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Peter Cartwright (1785–1872) was a popular evangelical Methodist minister whose preaching career started when 
he was a teenager; he did not follow the traditional path of extensive theological training.  His followers 
affectionately called him the “Kentucky boy” and were captivated by his rugged speech and demand for ethical 
conduct.  Cartwright’s message was a direct challenge to the prevalent Calvinist doctrine of predestination.  He later 
left Kentucky (because of his opposition to slavery) and moved to Illinois, where he defeated Abraham Lincoln in a 
state election in 1832, only to lose to him several years later when they ran against each other for U.S. Congress in 
1846.  In this selection from his autobiography, Cartwright reflected upon an evangelical revival that he 
participated in, revealing his views on both campmeetings and Calvinism. –J. Bohr 
 
Bibliography: Henry Warner Bowden, Dictionary of American Religious Biography (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 

1977), pp. 91–92. 

 

[1]  From 1801 for years a blessed revival of religion spread through almost the entire inhabited 
parts of the West, Kentucky, Tennessee, the Carolinas, and many other parts, especially through 
the Cumberland country, which was so called from the Cumberland River, which headed and 
mouthed in Kentucky, but in its great bend circled south through Tennessee, near Nashville.  
The Presbyterians and Methodists in a great measure united in this work, met together, prayed 

together, and preached together.  
 
[2]  In this revival originated our camp-meetings, and in both these denominations they were 
held every year, and, indeed, have been ever since, more or less.  They would erect their camps 
with logs or frame them, and cover them with clapboards or shingles.  They would also erect a 

shed, sufficiently large to protect five thousand people from wind and rain, and cover it with 
boards or shingles; build a large stand, seat the shed, and here they would collect together from 
forty to fifty miles around, sometimes further than that.  Ten, twenty, and sometimes thirty 
ministers, of different denominations, would come together and preach night and day, four or 
five days together; and, indeed, I have known these camp-meetings to last three or four weeks, 

and great good resulted from them.  I have seen more than a hundred sinners fall like dead men 
under one powerful sermon, and I have seen and heard more than five hundred Christians all 
shouting aloud the high praises of God at once; and I will venture to assert that many happy 
thousands were awakened and converted to God at these camp-meetings.  Some sinners mocked, 
some of the old dry professors opposed, some of the old starched Presbyterian preachers 

preached against these exercises, but still the work went on and spread almost in every direction, 
gathering additional force, until our country seemed all coming home to God.  
 
[3]  In this great revival the Methodists kept moderately balanced; for we had excellent preachers 
to steer the ship or guide the flock.  But some of our members ran wild, and indulged in some 

extravagancies that were hard to control.  
 
[4]  The Presbyterian preachers and members, not being accustomed to much noise or shouting, 
when they yielded to it went into great extremes and downright wildness, to the great injury of 
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the cause of God.  Their old preachers licensed a great many young men to preach, contrary to 
their Confession of Faith.  That Confession of Faith required their ministers to believe in 
unconditional election and reprobation, and the unconditional and final perseverance of the 

saints.  But in this revival they, almost to a man, gave up these points of high Calvinism, and 
preached a free salvation to all mankind.  The Westminster Confession required every man, 
before he could be licensed to preach, to have a liberal education; but this qualification was 
dispensed with, and a great many fine men were licensed to preach without this literary 
qualification or subscribing to those high-toned doctrines of Calvinism.   

 
[5]  This state of things produced great dissatisfaction in the Synod of Kentucky, and messenger 
after messenger was sent to wait on the Presbytery to get them to desist from their erratic course, 
but without success.  Finally they were cited to trial before the constituted authorities of the 
Church.  Some were censured, some were suspended, some retraced their steps, while others 

surrendered their credentials of ordination, and the rest were cut off from the Church.  
 
[6]  While in this amputated condition, they called a general meeting of all their licentiates.  
They met our presiding elder, J. Page, and a number of Methodist ministers at a quarterly 
meeting in Logan County, and proposed to join the Methodist Episcopal Church as a body; but 

our aged ministers declined this offer, and persuaded them to rise up and embody themselves 
together, and constitute a Church.  They reluctantly yielded to this advice, and, in due time and 
form, constituted what they denominated the “Cumberland Presbyterian Church;” and in their 
confession of faith split, as they supposed, the difference between the Predestinarians and the 
Methodists, rejecting a partial atonement or special election and reprobation, but retaining the 

doctrine of the final unconditional perseverance of the saints. 
 
