence of the Deity must.
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in all probabiKty, remain for ever invi-

sible, as it may be concluded that no

endowments, however great, can elevate

a creature to an eminence sufficiently

high to enable it to gaze on that nature

which is essentially immense and infinite.

But Jesus Christ is " the brightness of

his glory, and the express image of his

person "; " in him dwells all the fulness

of the Godhead bodily." So perfect is

the resemblance, and so entire the com-

munication, that Christ declares, " Who-
ever hath seen me, hath seen the Father."

For the purpose of displaying the di-

vine glory to created natures, the Son

became incarnate, and men " beheld his

glory, the glory as of the only begotten of

the Father, full of grace and truth," when

it was partially obscured by the tabernacle

of flesh and blood in which it dwelt.

But the veil is now withdrawn ; the

rising Saviour dropped the gross vehicle

of flesh, when he ascended from the earth,

and assumed the spiritual body in which
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he took possession of the reins of uni-

versal dominion. Into his immediate

presence death conveys his departing dis-

ciples ; he takes them to dwell with him-

self, where they shall see his glory, and

where he " will wipe away all tears from

their dyes." Devotion will then have

completed its greatest purpose : it has

gradually moulded the spirit on earth

into a distant resemblance to Him who is

" the first-born among many brethren
;"

it will then be perfected, and take posses-

sion of every thought, and fill every

power of the mind with sublime and

ineffable delight. In the visible mani-

festation which will thus be set before the

disembodied spirit, of the universal do-

minion of the exalted Redeemer, it will

witness its own security, and the saying

will come upon it with the fullest expres-

sion, *' Because I live, ye shall live also."

(3.) Disembodied spirits will acquire a

very enlarged acquaintance with the pur-

suits that are for ever to engage their
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attention and extend their felicity. Of

these pursuits there is little known while

earthly objects press upon the senses, and

intercept the view of the mind. They are

among the " things which the eye has not

seen, of which the ear has not heard,

and which have never entered into the

heart of man, but which God has pre-

pared for them that love him." By what

new medium of intelligence these objects

will be rendered visible we know not.

We can, indeed, easily conceive that an

unimaginable accession of knowledge

might accrue from an additional sense

being imparted to us, in our present state

of being. Difficulties that are now inso-

luble might at once be explained, and

truths unthought of might disclose them-

selves to the enraptured mind. Something

analogous to this, we may safely conclude,

will take place when the light of heaven

shall be diffused around the spirit, and

the essences and forms of unknown

objects of satisfaction shall be revealed.
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Then will the spirit drink, not of the

fabled Lethe, but of the river of the

paradise of God ; and then will the fruit

of the tree of life no longer be prohibited

by the flaming sword of the celestial che-

rubim ; a free access to it will be afforded,

and its sovereign efficacy will be felt in

banishing every want, and gratifying

every desire,

(4.) The spirits of the truly devout will

find themselves liberated from the dange-

rous impediments to moral, intellectual,

and religious improvement, to which they

are ever exposed during their pilgrimage

through this scene of temptation.

On eafth almost every pleasure is

combined with pain, and no dehght can

be safely embraced without a recollection

of the evil that may possibly prove to be

its consequence. On this account, vigi-

lance, caution, and self-denial, are ren-

dered indispensable. These states of the

mind are, however, inconsistent, by their

very nature, with perfect enjoyment and
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unalloyed satisfaction ; they are the duties

of a militant course. It is not until the

conflict is terminated, the victory achieved,

and every enemy subdued, that the patient

warrior lays aside his armour and his

weapons, and invests himself in the attire

of a peaceful citizen. So the human soul,

in its earthly abode, is ever harassed by

the incursions of insidious and unremit-

ting adversaries ; to relax exertion is to

invite attack ; to slumber in security is

to ensure a total defeat. The loins must

be ever girt, and patience must have its

perfect work ; but the liberated soul, at

the instant of emancipation, will feel that

danger and trial have passed away, never

to return. Enjoyment succeeds to exer-

tion, triumph to conflict^ and on en-

tering the serene atmosphere of the

celestial world, sorrow and sighing,

watchfulness and care, will take their

final adieu. " In righteousness shalt thou

be established ; thou shalt be far from

oppression, for thou shalt not fear;
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and from terror, for it shall not come

near thee."*

Such, we may assuredly conclude, will

be the delightful sensations of a spirit

that passes from earth to heaven; and

such the high and holy recompense to

which the practice of unfeigned devotion

is conducting all who are assiduously en-

gaged in it.

