Great Commission Northwest





From the book    Marriage to a Difficult Man     by Elizabeth Dodds

HER SPIRIT, HER HOME, HER RESULTS,  


Sarah Edwards, wife of Jonathan Edwards,  had an excellent way of governing her children.  She knew how to make them regard and obey her cheerfully . . . in speaking to them she used gentle and pleasant words . .. She had to speak but once; she was cheerfully obeyed; murmuring and answering again were not known among the children.


In their manners, they were uncommonly respectful to their parents. . . when either parent was speaking. . . they were all immediately silent and attentive.  The kind and gentle treatment they received from their mother, while she strictly and punctually maintained her parental authority, seemed naturally to promote a filial respect and affection, and to lead them to a mild, tender treatment of each other.  Quarreling and contention, which too frequently take place among children, were in her family unknown.


She carefully observed the first appearance of resentment and ill will in her young children, towards any person whatever, and did not connive at it. . . but was careful to show her displeasure and suppress it to the upmost; yet not by angry, wrathful words, which often provoke children to wrath . . Her system of discipline was begun at an early age and it was her rule to resist the first, as well as every subsequent exhibition of temper or disobedience in the child.. . wisely reflecting that until a child will obey his parents, he can never be brought to obey God.


Jonathan Edwards, though an absent-minded father, gave his children another important thing: complete confidence that their parents loved each other.  Sarah sat next to her husband at the table, and he treated her with great courtesy.  She, in turn, leaned on him.  It was written:  "When she foresaw, or met with any special difficulty . . . she was wont to apply to her husband for advice and assistance and on such occasions they would both attend to it, as a matter of the utmost importance."


Sarah could count also on one hour a day when Edwards gave the family complete attention.  He made sure to save an hour at the close of each day to spend with the children. . . The children knew they could save their questions and have their father's full attention at that precious hour when, without his wig and smoking his pipe, he was a different man from the one the parish usually saw. 


In those days a father's place was unquestioned .  The children were taught to fear their father, but not to quake before him.  Edwards spoke from experience when he wrote:  "As innocent as children seem to be to us, yet. .. they are naturally very senseless and ignorant, being born as the wild ass's colt, and need much to awaken them."


One source of the family stability was the steady, dependable routine of prayers which they had together, before breakfast and again after supper.


A mother's disciplinary role was uncomplicated by the Freudian insight then.  Moreover, the entire social structure supported parental authority.  A child who felt free to be insolent toward parents was as unthinkable in that society as was the internal combustion engine. . . Sarah's transactions with her children were reinforced because her husband treated her with total courtesy and serenely expected that each child would follow his example.  A curious feature about the Edwards children is that the firmness did not squash individuality.  One explanation for this may be found in a comment:  "For (her children) she constantly and earnestly prayed and bore them on her heart before God. . . and that even before they were born."


That all the Edwards babies thrived in such precarious times is a comment on Sarah's instinctive sense of nutrition, her clean house, and her good health during pregnancy.  This may have caused jealous twinges among other mothers in the town who were not so blessed.


The management of a large, busy household took leadership and efficiency.  Mothers then had to be administrators, because the food and clothing depended on the mother's ability to produce it.  Sarah had to learn to assign chores so that one child would take a turn breaking ice in the lean-to next to the kitchen, to get water for the breakfast tea, while another child brought in wood.  Meanwhile, if a guest was leaving after breakfast, someone else would be packing lunch for his saddlebag.  (A staple for such lunches was a "journey cake" - a cornmeal concoction.)  Another girl would be setting the table.  Many households of that time were content to call a shot of hot buttered rum "breakfast," but the Edwardses sat down to large meals:  bean porridge with ham bone, or cold corned beef and hot potatoes, or salt fish in cream.  Cooking eggs was complicated because few houses had clocks.  Eggs were sometimes timed by singing psalms.  (An eight-line verse was usually right for boiling an egg.)  The cure for scurvy wasn't discovered until 1747, and this diet deficiency disease weakened many people, but there was none of it in Sarah's house.  A prudent mother was also skeptical of drinking water.  Many mothers found it safer to give babies beer, though one eighteenth-century almanac advised that it was "best to have their beer a little heated."


Children then had the advantage of knowing that their chores were indispensable.  The smallest boy could help by watching a roast so that it browned evenly over fire.  Chickens and geese had to be fed.  Fires had to be kept going twenty-four hours a day, for there were no matches.  If a fire was allowed to go out, it was necessary to borrow from a neighbor to avoid having to start it again by tediously scraping flint against wood.


The Edward's saw that the children learned to be orderly about money.  The family Bible contained a record of the savings of each child, with receipts, expenditures, and borrowings neatly recorded.   


