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abstract
The American author Marilynne Robinson is, in her five novels as much as in her half a dozen col-
lection of essays, not only an accomplished novelist but also a theologian. With a rare depth, she 
energetically treats central theological, ethical, and philosophical questions, in sharp and challeng-
ing essays and in aesthetically advanced and kaleidoscopic novels. The essays in the present volume 
study, from various perspectives, the intersection between theology and the entire corpus (except 
for the most recent novel published in 2020) of Robinson’s writings. The first section, “On Theol-
ogy”, analyzes her theology from the more general perspectives of poetics, science, and history, 
whereas the second, “On the Novels”, collects contributions that have one of Robinson’s three 
novels Gilead, Home, or Lila as their particular focus. Common to all these essays is the attempt 
to understand why and how Robinson is one of our age’s most celebrated authors on home and 
homelessness, and on faith, grace and hope in the midst of despair. 
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Gilead, revivalism, and abolitionism

Marilynne Robinson’s writings, both novels and essays, are deeply embedded in 
American and European history. Gilead, the small-town setting of the three novels 
Gilead, Home, and Lila,1 is patterned on Tabor, a town in south-western Iowa es-
tablished in the early 1850s by Congregationalist Christians during the struggle for 
the abolition of slavery. It became an important hub in the so-called Underground 
Railroad that helped fugitive slaves fleeing to Canada.2 It was also the location of 
a college established by abolitionist Christians. Congregationalism was one of the 
original Calvinist or Puritan churches in New England. Today, after a merger with 
Reformed churches, it is called the United Church of Christ. Robinson is member of 
this church, as was, for example, Barack Obama.

The Congregationalist minister John Ames, the main character in Gilead, writes 
in his long letter to his son, “Towns like ours were a conspiracy. Lots of people were 
only there to be antislavery by any means that came to hand.”3 In an interview Robin-
son says that she placed the story in the 1950s so it would be possible for Pastor Ames’ 
grandfather to have been part of the abolitionist movement before the Civil War.4 
Some of the stories told about the grandfather are based on real historical events. 

The grandfather, who like his son and grandson also has the name John Ames, 

	 1	 Since I originally wrote this text Robinson has published a fourth novel in this series, Jack 
(Robinson 2020). It involves the same persons, but it is not set in Gilead. 

	 2	 Robinson 2012, 178; ‘Tabor Antislavery Historic District’, https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/
underground/ia1.htm, accessed 13 November 2018.

	 3	 Robinson 2004, 180. However, historical Tabor is actually also mentioned in passing in Gil-
ead as the place of one of the radical colleges. Robinson 2004, 57.

	 4	 Mariotti & Lane 2016b.
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moved from Maine to the Kansas territory in the 1830s to be part of the movement 
that wanted to keep the territory free from slavery.5 It seems that grandfather Ames, 
who is the Congregational minister in Gilead at this time, is partly patterned on John 
Todd, one of the founders of Tabor and its first Congregational minister and an ardent 
abolitionist.6 The social basis for the abolitionist movement is to a large extent found 
in churches: from early on among Quakers but later – during the so-called Second 
Great Awakening, the large revival movement in New England and the Midwest in the 
first half of the 19th century – also among Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Method-
ists, Baptists, and others. The abolitionists constituted minorities in these churches, 
but it was mainly minorities from these churches and movements. There are many al-
lusions to this history in Gilead. 

We are told, for example, that grandfather Ames had listened to the leading aboli-
tionist Theodore Dwight Weld preach during an anti-slavery campaign. “My grand-
father had heard Weld preach every night for three weeks until he had converted a 
whole doughface settlement to abolitionism, and the old man numbered it among the 
great experiences of his life.”7 Weld himself had been converted in a revival meeting 
with Charles Finney, the greatest and most influential revival preacher in the antebel-
lum period and one of the most significant persons in 19th-century America.8 Having 
served for a time as Finney’s assistant, Weld had become one of the most influential 
abolitionists – some historians would say the most important. In his campaigns for 
abolition, he used the methods he had learned in revivalism work. He was also very 
active in sending out other abolitionist missionaries. Together with his wife, Angelina 
Grimké Weld, and Angelina’s older sister, Sara Grimké, Weld wrote the book Ameri-
can slavery as it is: Testimony of a thousand witnesses, published in 1839.9 It is consid-
ered to be the most influential book on the subject after Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin (1852). The latter was to a large extent based on the reality described in 
the book by Weld and the Grimké sisters. American slavery sold 100,000 copies in its 
first year alone.10 For periods of time, Weld spent most of his social life with the Af-
rican-American population.11 The Grimké sisters, also mentioned by Robinson, were 
in their own right and before they met Weld important abolitionists and promoters 

	 5	 Robinson 2004, 10f, 56, 86.
	 6	 Morgans 2006; Todd 1876. In the novel, the name of grandmother Ames is Margaret Todd 

Ames. Margaret was the name of John Todd’s daughter. The name of mother Ames was Mar-
tha, which was the name of John Todd’s wife. Robinson 2004, 10.