2. In attempting to assign the conse-

quences of devotion that will take place

in the future existence of good men, we

may notice the information that will then

be disclosed respecting the answers with

which their prayers have been met.

This is frequently an anxious topic in

the present state. The will of God often

requires long patience respecting it. He
has, indeed, pledged his word, that if

men ask in faith and sincerity they shall

receive ; but he has confined himself to no

limits of time, or place, or circumstances,

* Isa. liv. 14.
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in which the blessing shall be conferred.

He demands that we bow to his wisdom

and wait his pleasure. In many cases,

effects the apparently reverse of those

which are sought for seem to take place

;

and speaking generally, the answers to

prayer are far from being easily discer-

nible in the present world. That " hope

deferred makes the heart sick," is an

observation many times verified in ex-

perience ; and it becomes, not unfre-

quently, a very painful exercise of faith

and patience, to have the fulfilment of

prayers which spring from earnest desire

long delayed. It naturally tends to induce

fear that there is something wrong in the

objects or manner of prayer ; it is far also

from being uncommon to find distrust of

the faithfulness and truth of God insinua-

ting itself from this circumstance into the

heart, nor is it by any means impossible

for suspicions to fasten themselves upon

the thought, that the Most High regards

not the supplications of men.
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Nothing is more apparent in all these

cases than that the trial of faith and the

probation ofpatience are produced by them;

but it is the observer who is at ease that

draws this conclusion ; the spirit that is

itself the subject of trial is unable to dis-

cern, with any clearness, that such is

the case, and is rather inclined to draw

the disconsolate conclusion, that it is a

stranger to the genuine sentiments of

religion, and far from being an object of

the Divine favour and care. Could this

latter diiSculty be removed, by an assu-

rance that the individual is really inte-

rested in the patronage of Heaven, the

exercise of patience would become compa-

ratively easy, but this doubt spreads over

the heart the deepest gloom, and fills it with

melancholy and terrifying apprehensions.

The instances also in which no peculiar

pressure of this nature is experienced are

far from being few, where earnest and

long continued desires, apparently un-

accomplished, leave a great degree of
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anxious uncertainty respecting their ever

being accomplished. The objects of desire

may appear to be every way unexception-

able, and in harmony with the instructions

that God has given, respecting the blessings

which it is permitted to men to hope for

;

and yet day after day passes, and year

succeeds to year, but no notice seems to

be taken of the reiterated supplications

that are made. They only who have

experienced the anguish resulting from

long expected benefits that are with-

holden, are proper judges of the severity

of the conflict which is thus produced

and perpetuated. Numerous instances in

point are recorded in the Book of Psalms
;

and from this cause that book is, perhaps,

more highly prized by the majority of

Christians than any other in the volume

of inspiration. In it are found the most

poignant expressions of grief and sadness,

mingled with pathetic descriptions of

painful and anxious apprehensions, while

numberless suggestions are scattered
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.throughout that tend to afford refreshment

to the weary spirit, and induce a never

failing confidence in the sure mercy and

truth of God. " Why art thou cast down,

O my soul, and why art thou disquieted

within me ? hope thou in God, for I shall

yet praise him, for the help of his coun-

tenance."

In such a course, chequered by alter-

nate fears and hopes, the most common

lot of the pious and devout consists : at

one hour, perhaps, the clouds part, and

the light beams forth ; the next, the

darkness is accumulated, as though it

would prove to be entire and final. This

varied scene is, however, to terminate

with the present state ; and what the

upright, though oftentimes depressed wor-

shippers of God know not now, they

will hereafter be made acquainted with.