[7]  What an absurdity!  While a man remains a sinner he may come, as a free agent, to Christ, if 
he will, and if he does not come his damnation will be just, because he refused offered mercy; but 
as soon as he gets converted his free agency is destroyed, the best boon of Heaven is then lost, 

and although he may backslide, wander away from Christ, yet he shall be brought in.  He cannot 
finally be lost if he has ever been really converted to God.  
 
[8]  They make a very sorry show in their attempt to support this left foot of Calvinism.  But be it 
spoken to their credit, they do not often preach this doctrine.  They generally preach Methodist 

doctrine, and have been the means of doing a great deal of good, and would have done much 
more if they had left this relic of John Calvin behind.  
 
[9]  In this revival, usually termed in the West the Cumberland revival, many joined the different 
Churches, especially the Methodist and Cumberland Presbyterians.  The Baptists also came in 

for a share of the converts, but not to any great extent.  Infidelity quailed before the mighty 
power of God, which was displayed among the people.  Universalism was almost driven from the 
land.  The Predestinarians of almost all sorts put forth a mighty effort to stop the work of God. 
 
[10]  Just in midst of our controversies on the subject of the powerful exercises among the people 

under preaching, a new exercise broke out among us, called the jerks, which was overwhelming in 
its effects upon the bodies and minds of the people.  No matter whether they were saints or 
sinners, they would be taken under a warm song or sermon, and seized with a convulsive jerking 
all over, which they could not by any possibility avoid, and the more they resisted the more they 
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jerked.  If they would not strive against it and pray in good earnest, the jerking would usually 
abate.  I have seen more than five hundred persons jerking at one time in my large 
congregations.  Most usually persons taken with the jerks, to obtain relief, as they said, would rise 

up and dance.  Some would run, but could not get away.  Some would resist; on such the jerks 
were generally very severe. 
 
[11]  To see those proud young gentlemen and young ladies, dressed in their silks, jewelry, and 
prunella, from top to toe, take the jerks, would often excite my risibilities.  The first jerk or so, you 

would see their fine bonnets, caps, and combs fly;  and so sudden would be the jerking of the 
head that their long loose hair would crack almost as loud as a wagoner’s whip.  
 
[12]  At one of my appointments in 1804 there was a very large congregation turned out to hear 
the Kentucky boy, as they called me.  Among the rest there were two very finely-dressed, 

fashionable young ladies, attended by two brothers with loaded horsewhips.  Although the house 
was large, it was crowded.  The two young ladies, coming in late, took their seats near where I 
stood, and their two brothers stood in the door.  I was a little unwell, and I had a phial of 
peppermint in my pocket.  Before I commenced preaching I took out my phial and swallowed a 
little of the peppermint.  While I was preaching, the congregation was melted into tears.  The 

two young gentlemen moved off to the yard fence, and both the young ladies took the jerks, and 
they were greatly mortified about it.  There was a great stir in the congregation.  Some wept, 
some shouted, and before our meeting closed several were converted.   
 
[13]  As I dismissed the assembly a man stepped up to me, and warned me to be on my guard, 

for he had heard the two brothers swear they would horsewhip me when meeting was out, for 
giving their sisters the jerks.  “Well,” said I, “I’ll see to that.” 
 
[14]  I went out and said to the young men that I understood they intended to horsewhip me for 
giving their sisters the jerks.  One replied that he did.  I undertook to expostulate with him on the 

absurdity of the charge against me, but he swore I need not deny it; for he had seen me take out 
a phial, which I carried some truck that gave his sisters the jerks.  As !!quick as thought it came 
into my mind how I would get clear of my whipping, and, jerking out the peppermint phial, said 
I, “Yes; if I gave your sisters the jerks I’ll give them to you.”  In a moment I saw he was scared.  I 
moved toward him, he backed, I advanced, and he wheeled and ran, warning me not to come 

near him, or he would kill me.  It raised the laugh on him, and I escaped my whipping.  I had the 
pleasure, before the year was out, of seeing all four soundly converted to God, and I took them 
into the Church. 
 