	 7	 Robinson 2004, 214.
	 8	 Robinson writes about Finney in Robinson 1998, 137–140; 2008, 178–179; 2012, 166–175.
	 9	 Weld 1839. See further Abzug 1980 and Muelder 2011.
	10	 Abzug 1980, 210–214.
	11	 Robinson writes about Weld in Robinson 1998, 138–140; 2012, 175–177.
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of women’s rights. They may have been the two most famous, or infamous, women in 
America in the 1830s.12 

Robert Boughton, the Presbyterian minister in Gilead and John Ames’ close friend, 
had named one of his sons after Weld. It seems he had first intended to give this name 
to an older son, one of the main characters in the four novels, but at the baptism, ad-
ministered by John Ames, the father changed the name to John Ames, though John 
later came to call himself “Jack”.13 At the time Boughton named his son after Weld, 
the abolitionist was unknown to most people. Because Weld usually published anony-
mously, refused offers of visible official positions, and didn’t live in the big cities in the 
east during his active time, he had disappeared from history. He never became well 
known to the broader public, but for scholars he was rediscovered in the 1930s by the 
economic historian Gilbert Barnes, who after much detective work, and with the help 
of Weld’s grandson, found many of Weld’s letters and other writings in a trunk in an 
old farmhouse. 

However, Weld was not unknown to Boughton and Ames. For Ames he was a cru-
cial part of family history. That Boughton names one of his sons after Weld provides 
an important twist to the plot. Although the abolitionist Weld is held up as a role 
model for his struggle against slavery by Reverend Boughton, the latter could still take 
for granted the segregation of American society (against Weld’s example) a century 
later. In addition, Gilead, once a stronghold of abolitionism and desegregation, had 
changed. Although there were no laws against mixed marriages in Iowa, as there were 
in many other states, John Ames was not sure that Jack Boughton’s marriage with an 
African-American woman would be accepted there in the mid 1950s.14 On one occa-
sion the grandfather, as one of the founders of Gilead, had been asked by the Swedish 
Lutheran mayor, a newer resident of the town, to give a speech at a Fourth of July cel-
ebration. The following is part of the speech.

When I was a young man the Lord came to me and put His hand just here on my right shoulder. I 
can feel it still. And He spoke to me, very clearly. The words went right through me. He said, Free 
the captive. Preach good news to the poor. Proclaim liberty throughout the land. […]. I would 
call that experience a vision. We had visions in those days, a number of us did. Your young men 
will have visions and your old men will dream dreams. And now all those young men are old men, 
if they’re alive at all, and their visions are no more than dreams, and the old days are forgotten. 
[…] The President, General Grant, once called Iowa the shining star of radicalism. But what is 
left here in Iowa? What is left here in Gilead? Dust. Dust and ashes. Scripture says the people 
perish, and they certainly do. It is remarkable. For all this His anger is not turned away, but His 
Hand is stretched out still.15 

	12	 Robinson 1998, 86, 134.
	13	 Robinson 2004, 99, 214.
	14	 Robinson 2004, 264.
	15	 Robinson 2004, 200–201. 
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The grandfather had also defended the necessity of violence for ending slavery and 
assisted John Brown’s violent Christian apocalyptic movement in the 1850s.16 Brown 
used Gilead/Tabor as a place of refuge. It was situated at the south-west corner of Iowa 
and close to the border of Kansas. In historical Tabor, Pastor Todd’s house was built 
to function as part of the Underground Railroad, and Brown also stored weapons 
there. John Ames writes to his son: 

A stranger might ask why there is a town here at all. Our own children might ask. And who 
could answer them? It was just a dogged little outpost in the sand hills, within striking distance 
of Kansas. That’s really all it was meant to be. It was a place John Brown and Jim Lane could fall 
back and rest. There must have been a hundred little towns like it, set up in the heat of an old 
urgency that is all forgotten now.17 

Jim Lane was an influential, if erratic, politician and military leader who used force to 
keep Kansas free of slavery. He also often came to Tabor/Gilead.

A central story in the book Gilead revolves around the possibility that the grand-
father had killed an American soldier searching for John Brown, who had just left 
Gilead. During the Civil War grandfather John Ames participates as chaplain (just as 
John Todd had done).18 He also convinces the majority of the young male members of 
his congregation to enlist in the war. 

[He] had preached his people into the war, saying while there was slavery there was no peace, but 
only a war of the armed and powerful against the captive and defenseless. He would say, Peace 
will come only when that war ends, so the God of peace calls upon us to end it. He said all this 
with that gun in his belt.19 

Most of his young congregants do not return.20 His son (the younger John Ames’ fa-
ther), who was also to become a Congregationalist minister, reacts against his father’s 
support of violence. “This has nothing to do with Jesus. Nothing. Nothing.”21 He also 
frequently attends the services of the pacifist Quakers rather than his father’s church.22 
The Quakers had long played a crucial role in the abolitionist movement, but they 
did not support violence. Before the Civil War, in fact, there was minimal support 
for violence in the abolitionist movement as a whole. John Brown was atypical; non-
violent methods were at the forefront of the movement.

	16	 Robinson 2004, 97, 119ff. On John Brown, see Smith 2014 and Morgans 2006, 118–134. 
	17	 Robinson 2004, 267. 
	18	 Robinson 2004, 85f.
	19	 Robinson 2004, 115.
	20	 Robinson 2004, 100. Historic Tabor had far fewer casualties. 
	21	 Robinson 2004, 96.
	22	 Robinson 2004, 99, 113, 220.
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As mentioned, Tabor was the location of one of a number of radical Christian col-
leges that had been founded in the Midwest in the 1830s, 40s, and 50s. The most fa-
mous was Oberlin College, also mentioned in Gilead and discussed by Robinson in 
When I was a child I read books.23 John Todd, who was the co-founder of both Tabor 
and Tabor College, was one of Oberlin’s first graduates. When the younger John Ames 
writes about his grandfather and the latter’s ministerial friends, he says:

They had been to Lane and Oberlin, and they knew their Hebrew and their Greek and their 
Locke and their Milton. Some of them even set up a nice little college in Tabor. It lasted quite a 
while. The people who graduated from it, especially the young women, would go by themselves 
to the other side of the earth as teachers and missionaries and come back decades later to tell us 
about Turkey and Korea.24

The grandfather, who may seem quite eccentric, was in fact a highly educated man. 
Lane was a theological seminary in Cincinnati founded to spread revivalism in the 
west. It was one of the first seminaries to accept African-American students. Theo-
dore Weld, who was both sent out to found the school and a member of the first 
class, converted the whole student body to abolitionism. The students’ determination 
to openly and publicly treat African Americans as social equals in everyday life led 
to many protests, mob actions, and threats to close down the school. The board of 
trustees, consisting primarily of local businessmen dependent on doing business with 
nearby slaveholding Kentucky, forbade the discussion of slavery in the seminary in 
1834. Forty students, one professor and one member of the board, the Presbyterian 
pastor Asa Mahan, left. Most of them went to Oberlin. Asa Mahan became the first 
president of the college. Weld himself ended his formal studies.

The town of Oberlin and its College were founded in 1833 “as a utopian community 
whose sole mission was to save souls and prepare the world for the coming millennium 
of Christ.”25 Charles Finney, the revivalist preacher mentioned above, joined the col-
lege as professor in 1835, and between 1851 and 1866 he also served as president of the 
college.26 Revivalism, conversion, and sanctification were at the centre of college life. 
Social reform was part of the conversion from sin towards a sanctified life. Abolition-
ism, the rights of native Americans, temperance, peace, simple living, educational re-
form, and the importance of manual labour were among their concerns. Many were 
vegetarians. For Finney slavery was, together with the treatment of native Americans, 
the great sin of the nation and of the church. The church could not be neutral. He 

	23	 Robinson 2012, 163–180.
	24	 Robinson 2004, 57. 
	25	 Morris 2014, 2. 
	26	 Hambrick-Stowe 1996. 
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would, when he could control it, refuse to accept a slave holder as a church member, 
and he didn’t allow such a person to take communion.27 Oberlin College not only 
admitted both black and white students, it was also the first institution of higher edu-
cation to admit both men and women. Important later leaders of the women’s rights 
movement studied there. So did African-American leaders. This small place sent out 
more abolitionist missionaries than any of the big cities in the East, including Boston 
and New York. When eastern abolitionists lost some of their influence during the 
1840s and 50s, it was Oberlin that kept abolitionism central to American political 
debate. After the Civil War many Oberlinites, more than from any other place in the 
US, went south in order to set up educational opportunities for former slaves and new 
generations of African Americans. Robinson contrasts Oberlin and other revivalist or 
orthodox colleges with the more respectable Harvard, which by this time had been 
taken over by Unitarians and by Enlightenment perspectives. “The Unitarianism of 
Harvard was seen even then as more sophisticated, if not more learned, than the old 
religion. I will observe, in earnest hopes of being corrected, that Harvard figures very 
little in this epic tale. I know of no college founded from Harvard in this period.”28 
Harvard was also much later in admitting African Americans and women as students.

One historian of Oberlin says that within two years of its founding it “had become 
the most progressive academic environment in the nation, perhaps the world.”29 For 
this reason, it was also an extremely controversial college. Many politicians wanted to 
force Oberlin to shut down. When in 1842 the college was debated in the Ohio legis-
lature, one member 

described the largely abolitionist faculty and students there as a “great maelstrom of seditious 
faction […] exerting a more potent influence in exciting sectional animosities […] than any, I may 
say all, all other malcontent institutions in the U.S.” Other lawmakers seeking revocation called 
Oberlinites in general a “banditti of lawbreakers,” “n[----] stealers supported by enemies of this 
country abroad, and emissaries at home,” and a “thoroughfare for slaves en route to Canada.”30

The role of Oberlin in the abolition of slavery was large. But in the end, slavery was 
ended only through a terrible civil war, something Oberlinites did not want, but in 
which many came to participate. With the outbreak of war, the disagreement between 
the elder and younger Pastor Ames over the legitimacy of violence became far more 
acute.

	27	 Finney 1868, Lecture 15; 2013, loc. 12551–12586, 12609–12616.
	28	 Robinson 2018, 176.
	29	 Morris 2014, 2.
	30	 Morris 2014, 1.
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Women and dissenting Protestantism

Another narrative often mentioned in Robinson’s writings, but not systematically 
developed in the same way as abolitionism, involves the role of women in these move-
ments. It is a history that was to become even more invisible than the role of revivalism 
in abolitionism.31 The practice of co-education in Oberlin, Tabor, and other places 
depended on a long history of public activity and leadership by women in the revival 
movements, although it was highly controversial in the more “respectable” circles 
in New England. Angelina Grimké, Theodore Weld’s wife, was the first American 
woman ever to make a political speech to a state legislature when twice in 1838 she  was 
invited to make speeches against slavery in the Massachusetts legislature, delivering 
her speeches from the Speaker’s desk. Sarah and Angelina Grimké grew up in a very 
prominent, slave-owning, Anglican family in South Carolina. They first converted 
to Presbyterianism and then to Quakerism. Both became leading advocates for abo-
lition and for women’s rights.32 When Theodore and Angelina married, Theodore 
renounced the male rights provided in the marriage pledges and the American law. 