The state of things which will open on

the disembodied spirit, when it passes

into its eternal rest, will be free from

all perturbations and anxious cares.
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Then the dark and louring clouds will

have been for ever dissipated, and the

pure radiance of heaven abide settled

and serene without a momentary obscura-

tion. No sooner shall the emancipated

spirit ascend to its celestial abode, than

it will reap ample information on all the

topics which were so often the occasions

of pathetic complaint and mournful soli-

loquy. The veil which covered the Divine

procedure will be withdrawn, and the

most satisfying assurances given that no

neglect, no abandonment, had ever taken

place ; that no request had failed to enter

into the holy place, or to penetrate to the

audience of the eternal King. The con-

texture of Providence will be minutely

displayed, and the ways by which the

earnest solicitations of faith were answered

clearly shown. " It shall be said in that

day, Lo ! this is our God, we have waited

for him, and he will save us : this is the

Lord, we have waited for him ; we will be

glad, and rejoice in his salvation."
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That such a developement will cause the

soul to overflow with delight, and trans-

port, and thankfulness, may easily be

conceived : but human thoughts have no

line by which they may measure the

depths of that ocean of eternal satisfac-

tion ; no rule by which to estimate the

glorious results of devotion, to which so

imperfect an allusion has now been

made.

3. A future consequence of devotion

will be, the full gratification of those

desires of friendship and intercourse with

God which gave energy to it during the

season of life.

The identity of the soul, throughout

its entire existence, affords an undeniable

proof, that its distinguishing characters,

equally with its essential faculties, will

undergo no such change at death as either

to destroy, or so to modify them as that

they will not continue substantially the

same that they now are. They will be

elevated and expanded in an unknown
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degree ; but the soul that has lived on

earth will be the same with that which will

live in heaven, when innumerable ages shall

have passed away. Whatever, therefore,

have been the predominant desires of the

heart, the desires that have, in fact, con-

stituted the moral and religious character

on earth, will abide and remain unaltered

by the dissolution of the body. It is

worthy of observation, that the gratifi-

cation of such desires is the chief consti-

tuent of all happiness ; as a man is not

made happy by any endowments or pos-

sessions for which he has no desire, but

may be exquisitely wretched, though

encompassed by multifarious objects that

impart to others the highest degree of

enjoyment, because they are in unison

with their desires.

The distinguishing feature of a cha-

racter truly pious and devout is, its desire

to know more intimately the glorious

Author of all existence ; to be more

thoroughly assured of the possession of
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his favour and friendship ; and to enjoy

a fuller and more perfect intercourse

with him. " There be many that say,

Who will shew us any good ? Lord, lift

thou up the light of thy countenance

upon us. Thou hast put gladness in my
heart more than in the time that their

corn and their wine increased."* The

presence of this desire is the criterion

of real religion. It is the love of God

in the soul which leads it to take up its

rest in him, and to derive its utmost joy

and complacency from the consideration

of his all-sufficient and eternal nature.

All other parts of religion are subsidiary

to this; and the gospel itself, vvdth its

amazing discoveries of forgiveness and

acceptance through the mediation of the

Son of God, is but the instrument of

giving existence and satisfaction to this

* Psalm iv. 6, 7.— I would read the latter verse

thus :
—" Thou hast put more gladness into my

heart, than (they enjoy) when their corn and

their wine increase."
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desire, which is the supreme perfection

of religion, and its ultimate end.

The purpose for which the constitution

of Christianity was formed, and for the

accomplishment of which the government

of the world was placed in the hands of

our Lord and Redeemer, is to eifect an

indissoluble union of affection and blessed-

ness between the infinite Creator and all

the true disciples, of his Son. " Neither,"

said our Saviour, immediately before his

suflferings, " pray I for these alone, but

for them also which shall beheve on me
through their word: that they all may

be one, as thou. Father, art in me, and I

in thee, that they also may be one in

us :"—" and the glory which thou gavest

me, I have given them ; that they may

be one, even as we are one : I in them,

and thou in me, that they may be made

perfect in one; and that the world may

know that thou hast sent me, and hast

loved them as thou hast loved me." *

* Jqhn xvii. 20—23.
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The declarations of the Scriptures reach