[15]  While I am on this subject I will relate a very serious circumstance which I knew to take 

place with a man who had the jerks at a camp-meeting, on what was called the Ridge, in William 
Magee’s congregation.  There was a great work of religion in the encampment.  The jerks were 
very prevalent.  There was a company of drunken rowdies who came to interrupt the meeting.  
These rowdies were headed by a very large drinking man.  They came with their bottles of 
whisky in their pockets. This large man cursed the jerks, and all religion.  Shortly afterward he 

took the jerks, and he started to run, but he jerked so powerfully he could not get away.  He 
halted among some saplings, and, although he was violently agitated, he took out his bottle of 
whisky, and swore he would drink the damned jerks to death; but he jerked at such a rate he 
could not get the bottle to his mouth, though he tried hard.  At length he fetched a sudden jerk, 
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and the bottle struck a sapling and was broken to pieces, and spilled his whisky on the ground.  
There was a great crowd gathered round him, and when he lost his whisky he became very much 
enraged, and cursed and swore very profanely, his jerks still increasing.  At length he fetched a 

very violent jerk, !!snapped his neck, fell, and soon expired, with his mouth full of cursing and 
bitterness. 
 
[16]  I always looked upon the jerks as a judgment sent from God, first, to bring sinners to 
repentance; and, secondly, to show professors that God could work with or without means, and 

that he could work over and above means, and do whatsoever seemeth him good, to the glory of 
his grace and the salvation of the world. 
 
[17]  There is no doubt in my mind that, with weak minded, ignorant, and superstitious persons, 
there was a great deal of sympathetic feeling with many that claimed to be under the influence of 

this jerking exercise; and yet, with many, it was perfectly involuntary.  It was, on all occasions, 
my practice to recommend fervent prayer as a remedy, and it almost universally proved an 
effectual antidote. 
 
[18]  There were many other strange and wild exercises into which the subjects of this revival fell; 

such, for instance, as what was called the running, jumping, barking exercise.  The Methodist 
preachers generally preached against this extravagant wildness.  I did it uniformly in my little 
ministrations, and sometimes gave great offense; but I feared no consequences when I felt my 
awful responsibilities to God.  From these wild exercises, another great evil arose from the heated 
and wild imaginations of some.  They professed to fall into trances and see visions; they would 

fall at meetings and sometimes at home, and lay apparently powerless and motionless for days, 
sometimes for a week at a time, without food or drink; and when they came to, they professed to 
have seen heaven and hell, to have seen God, angels, the devil and the damned; they would 
prophesy, and, under the pretense of Divine inspiration, predict the time of the end of the world, 
and the ushering in of the great millennium.  

 
[19]  This was the most troublesome delusion of all; it made such an appeal to the ignorance, 
superstition, and credulity of the people, even saint as well as sinner.  I watched this matter with a 
vigilant eye.  If I opposed it, I would have to meet the clamor of the multitude; and if any one 
opposed it, these very visionists would single him out, and denounce the dreadful judgments of 

God against him.  They would even set the very day that God was to burn the world, like the 
self-deceived modern Millerites.  They would prophesy, that if any one did oppose them, God 
would send fire down from heaven and consume him, like the blasphemous Shakers.  They 
would proclaim that they could heal all manner of diseases, and raise the dead, just like the 
diabolical Mormons.  They professed to have converse with spirits of the dead in heaven and 

hell, like the modern spirit rappers.  Such a state of things I never saw before, and I hope in God 
I shall never see again.  
 
[20]  I pondered well the whole matter in view of my responsibilities, searched the Bible for the 
true fulfillment of promise and prophecy, prayed to God for light and Divine aid, and proclaimed 

open war against these delusions.  In the midst of them along came the Shakers, and Mr. Rankin, 
one of the Presbyterian revival preachers, joined them; Mr. G. Wall, a visionary local preacher 
among the Methodists, joined them; all the country was in commotion. 
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[21]  I made public appointments and drew multitudes together, and openly showed from the 
Scriptures that these delusions were false.  Some of these visionary men and women prophesied 
that God would kill me.  The Shakers soon pretended to seal my damnation.  But nothing 

daunted, for I knew Him in whom I had believed, I threw my appointments in the midst of them, 
and proclaimed to listening thousands the more sure word of prophecy.  This mode of attack 
threw a damper on these visionary, self-deluded, false prophets, sobered some, reclaimed others, 
and stayed the fearful tide of delusion that was sweeping over the country.  
 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What did Cartwright mean when he referred to the “left foot of Calvinism” in paragraph 8?  

What was his position on Calvinism? 

2. How did Cartwright characterize “the jerks”?  What did he think of “the jerks”? 

3. Why was Cartwright attacked by some of his fellow ministers?  Why do you suppose that he 
was successful as a preacher? 
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