Two famous revivalist women had preached before 1838 to Congress in Wash-
ington with the president in attendance: Dorothy Ripley in 1806 and Harriet Liv-
ermore four times between 1827 and 1843. As the examples of Ripley and Livermore 
show, there were many highly influential women preachers and authors in these re-
vival movements. In England, Quakers had had women preachers since the 1600s, 
the Methodists since the 1700s. Women preachers and leaders existed among English 
Baptists earlier than among Quakers. On the Continent women already had leading 
roles among Anabaptists in the early part of the 1500s, though in contrast to the Quak-

	31	 Keller & Ruether 2000; Brekus 1998.
	32	 “Sarah Grimké’s feminist thought had leaped far ahead of her generation, even her century. 

Seen in the light of 20th-century feminist theory, her accomplishment is remarkable: she 
offered the best and most coherent Bible argument for woman’s equality yet written by a 
woman; she identified and characterized the distinction between sex and gender; she took 
class and race into consideration; and she tied the subordination of women both to educa-
tional deprivation and sexual oppression. She identified men, individually and as a group, as 
having benefited from the subordination of women. Above all, she understood that women 
must acquire feminist consciousness by conscious effort and that they must practise asserting 
their rights in order to think more appropriately. Angelina, in several of her pamphlets and 
speeches, developed a strong argument for women’s right to political equality. In her insis-
tence on women’s right, even duty, to organize for political participation and to petition, she 
anticipated the practice and tactics women would follow for the rest of the century” (Lerner 
2004, xix). See, e.g., Grimké 1998 and Grimké & Grimké 2014.
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ers, this practice soon largely disappeared from these traditions.33 Among American 
Puritans there were some women preachers in the 1600s, though they were often per-
secuted or even killed. The ministry of women became much more common during 
the First Great Awakening in the 1700s. The Harvard historian Sarah Brekus writes, 

Scholars who have been sensitive to the revivals’ social and political implications have missed the 
most momentous development of all: the unprecedented appearance of women’s voices in the 
churches. […] For the first time in American history, large numbers of evangelical women tried to 
forge a lasting tradition of female ministry. Ultimately they failed, but for a few brief years during 
the 1740s and 1750s, it almost seemed possible to imagine a church where women as well as men 
would be free to speak in public – a church where there would be “neither male nor female”.34

Women preachers were rare during the more Enlightenment-inspired Revolution-
ary period, but they again became common during the Second Great Awakening in 
the first half of the 19th century, as Robinson often notes. This time the ministry of 
women was to have longer staying power, though it was again made invisible in histo-
riography. To a great extent, the American women’s rights and suffrage movements 
had their origins in these circles. This is easy to see when one considers the founder 
figures in the canonical narrative of the women’s movement. Elisabeth Cady Stanton 
was converted in a Finney revival meeting and later married a co-worker of Weld 
who was a friend from their common study time at the Lane Seminary. Lucretia Mott 
and Susan B. Antony were Quakers or had a Quaker background. Lucy Stone was 
educated at Oberlin College. Some of them turned in time against organized religion 
because of the resistance they encountered, but they all came from this background. 
And this was no accident.35 Later on, the suffrage movements had a large part of their 
social basis in these type of revivalist movements. Organizationally the worldwide 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union was crucial. For a long time it was led by 
the Methodist Frances Willard, who in her childhood in the 1840s lived in Oberlin 
while her parents studied at Oberlin College. The suffrage movement in New Zealand, 
the first country to give voting rights to women (1893), had similar sources. Its most 
important organization was again the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and 

	33	 Bradstock 2010, ch. 1; Snyder & Hecht 2010; Willgren 2017; Freeman 2011.
	34	 Brekus 1998, 26.
	35	 It was Cady Stanton and Antony who wrote the movement’s early history, but as Lisa Tet-

rault (2014) says, this standard history is really Cady Stanton’s own personal history. In this 
narrative the beginning of the American women’s rights and suffrage movement is placed at 
the conference in a Methodist church in Seneca Falls 1848, organized by Cady Stanton and 
Antony. But why start the story here, Tetrault asks, and not with the Grimké sisters or other 
earlier events, groups, or persons, or with the role of women in churches?  
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the most visible leader was the Congregationalist Kate Sheppard. The same is true 
in Finland, the first country in Europe to grant women the right to vote (1906), and 
later on also in Sweden. In all these cases the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
was central and the social basis was to a great extent Pietist and so-called free church 
movements.36

Losing fervour

The Civil War, in the words of the historian Mark Noll, was a theological crisis that 
in part “took the steam out of Protestantism’s moral energy”.37 Take the example of 
Oberlin. It was on the winning side, but the victory was a military victory, not a moral 
one. They had not persuaded the churches of the south, which originally had been 
shaped by Anglicanism. As Methodism and Baptism had migrated to the US South, 
they amalgamated with the slave-holding economy and culture. After the Civil War 
these churches often became ardent supporters of segregation and white supremacy.38 
Moreover, as revival fervour decreased and the first generation retired, Oberlin Col-
lege at the turn of the 20th century became increasingly integrated into established 
and respectable American culture. The new leadership wanted to make the college 
into a modern university, in which religion was only a part, not the foundation of the 
institution. One consequence was that the student body was racially segregated.39 The 
same seems to have happened in the novels’ town Gilead. 