even further, and announce the extension

of this union, so as to comprehend all the

holy intelligences that are found through-

out the universe. " That in the dispen-

sation of the fulness of times he might

gather together in one all things in

Christ, both which are in heaven and

vi^hich are on earth."* From such an-

nouncements of the final purposes of

Di\dne government, it follows that no

objects of desire can be comparable to

these, and that the existence of earnest

desire to obtain a share in them must

be the highest consummation of religion

in the soul of man, and the actual demon-

stration of a true and living faith. Every

Christian is prompted by desire of this

nature to the exercise of unremitting and

earnest devotion. When the energy of

devotion is subsiding, a recurrence of this

desire imparts fresh vigour to it; it con-

* Ephes. i. 10.
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stitutes the sacred fire at which the ex-

piring flame is fed with new warmth and

lustre ; and it adds wings to the spirit,

by which it soars beyond this gross atmo-

sphere, and holds converse with Him, " in

whose presence there is fuhiess of joy,

and at whose right hand there are plea-

sures for evermore."

Every Christian, however, feels that in

this condition of mortality he is exposed

to the influence of innumerable fears and

trials, which too often obscure his pro-

spects and interrupt his satisfaction, so

that he is continually reminded that this

is not his resting-place or his home—that

it is not the peaceful region in which

he expects to enjoy the unclouded emana-

tion of Divine and undecaying joy: he

therefore gladly anticipates the end; he

reaches forward to the day w^hen trial

will cease and victory will be consum-

mated. But who shall describe the unut-

terable satisfaction that will fill his bosom

when his disembodied spirit shall enter
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into the paradise of God ? He will then

attain the utmost objects of his desire.

A full and sensible assurance that he is

an heir of God, a joint heir with Christ,

will for ever banish fear and apprehension

from his heart; a perfect and intimate

intercourse with God will be for ever

established; and all the resources of

creative power, all the wondrous consti-

tutions and arrangements of Providence,

and all the riches of Divine grace and

love, will become the means of his endless

improvement in the knowledge and en-

joyment of the immense and everlasting

God.

4. The last consequence of devotion

to which I shall advert, is the satisfaction

that will arise from meeting with those

with whom, and for whom, we have

prayed, during our pilgrimage on earth.

The mention of this consequence of

devotion can scarcely be made without

exciting a sensation of delight, though

it is not improbable that some of my
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readers may be disposed to inquire if it

be quite certain that those persons who

have been united in christian acquaint-

ance and friendship on earth, will renew

their intercourse in heaven ? The affirm-

ative of this question appears to me to

be so evident, that I should scarcely have

thought it requisite to suggest the reasons

which render it credible, had I not known

that it does not appear to be so manifest

to some thoughtful and considerate per-

sons. We possess, it is true, but little

precise information respecting the parti-

cular parts of which the happiness of the

heavenly state will consist; but this is

one on which it seems to me there is

little room for doubt or hesitation. The

contrary opinion is, I think, quite unrea-

sonable, and entirely inconsistent with

the brief though expressive hints that

are contained in the Scriptures in relation

to this subject.

I. It is, I think, unreasonable to sup-

pose that the pious persons who have

T
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been united in friendship and devotion

on earth will have no knowledge of each

other in the future state of happiness.

1. It is certain that there will be found

in the future assemblage of good men

an extensive acquaintance with one an-

other. Every thing which the Scriptures

intimate to us on this subject goes upon

this supposition. They are to compose

one body and one family, actuated by

similar feelings of love and kindness

;

without acquaintance this cannot take

place, as there will be, on this supposi-

tion, no objects on which the affections

can rest. But if such an acquaintance

will exist, I am quite at a loss to discover

why it should not comprehend especially

those between whom such sentiments

have been formed, and very greatly ma-

tured upon earth : for,

2. Much of the religious pleasure and

enjoyment experienced in the present

state arises from the intimate knowledge

which good men have of each other, and
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the consequent attachments which spring

from their mutual participation in the

same devout and holy sentiments. Ana-

logy, therefore, leads to the supposition

that this, which forms so large a source of

enjoyment here, will yield at least an

equal share in the felicity of the future

world. Indeed we are at a loss to imagine

how the contrary can take place. Asso-

ciation there will assuredly be ; and we

have reason to think that the greatest

advantages for producing the most delight-

ful kind of it will be afforded. It would,

then, be passing strange if those persons

who have derived the purest satisfaction

from mutual friendship and esteem on

earth, should feel no desire to recognise

their former friends and beloved compa-

nions ; nor would it be less strange if no

means of gratifying such a desire should

be afforded. We are not able, it is true,

to judge very accurately by what means

the recognition will be effected, as we

are strangers to the medium of intercourse

T 2
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between disembodied spirits ; but we con-

clude, from the nature of our affections,

that a strong desire will be felt for a

renewal of the intercourse of friendship,

esteem, and love; and we certainly can

assign no reason why it should remain

ungratified.