Sarah was, "conscientiously careful, that nothing should be wasted and lost; and often, when she herself took care to save anything of trifling value, or directed her children  to do likewise, or when she saw them waste anything, she would repeat the words of our Savior - that nothing be lost."


Sarah taught the girls to knit, embroider, and quilt.  (Lucy once commented that making a quilt would be "very dull happiness to undertake alone.")  They all took turns at the loom, and each girl seems to have developed her specialty in the housework.  Esther gardened.  Mary claimed she was the champion maker of chocolate.  The family consumed this treat in such quantities that most of the Edward's shopping lists contained a reminder to buy chocolate.  The house functioned efficiently because all of these highly individual children were taught to work together.


This is not to say that the household was idyllic.  There were the normal clashes and jostlings of ego that might be found in any large family.  Sarah, the oldest girl, was peppery.  Mary, a black-eyed bundle of vivacity, had a short-fused temper and a piercing voice that could grate on the nerves.  She had another weakness.  She was terrified of thunderstorms, and would dive into a featherbed for the duration of the storm.


Quietly carrying the drudgery that freed her husband to study, Sarah Edwards also managed to train a brood of children whose social contribution is a phenomenon of American history.  In 1900, A.E. Winship tracked down fourteen hundred of their descendants and published a study of the Edwards children in contrast to the Jukes family, the notorious clan who cost New York State a total of $1,250,000 in welfare and custodial charges.  Jukes wasn't actually the name of the other family.  The word means "to roost," and it was used about them because the family were social floaters, with no home or nest.  They all originated with one immigrant who settled in upstate New York in 1720 and produced a tribe of "idleness, ignorance, and vulgarity."


Winship learned that a descendant of the Edwardses presided over the New York Prison Commission in 1874 when it conducted an inquiry into the Jukes matter.  Only 20 of the 1,200 Jukes had ever had gainful employment (the others were either criminals or lived on state aid), whereas the Edwards family had contributed astonishing riches to the American scene.  "Whatever the family has done it has done ably and nobly," Winship contended.  "And," he went on, "much of the capacity and talent, intensity and character, of the more than 1,400 of the Edwards family is due to Mrs. Edwards."


By 1900 when Winship made his study, this single marriage had produced:


13 college presidents


65 professors


100 lawyers 


1 dean of an outstanding law school


30 judges


66 physicians  


1 dean of a medical school


1 controller of the United States Treasury


80 holders of public office 


3 United States senators 


3 mayors of  large cities 


3 state governors  


1 vice-president of the United States 



Almost all the men had college degrees and many completed graduate work in a time when this was unusual.  The women were repeatedly described as "great readers" or "highly intelligent,"  although the girls were not sent to college then.  Members of the family wrote 135 books, ranging from "Five Years in an English University" to a tome on "Butterflies of North America."  They edited eighteen journals and periodicals.  


They entered the ministry in platoons and sent one hundred missionaries overseas, as well as stocking many mission boards with lay-trustees.  One maverick married the daughter of a South Sea island chieftain but even that branch reverted to type, and its son became a clergyman.


As Winship put it:  "Many large banks, banking houses and insurance companies have been directed by them.  They have been owners and superintendents of large coal mines . . . of large iron plants and vast oil interests . . . and silver mines. . . There is scarcely any great American industry that has not had one of this family among its chief promoters.  The family has cost the country nothing in pauperism, in crime, in hospitals or asylum service;  on the contrary, it represents the highest usefulness.  The line still continues to be vigorous, intelligent, enlivening to society.  Yet all this achievement came out of a family with no large inherited fortune.  All the children's accomplishments were the results of their personal initiative."


This is not to blink at one naughty son and a grandson who were so sensationally shady that the Edwards traits seem to be printed on them in reverse, like the negative of a film.  In each case, however, the way the child turned out was the result of exterior circumstances, beyond the control of Sarah Edwards.  


Has any other mother contributed more vitality to the leadership of a nation?


How the children turn out is always a reflection on their mother.  In the Edwards' case, where the mother had unusual responsibility for managing the household, the children are particularly revealing.  Daughters catch their view of what it means to be a woman from their mother's view of her own femininity. The Edwards girls were exceptionally attractive to men, and fortunate in their choice of men to marry.  (The talent for choosing the right mate is not one that distinguishes every famous family.)  Winship states that "the family has never lost tone through marriage, for its members have chosen men and women of  like character and capacity."


Every account of the Edwards home has the same ring.  All visitors seem to have been impressed that eleven children managed to be lively and individual as personalities, yet could act courteously with one another and function as a coordinated unit.  There may be a key to the many puzzlement's of a parent today in a scrutiny of the way Sarah Edwards helped her children become strong characters.  


Her way was not at all permissive.  The requirements were completely clear.  But she at the same time allowed the children areas of flexibility that were unusual for that day, and she certainly managed to  produce a line of remarkable people.