There is also another history. The radical Christian egalitarianism in some of these 
churches sometimes turned into an individualist spirituality that undermined the ec-
clesial discipleship that was the strength of these movements. This is both a classic 
Catholic critique of Protestantism in general and a critique directed by established 
Protestantism against revivalist and dissenting Christianity. This maybe especially true 
of the Quaker tradition, when the emphasis on the inner light overwhelms the strong-
ly communitarian nature of original Quakerism. Moreover, Spiritualism also becomes 
an influential movement among American intellectuals in the mid- to late 19th cen-
tury.40  It tended to a more individualistic spirituality less interested in shaping moral 
movements. Some Christian abolitionists and feminists also reacted against conserva-
tism, indifference, and outright resistance in their own church contexts by developing 
a more individualistic faith. Theodore Weld and the Grimké sisters are examples of 

	36	 MacDonald 2009, 19–22; Sulkunen 2009; Bengtsson 2011.
	37	 Noll 2006, 160.
	38	 Heyrman 1997; Wilson 1980; Noll 2006.
	39	 Morris 2014, 241–247.
	40	 Albanese 2007.
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this, in part. After the marriage between Angelina and Theodore they increasingly be-
came Christian intellectuals separate to some degree from both organized church life 
and from abolitionism. One reason was that Angelina was excluded from her Quaker 
church because she married a non-Quaker. Weld was Presbyterian. And Sara was ex-
pelled because she attended the wedding. It is revivalism that creates Weld’s (and the 
Grimké’s) radicality. Finney and the revivalism he represents created movements, mor-
al change, and institutions. Weld was long part of this. But in his radical perfection-
ism, he was disappointed by churches, revival movements and practices, and political 
movements. All of them failed, in his eyes. Slavery didn’t disappear. In the end he could 
see only war as the means for ending slavery. The institutions, especially in education, 
that he tried to build in his later years all failed in the end. Weld ended up where he 
started, as a New England don. He didn’t leave the Christian faith, but the sort of the-
ology and ecclesial practice he came to support did not have the creative power of his 
former revivalist practice. Freed from Quaker orthodoxy Angelina and Sara became 
interested in both apocalyptic speculation and in Spiritualism. One may see similar 
developments in the women’s movement if one compares Stanton, who becomes in-
creasingly negative towards organized religion, with Willard, who builds a movement 
on a much broader basis of church women. Without this broader basis, the American 
women’s suffrage movement would not have had the continuing influence it had.41 

One might perhaps say that John Ames II is an example of these developments. He 
is a minister during the post-Civil War period when religious, moral, and social fer-
vour were in decline. He reacted against his father’s militant radicalism. While both 
were Congregationalist ministers, his father was drawn to the Methodists while he 
himself was drawn to the Quakers. His elder son Edward was sent to Germany to study 
for ministry but came home with a Ph.D. from Göttingen as an enlightened atheist, 
telling his younger brother: “John, you might as well know now what you’re sure to 
learn sometime. This is a backwater – you must be aware of that already. Leaving here 
is like waking from a trance.”42 Though this was at first hard for John Ames II to ac-
cept, in time he became increasingly influenced by his elder son and the intellectual 
world he represented. He finally left Gilead, while his younger son stayed to serve as a 
minister in the Congregational church. All three read Ludwig Feuerbach’s The essence 
of Christianity,43 but they read it very differently. The youngest John Ames was also 
influenced by German thought, but in his case it was the new theology shaped by the 
Swiss Reformed (“Calvinist”) theologian Karl Barth, whose reading of Feuerbach be-

	41	 Hempton 2008, esp. chs. 4–5 and Abzug 1980. 
	42	 Robinson 2004, 30.
	43	 Feuerbach 1957 [1841].
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came very influential.44 Barth, in turn reacted against the type of “individualist” and 
nationalist liberal theology he had met during his studies in Germany and developed 
a more Trinitarian and ecclesial theology that became important for the Confessing 
Church’s resistance to the Nazi state.45

Retrieving forgotten history

Robinson says “History has ebbed away from Tabor since then, but it would be dif-
ficult to estimate the impact of this one little settlement on American culture and 
world culture – influence that derived from Oberlin.”46 This history is part of the 
often forgotten, ignored, or distorted history that Robinson wants to retrieve. In the 
historiography of most disciplines in the humanities, the main story line seems to 
run through Germany and France, and sometimes through the British and American 
Enlightenments interpreted as primarily secular events. But perhaps Charles Finney, 
Theodore Weld, and Sarah and Angelina Grimké, institutions like Oberlin and Ta-
bor, and more precisely the religious movements they represented, have been of more 
significance for (and a more benign influence on) the course of world history than 
Rousseau and Hegel.47

For Robinson, narratives about the Second Great Awakening and abolitionism 
form part of a larger narrative about the formation of some central aspects of moder-
nity. It is a narrative of how certain forms of dissident Protestantism, although going 
back to pre-Reformation traditions and of course always in complex and ambiguous 
interaction with many other religious, ideological, social, economic, and political forc-
es, were crucial for the emergence of religious freedom, an independent civil society, 
democracy, rights language, and social reforms such as the abolition of slavery and 
women’s rights. Robinson’s concern with Calvin and Calvinism is part of this. Her in-
terest is especially the role Calvinism played in England and how it migrated to New 
England (though she also mentions its role in the Netherlands). 