God himself is the author of those pure

and strong affections by which good men

are united upon earth ; and it is alto-

gether contrary to the course of his

proceeding to suppose that they will be

at once suspended, and cease for ever.

This would be to deteriorate rather than

improve the happiness of his servants;

and, as far as we are able to perceive,

would be a disappointment of expecta-

tions that are not merely agreeable to his

will, but of which he himself is the first

cause and origin. " We know," says the

beloved disciple, *' that we have passed

from death unto life, because we love the

brethren:" and it is, I think, impossible

to conceive that the personal attachments
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that have been generated on earth, by-

means of this change will be merged

into I know not what general and indis-

criminate feeling in heaven.

During those anxious moments which

generally precede the departure of good

men out of this world, one of the prin-

cipal alleviations to which they have

recourse is the expectation that they

will shortly be reunited with those excel-

lent persons that have gone before them,

and who were their most highly-valued

and beloved companions during the years

that have passed away. I could as easily,

I own, beheve that Divine power has

given existence in vain to some parts of

its creation, as that Divine goodness

intends to frustrate such expectations.*

II. It may still be said, Do the Scrip-

tures, the only sure guide in such matters,

* I am unwilling to encumber the text with quo-

tations from ancient writers ; but I beg in this note

to remind my classical readers of two passages rela-

tive to the subject that is discussed above. They
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afford any satisfactory information respect-

ing this subject? and, in reply, I shall

express my full belief that they do. We
are told that when our Saviour was trans-

are far from being recondite, but they derive great

value from the sentiments which are contained in

them.

" O prseclarum diem cum ad illud divinum ani-

morum concilium castumque proficiscar, cumque

ex hac turba et colluvione discedam ! Proficiscar

enim non ad eos solum viros, de quibus ante dixi

:

sed etiam ad Catonem meum, quo nemo vir melior

natus est, nemo pietate praestantior : cujus a me
corpus crematum est : quod contra decuit ab iUo

meum. Animus vero non me deserens, sed respec-

tans, in ea profecto loca discessit, quo mihi ipsi

cernebat esse veniendum. Quem ego meum casum

fortiter ferre visus sum : non quod aequo animo

ferrem: sed me ipse consolabar, existimans, non

longinquum inter nos digressum et discessum fore."

—Cicero de Senect.

" Ov TreiOoj, ecpr), S) av5Q6S, Ki^lroiiva, ws iycl ci/jli ovtos

6 "ZcoKparr^s, 6 puvl SiaXeyoixeuos, Kal SiaTOLTTCov eKaara

Tuv Keyofj-evcDV' aAA.' oX^rai fie eKCivou eluai, tu oi^ercu

d\iyou v:TT€pov veKpov, Kot ipcora ttus Se? yue ddiTTeiu.

'On 5e eyw Trd\ai irokhu Xoyov ir€Troir]/xai, cos iireiSdu iriu

TO (papfxaKov, ou/feVi tfuv irapaixevw, d\A' olxT]<TO[j.aL airiwv

els /jLUKupCDU Si} Tiuas evSaiixovias, ravrd fioi Sokw dvrf

&K\ccs Xcyciv, irapafjLvOuvfx.ej/os dfxa fxev v/xas, 'dfia S'

dfiavTov."—Plato, Pficsd.
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figured, there appeared unto him Moses

and Elias, who conversed with him.