One could criticize Robinson for not differentiating enough and for not seeing that 
the historic Calvinist influence she talks about has as much to do with ecclesiology as 
with theology and piety. It is not so much Calvinism as theology, but rather certain ec-
clesial forms and practices that are decisive. Robinson herself points to the Cathars as 
one background to the emergence of Calvinism in France and, much closer in time, to 
Wycliffe and the Lollards in England. During the English Civil War, Presbyterian Cal-

	44	 Barth 1957.
	45	 Rasmusson 2007; 2020a.
	46	 Robinson 2012, 178.
	47	 Cf. Rasmusson 2020b and Rasmusson 2021.
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vinists wanted to replace the Anglican state religion with a Presbyterian state religion. 
However, the opposition that wanted an independent church and freedom of religion 
and expression was also often Calvinist. One of the earliest champions for general re-
ligious freedom was the French Calvinist Sebastian Castellio, about whom Robinson 
also writes.48 A contemporary of Calvin, Castellio debated Calvin on this issue. The 
earliest defence of religious freedom in England was written by the Baptist minister 
Thomas Helwys, who in 1612 argued for religious freedom not only for dissenting 
Christians like himself, but also for Catholics, Jews, and Muslims. Imprisoned because 
of this book, he died in gaol.49 He did not belong to the more Calvinist branch of the 
Baptist movement. Quakers emerged out of Puritanism, but they can hardly be called 
Calvinists. Methodism, which appeared in the following century and became such 
an important movement in America during the Second Great Awakening, was not 
Calvinist. Influenced by Methodism, Finney radically revised orthodox Calvinism. 
Thus it was not in Calvinism generally but largely in dissenting or non-conforming 
Protestantism – some forms of which were Calvinist to one degree or another – that 
separation of church and state, a separate civil society, and democratic habits began to 
emerge. John Locke, who is usually part of the official history of religious freedom and 
freedom of expression, is only explainable against this backdrop, which also was his 
background, although he himself was much less radical than the non-conformists.50

One can easily find other examples of this history. African-American churches, par-
ticularly Baptist and Methodist congregations, constituted the most important so-
cial basis for the civil rights movement in the US a century later.51 Jack Boughton, a 
main character in the Gilead-series, lives in common-law marriage with the daughter 
of a bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Grandfather John Ames is 
well-known to the bishop.52 The African Methodist Episcopal Church was the first 
denomination in the US established by African Americans (1816) in reaction to the 
racism they encountered in white churches, and this denomination was also behind 
one of the first colleges for African Americans, Wilberforce University, established in 
1856 near Xenia, Ohio.53

Freed slaves, with this type of Christian background, went as missionaries to West 
Africa and created a form of congregational Christianity that became the primary ac-

	48	 Robinson 1998, 200f.
	49	 Helwys 2009.
	50	 Robinson 1998, 174. 
	51	 Chappell 2004.
	52	 Robinson 2004, 255, 259; Robinson 2020, 188.
	53	 Dickerson 2020. ‘Wilberforce University (1856– )’, www.blackpast.org/african-american-

history/wilberforce-university-1856/, accessed 11 February 2020.  
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tors against slavery in West Africa.54 And while Dutch Calvinism, closely bound up 
with the political and economic powers of settlers, created apartheid in South Africa, 
more or less the entire early leadership of the ANC was shaped by Congregationalism, 
Methodism, and similar types of churches. John Dube, the first president of what was 
to become the ANC was a Congregational minister who had studied at Oberlin Col-
lege. Albert Luthuli, ANC president from 1952–1967 and Nobel Peace Prize laureate, 
was also a committed and active Congregationalist. Nelson Mandela was a Methodist, 
and during his time as student (at various Methodist or ecumenical institutions) he 
participated actively in the Student Christian Association and taught Bible classes.55 It 
goes without saying that this history is highly complex, ambiguous, and contradictory, 
and that people like Dube and Luthuli had tense struggles inside their own churches.56 

Or to take the example of a more recent Nobel Peace Prize laureate: Denis Muk-
wege, a Pentecostal pastor and doctor from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
works in a hospital founded and to a large extend funded by Pentecostals (a tradition 
that through holiness churches go back to Methodism).57 Studies by economists, po-
litical scientists, and sociologists argue that one can correlate such things as democracy, 
social trust, level of corruption, level of education, prevalence of sexual violence, and 
so on, with differences in religious background.58 

This account of history differs significantly from the set of stories that talk about 
a major conflict between Enlightenment and the secular state, on the one hand, and 
religion and the Church, on the other, with both understood as monolithic entities. 
There are also influential Catholic counter-stories. In Swedish and German Lutheran-
ism a similar story is told about the role of the Lutheran Reformation in creating the 
modern individual, modern freedom, and the secular state. In all these narratives, Cal-
vin and Calvinism often represent the repressive religious other. Robinson, however, 
is not alone in telling another history. Among outsiders one can find elements of this 
history in the works of Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited America in 1831, as well as in 
the German law scholar George Jellinek’s book later in the century on the emergence 
of rights language, and in the theologian and sociologist Ernst Troeltsch’s work at the 
turn of the 20th century. Troeltsch also travelled in America with Max Weber. Today 
the leading German sociologist Hans Joas, the late American economic historian (and 
Nobel laureate) Robert Fogel, and the American sociologist Robert Woodberry are 

	54	 Sanneh 1999.
	55	 Hughes 2011; Couper 2010; Cruywagen 2016.
	56	 Elphick 2012.
	57	 Åkerlund 2018.
	58	 Rasmusson 2021.



kvhaa konferenser 10582

further examples of scholars developing different versions of this history.59 The late 
American economist Robert H. Nelson shows how this non-conformist free church 
tradition, building on the Lutheran reformation and in combination with more Lu-
theran Pietistic movements, shaped what he calls the 19th-century Second Reforma-
tion of the Nordic countries, which forms the nature of the Nordic welfare states.60 

Contesting history 

The retrieval of certain strands in Protestant history is important for Robinson. For 
her interpreters it seems to be the most frustrating part of her writings. It is difficult to 
find interpreters who try to do something constructive and positive with her project 
of retrieval.61 Instead, her historical contruals are criticized, relativized, remade, or 
simply ignored. Even more, for some of her commentators it seems to be intrinsically 
objectionable and morally doubtful to give any prominence to these religious groups 
over others, and especially over secular forces. Alex Engebretson, in his book on Rob-
inson, spends several pages defending Robinson from this charge by arguing that she 
does not really make any such claim.62 But she certainly does.

The part of history at the centre of this article is mostly ignored or conflated with 
a generalized history of Puritanism. Most of the time, it seems simply not to be no-
ticed. Robinson answers this critique both with further retrievals and with historio-
graphical reflections. As she writes: “Again, I am aware of exploring lost history.”63 “I 
am fascinated by history, and I don’t know what it is. I believe that, whatever it is, it 
is profoundly important, and I don’t know why. I am especially fascinated by erasures 
and omissions, which seem to me to be strongly present in their apparent absence, like 
black holes, pulling the fabric of collective narrative out of shape.”64 

Much of the history she tells is almost completely unknown to most people inside 
and outside the academia, except among specialists. Other parts, such as Calvin, Cal-
vinism, Cromwell, and Puritanism, are widely known, but mostly in caricatured forms 
and as part of powerful social, cultural, and political narratives that are very difficult 
to challenge. As Robinson says, 

Coherence means something like “stickiness, adhesion.” An assumption, if it is firmly held, and 

	59	 de Tocqueville 1999 [1835/1840]; Jellinek 1901 [1895]; Troeltsch 1986 [1911]; Joas 2013; Fogel 
1989; 2000; Woodberry & Shah 2004; Woodberry 2012. 

	60	 Nelson 2017.
	61	 One exception is the very interesting and informative chapter Larsen 2018. 
	62	 Engebretson 2017.
	63	 Robinson 2018, 179.
	64	 Robinson 2018, 136f.



a r ne r asmusson 83

especially if it is unconscious, will attract information that preserves or renews its stability, testing 
its credibility as information by its stickiness, rejecting anything that will not be assimilated to 
it – unless, and then only in certain cases, some external shock or some shift of consensus causes 
it to decohere, to lose the logic of its structure.65

The alternative narratives she tries to retrieve do not “stick”; because they have noth-
ing to stick to, they are either ignored or rejected. At best they become isolated facts 
without a consequential larger narrative or context. 

There is a whole book dedicated to Robinson and political theory: A political com-
panion to Marilynne Robinson.66 The eleven authors discuss Calvinism and Puritanism 
but hardly mention the revivalist movements of the first half of the 19th century so 
crucial for Robinson and her novels. People like Thoreau, Emerson, and Marx often 
appear, but Todd, Finney, Weld, Sarah and Angelina Grimké, or Oberlin and Tabor 
Colleges are not even mentioned.67 The Second Great Awakening is mentioned a cou-
ple of times, but mostly in quotes from Robinson. One main religious figure from this 
epoch, one who plays an important role in Gilead, figures prominently in several of the 
chapters: John Brown. His violent campaigns fit the narratives of contemporary po-
litical theory. The more broadly influential people around Finney, Weld, and Oberlin 
do not fit these theories, so they are simply not noticed. The historian Mark Noll has 
written “that Finney should be ranked with Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, and 
Andrew Carnegie […] as one of the most important public figures in nineteenth cen-
tury America.”68 He had more influence on American life, Noll continues, than other 
notable figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, to whom Robinson’s interpreters often 
refer.69 Abolitionism is a central theme of this Companion, but not the close connec-
tion of abolitionism to the Christian movements Robinson writes about. Think of 
the strangeness of this quote from one of the editors of the book: “If Robinson writes 
primarily about the familiar figures of American culture, classic nineteenth-century 
American writers such as Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, and Melville, she writes of 
these traditional heroes to remind us of the radicalism – especially a kind of religious 
radicalism – that is also part of the legacy of American culture.”70 If one thinks of 

	65	 Robinson 2018, 138f.
	66	 Mariotti & Lane 2016a.
	67	 This is not to say that people like Thoreau and Emerson, and other important literary figures 

of the 19th century, such as Dickinson, Whitman, Melville, and Poe, are not important for 
her. It is the history she was shaped in. 

	68	 Noll 1992, 176.
	69	 Noll 1992, 177.
	70	 Mariotti 2016, 48.
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Robinson and religious radicalism, why mention these figures, and not the ones I have 
named, who appear throughout her writings? It is because the latter do not “stick”.

One essay in the Companion discusses what the authors call two models of action 
against racial injustice: the romantic-heroic model and the tragic-everyday model.71 
The grandfather represents the first model, they assert, Jack the second. In the process, 
however, the grandfather’s Christian faith and context have been reduced to the he-
roic individual embodiment of absolute ethical principles. This is already a misleading 
description of the novel’s grandfather Ames, not to mention a mischaracterization of 
actual historical religious abolitionism, which was a well-organized and strategic so-
cial movement. The authors refer to and quote precisely the essays in which Robinson 
discusses how just these traditions have disappeared from canonical history, but they 
reduce this to a general forgetfulness of American history. In no way does the reality 
that these traditions represent impinge on their theoretical accounts. 