These illustrious men were not, indeed,

contemporaries on earth ; but, notwith-

standing this, it is altogether unlikely

that they were strangers to each other

before this meeting with the divine

Redeemer. It is little less than certain

that they had enjoyed long intercourse

with each other, as well as with the per-

fected spirits of Abel, Enoch, Noah,

Abraham, and thousands of others who

had ascended to paradise. Many of these

had been united on earth by the bonds

of holy affection; and it is altogether

incredible that these bonds were severed

at death, and that no reunion took place

in the exalted condition to which they

were raised.

The expiring malefactor, who confessed

Christ upon the cross, was assured by his

Saviour that within a few hours they

should meet in paradise ; surely not

without mutual acquaintance, or the
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exercise of the strong affections which

the extraordinary circumstances in which

they had been placed must have called

into being and operation. Who can

beheve that Abraham, and Isaac, and

Jacob, who are Hving to God, while their

decomposed bodies are probably scattered

to the extremities of the earth, are stran-

gers to each other ; each assured that the

others are sharing in the fehcity which he

enjoys, but placed altogether beyond the

possibihty of personal intercourse and

mutual affection ?

When the author of the Epistle to the

Thessalonians undertook to console the

mourning relatives and friends of some

that had lately been removed from their

embrace by death, he effects his purpose

by reminding them that it was altogether

unbecoming their hopes to sorrow as

those who had no hope, for he says,

" Them that sleep in Jesus will God

bring with him." It may, I am aware,

be objected that this refers to the general
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resurrection at the last day; and this

passage of Scripture is supposed, by

those who discredit the existence of an

intermediate state between death and

the resurrection, to afford a powerful

argument in their favour. But it seems

to be a very ineffectual mode of adminis-

tering consolation under such bereave-

ments, to assure the mourners that they

shall meet their friends again after some

thousands of years have elapsed. This

would have the appearance of mocking

their hopes, and wear the semblance of

trifling with their grief. The persons,

whose death was the source of sorrow,

are represented as having slept in Jesus,*

and being destined to appear in company

with him at the last great day. The

reasonable conclusion to be drawn from

these expressions, when taken in harmony

with other declarations of Scripture, is,

that they who have died in the faith of

* Toys KQiixr}QivTas 5ia tov 'Itjj-ou. 1 Thess. iv. 14.
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Jesus, are at present with him :
*' absent

from the body, present with the Lord."*

The blessed Saviour having finished the

work of redemption, ascended to the

heavenly state, and, as seems probable,

the first trophy of his conquest was the

reception of the crucified and penitent

malefactor ; for he also ascended into the

presence of his compassionate and power-

ful Redeemer, and there he still is, not

alone certainly—the spirits of the just, as

they are freed by death from the prison

of mortality, ascend at their departure

into the presence of Christ too, and

there they dwell, looking forward to the

general resurrection, when they will be

found swelling the train, and augmenting

the triumph of Him '' who is to be glo-

rified in his saints, and to be admired in

all them that believe."

This is what, in my judgment, is to be

taken as the comprehensive import of

• 2 Cor. V. 8.
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the consolatory exhortation which the in-

spired Apostle addressed to the Christians

of Thessalonica, and through them to

Christians of all succeeding ages. Unless

the whole be taken as inclusive of what

has now been stated, it loses its character

of consolation, for it is little, if at all

adapted to its purpose ; besides which it

loses sight of the direct and effectual

topics of consolation, that are to be drawn

from other portions of the sacred writings.

As then there is sufficient reason to

assure us of the fact, that good men are

united with their friends and associates

in the state of bliss, to which death in-

stantly transmits them, we are at liberty

to anticipate some of the satisfactions

that will arise from meeting those, with

and for whom, we have prayed during our

pilgrimage upon earth.

1 . The first of these which I shall spe-

cify, is the delight, the mutual delight,

that will be experienced by pious mi-

nisters, and those persons who were
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converted and edified by their ministra-

tions.

No sentiment of affection is purer, or

more pleasing, than that which actuates the

bosoms of those persons who have derived

their earliest religious impressions from

the ministry of the gospel, towards the be-

loved and honoured instruments by which

they have been instructed and improved.

St. Paul, speaking of the feelings of his

Galatian converts towards himself, says,

** I bear you record that if it had been

possible, ye would have plucked out your

own eyes, and have given them to me."