Other chapters of the Companion analyse and criticize Robinson’s account of Cal-
vinism and Puritanism, but they deal mainly with the earlier 17th and 18th-century 
forms of Puritanism, a story that is part of canonical American history. Robinson’s 
use of 19th-century traditions is simply invisible in this book, as in much of the rest of 
the secondary literature. It doesn’t fit the narratives and theories that shape the think-
ing of the contributors to this volume, so they don’t even notice what she writes.72 As 
Robinson says: “The religious revivals of the time looked to many contemporaries like 
mass hysteria, dangerous to those caught up in them, and to religion, and to the whole 
structure of democracy. Yet these passions fueled what was indeed the greatest period 
of reform in American history.”73 If these movements are ever discussed, the focus, she 
says, is usually on religious enthusiasm, not on reform, and certainly not on the con-
nections between the two. 

I will conclude by allowing Marilynne Robinson herself to have the last word:

	71	 Zamalin & Skinner 2016.
	72	 As another example, Christopher Douglas (2016, 84–116) argues that by focusing on the 

conflict between violent and non-violent Christian abolitionists (grandfather and father 
Ames) and thereby ignoring the conflict between Christian slavery and Christian abolition-
ism, Robinson suppresses both Christian slavery and the Christian segregation in the 1950s. 
Christopher Leise (2017, 109–127), in discussing the role of Puritanism in general, does not 
show knowledge of the history to which Robinson alludes, but he criticizes Douglas for not 
understanding that racism in mid-20th-century Protestantism is a crucial theme in Robinson’s 
novels (125–126). Douglas fails to understand not only the specific history behind Gilead, but 
also the fact that, even though it is true that the Christian support of slavery was strong and 
that racism permeated also Northern churches, it was primarily minorities from the Quaker 
and revival movements that constituted the main force in the abolitionist movement.

	73	 Robinson 1998, 148.
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I have no conclusion to offer in place of the old one, except that history is very strange and 
beautiful and instructive in the absence of all conclusion. The reform movement I mention here 
was centered around people who were theologically conservative even in the terms of their time, 
many of whom took their theology jot and tittle from Jonathan Edwards. […] Precisely the same 
energies that produced the revival that swept Mount Holyoke College during Emily Dickinson’s 
time there produced Mount Holyoke College itself, and the unprejudiced admission of women 
to Oberlin College, and the unprejudiced admission of blacks to Oberlin College, and the pro-
liferation of schools, especially in the Middle West, meant to promote and to normalize just such 
reforms. All this runs contrary to expectation. Yet if one reads Calvin, the New England Primer, 
and Edwards, as these reformers did, it all seems logical enough. Our historiography is too ridden 
with expectation, which in its workings is like bias or partisanism, incurious and self-protective. 
That expectations change or vary a little hardly matters, since they are crude in their nature. I wish 
it could be as if we knew nothing. Then we would be freer to wonder where those audiences came 
from whose intelligence and patience and humanity taught and encouraged Abraham Lincoln 
to speak as he did […].74

Bibliography
Abzug, R.H. 1980. Passionate liberator: Theodore Dwight Weld and the dilemma of reform, 

New York: Oxford University Press.
Albanese, C.L. 2007. A republic of mind and spirit: A cultural history of American metaphysical 

religion, New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press.
Barth, K. 1957. ‘An introductory essay’, in L. Feuerbach, The essence of Christianity, New York: 

Harper, x–xxxii.
Bengtsson, Å. 2011. Nyktra kvinnor: Folkbildare, företagare och politiska aktörer: Vita Bandet 

1900–1930, Göteborg: Makadam förlag.
Bradstock, A. 2010. Radical religion in Cromwell’s England: A concise history from the English 

Civil War to the end of the Commonwealth, London: I.B. Tauris.
Brekus, C.A. 1998. Strangers and pilgrims: Female preaching in America, 1740–1845, Chapel 

Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press.
Chappell, D.L. 2004. A stone of hope: Prophetic religion and the death of Jim Crow, Chapel 

Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press.
Couper, S. 2010. Albert Luthuli: Bound by faith, Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal 

Press.
Cruywagen, D. 2016. The spiritual Mandela: Faith and religion in the life of South Africa’s great 

statesman, Cape Town: Zebra Press.
de Tocqueville, A. 1999 [1835/1840]. Democracy in America, Champaign, Illinois: Project 

Gutenberg.
Dickerson, D. C. 2020. The African Methodist Episcopal Church: A History, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

	74	 Robinson 1998, 146–147.



kvhaa konferenser 10586

Douglas, C. 2016. If God meant to interfere: American literature and the rise of the Christian 
right (ebook edition), Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press.

Elphick, R. 2012. The equality of believers: Protestant missionaries and the racial politics of 
South Africa, Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press.

Engebretson, A. 2017. Understanding Marilynne Robinson (ebook edition), Columbia, South 
Carolina: University of South Carolina Press.

Feuerbach, L. 1957 [1841], The essence of Christianity, New York: Harper.
Finney, C.G. 1868. Lectures on revivals of religion (revised and enlarged edition), Oberlin, 

Ohio: E. J. Goodrich.
Finney, C.G. 2013. The Oberlin sermons. Volume 1: 1839–1842, Kindle edition: Jawbone 

Digital.
Fogel, R.W. 1989. Without consent or contract: The rise and fall of American slavery, New York: 

Norton.
Fogel, R.W. 2000. The Fourth Great Awakening and the future of egalitarianism, Chicago, 

Illinois: University of Chicago Press.
Freeman, C.W. 2011. A company of women preachers: Baptist prophetesses in seventeenth-century 

England: A reader, Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press.
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