Some of my readers will, I trust, be found

not unconscious of kindred sentiments.

What the affection of the Apostle towards

them was, he describes by the remarkable

and significant figure which is embodied

in his words, " My little children, of whom
I travail in birth again until Christ be

formed within you."*

* Gal. iv. 15, 19.
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It happens, in too many cases, as in

tliat of the Galatian converts, that these

feelings of reciprocal affection are weak-

ened by time, and diminished by the

various occurrences of life, which have a

painful influence in checking their flow

;

but in every instance where genuine piety

has been imparted by such means, there

abides to the end a warm and steady

regard. This especially takes place when

the christian intercourse of the pastor

with the fruits of his ministry continues

unbroken through considerable spaces

of time, and they live in the frequent

interchange of intellectual and christian

association. The faithful pastor looks on

such persons as the pledges of his present

usefulness, and the future crown of his

labours ; he regards them as his " glory

and joy," while, on their part, he is

revered and esteemed as their chief

benefactor, their most faithful and dis-

interested coimsellor and friend. The

day in which spirits so congenial will be
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confirmed in undecaying friendship, in

the presence, and beneath the smiles of

their exalted Redeemer, to whose love

they owe all their bliss, will be a day

worthy of everlasting remembrance. It

will bring an infinite recompense for

" every work of faith, and every labour

of love," and be regarded through ever-

lasting ages as the commencement of " a

joy unspeakable and full of glory."

In that day wise and faithful ministers

will be greeted also by many who have

reaped the blessed fruits of their labours,

though mutually unknown: the former

will be filled with inexpressible satisfac-

tion, by seeing that their exertions were

successful beyond their knowledge and

hope ; the latter will press forward to

acknowledge the greatest obligations, and

to embrace with tears of joy, if tears of

any kind can flow in that blissful region,

their most valued, though hitherto un-

acknowledged benefactors. The fervent

prayers and earnest exertions by which
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their lives on earth were marked, will

then be recollected no more to be re-

peated, but exchanged for the songs of

praise, and the united hallelujahs of the

new Jerusalem.

2. Sentiments of similar character will

then be expressed between pious relatives

and kindred, wise and upright fathers,

devout and tender mothers, dutiful, pious,

and affectionate children. These are now

often the objects of deep solicitude and

unnumbered supplications, and not un-

frequently of poignant anguish; but

then they meet no more to be separated

by the untoward and afflictive events of

this mortal and transient scene : no more

lamentation over blighted expectations,

and darkened prospects, and early and

untimely graves. And then will many

an affectionate, anxious, and long-tried

parent, welcome, with open arms and

warm embrace, the profligate and pro-

digal sons, over whom they grieved, for

whom they poured forth incessant sup-
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plications, but whom they regarded as

lost, yet now find numbered among the

brands which almighty power and love

have plucked from the devouring flames.

O what raptures wdll expand every

bosom, and what ascriptions of praise

will fill every mouth, to Him who is the

fountain of all this joy, the wise and

gracious Author of all this unknown

delight

!

S, The earnest supplications that have

been offered, with unfailing constancy,

by Christians for the happiness and salva-

tion of the milHons of human kind that

are enslaved by idolatry—the victims of

ignorance and superstition, and the vassals

of base affections, and of infernal passions

—will then meet their full reward. The

pious and benevolent persons who have

thus, in combination with their active en-

deavours, laboured to promote the truest

welfare of their misguided fellow-creatures,

will reap an ample harvest, when they

shall behold multitudes redeemed out of



CONSEQUENCES OF PRAYER. 289

every nation, and kindred, and people,

and tongue, flowing to the celestial city,

and offering the homage of fervent grati-

tude, and elevated praise to " Him that

sitteth upon the throne, and to the Lamb,

for ever." " Thy gates," O city of God,

" shall be open continually; they shall

not be shut day nor night, that men may

bring into thee the forces of the Gentiles
;

and that their kings may be brought."*

With these imperfect hints I shall

conclude my undertaking ; adding only

an earnest hope that Divine power and

grace may render it, in some degree,

conducive to the improvement and con-

solation of those to whom it is now

respectfully committed.

* Isa. Ix. 11.

THE END.
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