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Author's Note
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I have long thought about fire.

When people speak of religion, they often speak of buildings. Stone walls, stained glass, bell towers. But what always drew my attention was the faces of the people sitting inside those buildings. Faces that seemed to be waiting for something—or faces that had long forgotten how to wait.

What happened in eighteenth-century New England was not a simple religious event. It was a story about what happens to human beings when they come face to face, in the deepest place within themselves, with something they cannot name. Some called it God. Some called it fear. Some never found a name for it at all.

Jonathan Edwards, Sarah Edwards, and George Whitefield, who appear in this novel, were real people. Their sermons, letters, and records have survived in the historical archive. Thomas Hall and Hannah, however, are characters of my own creation. They stand in for the thousands of ordinary men and women who left no name in the history books—people who were shaken in silence, who changed without fanfare, and who quietly passed something on to the next generation.

Fire always comes without warning. And once it has caught, even if it appears to go out, it will always find a way to burn again somewhere.

This is a story about that fire.
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Prologue: A Land of Sleeping Souls
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1730. Spring.

Northampton, Massachusetts.

There was a river. The Connecticut River wore a different face with every season, but the faces of the people who lived along its banks rarely changed. Eyes like winter in the spring, frost in the heart that would not melt even in summer.

People went to church. Every Sunday, without fail. They put on their best hats and their finest clothes and walked there in long quiet rows. It was less an act of faith than it was a habit. Their fathers had done it, and their fathers’ fathers before them. The church stood at the center of the town, and standing at the center of things does not necessarily mean that one is alive.

There were sermons. There were prayers. There were hymns. But something was missing. No one could say exactly what. It was something like the smell of an old house—something was clearly there, but you could not put your hand on it.

The children memorized their catechisms. The young men exchanged glances when the service ended. The old men remembered something they had felt in their youth, but could not be certain whether it had been real or a dream.

The land was dry.

And the ember was already breathing, in a place no one thought to look.
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Part One: Parched Ground
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(Early 1730s, New England)


Chapter One: Jonathan’s Pulpit

Jonathan Edwards rose at four in the morning.

It was not discipline that drove him from his bed. Discipline would at least have permitted him to try for sleep. It was anxiety. An anxiety he could scarcely name—a feeling that he was missing something, or that something was waiting for him and he was not yet ready.

He took a single candle and went to his study. On the desk lay a manuscript he had been working on the night before. He did not read it. Instead he looked out the window into the darkness. The Connecticut River was invisible, but he could hear it. The sound of water moving. Flowing, ceaselessly.

What am I doing.

It was not a question. It was a lament. Jonathan Edwards was twenty-seven years old. He was the settled minister of the First Church of Northampton, a graduate of Yale College, and a theologian of some reputation. People respected him. Or they went through the motions of respecting him. He knew the difference. When the service ended and they shook his hand, he read the same thing every time in their eyes. Courtesy. Obligation. And beneath those, a barely concealed relief. It is over.

Everything he had spoken for an hour had dissolved before they crossed the threshold of the church door. He could tell. Perhaps it had never entered their hearts at all.

What was wrong?

He sat at his desk and took up his pen. He began to write, then stopped. Began again, then stopped again. At last he set the pen down and folded his hands.

“Lord,” he whispered, “I am speaking Your Word. Why is nothing happening?”

There was no answer. Only the candle, quietly trembling.

He sat there a long while, until the dawn came.

* * *
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Jonathan had come to Northampton in 1727, first as assistant to his grandfather, the Reverend Solomon Stoddard, then taking the pulpit himself when Stoddard died in 1729. Stoddard had been a legend. Under his preaching, Northampton had reportedly passed through several “harvest seasons”—seasons in which people were converted, wept openly, and found their lives changed.

But that was the past. The church Jonathan had inherited was different. The pews were full. The offering was steady. Events were conducted in good order. Yet all of it felt like a well-oiled machine. No friction, no vibration, no heat.

Jonathan spent many nights preparing his sermons. He could not be satisfied with the mere explanation of doctrine. Theology must be a matter of the heart, not merely of the head, he believed. But if his own heart was not burning first, how could he kindle anyone else’s?

One Sunday morning he ascended the pulpit. The congregation numbered about three hundred. The leading men of the town occupied the front pews. Toward the back, the young people sat, and several of them already wore the glazed expression of those whose eyes had settled somewhere beyond the window. The spring light fell on their faces.

Jonathan opened his Bible to the Gospel of John, chapter three, verse eight.

“The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”

He read it steadily, clearly. His voice was never loud. He was not that kind of preacher. But today even his own voice sounded strange to him, as if it were echoing in an empty room.

He spoke about the wind, about the Spirit, about the human will and divine grace. His logic was coherent. His theology was precise. And yet—

He looked at a man in the front pew. Eyes closed. Asleep.

Jonathan did not stop. He kept speaking. But in that moment, something quietly collapsed inside his chest.

When the service ended, people shook his hand.

“Wonderful sermon, Pastor.”

“Thank you.”

“The message was such a blessing today.”

“Thank you.”

Jonathan smiled. And that evening, in his study, he wrote in his journal:

Today I spoke to three hundred people. No one truly listened. Or to be more exact—they heard, but nothing happened. And I cannot rid myself of the thought that the reason lies not with them but with me.


Chapter Two: Sarah’s Silence

Sarah Edwards knew that her husband rose before dawn.

She woke when he left the bed. But she did not open her eyes. It was not deliberate. It simply happened that way. She felt that he needed time alone, and that she would be intruding on something if she followed.

She lay in the dark listening to his footsteps move down the hall and into the study. Then there was silence.

Sarah stared at the ceiling. The room was dark. Wind moved outside the window.

She was twenty-two years old, mother to three children. She knew her duties as a minister’s wife: church events, hospitality, care for the poor, the education of the children. She performed them all faithfully, without complaint, consistently.

But in the night, in this quiet hour, she often thought: Is this all there is?

It was not rebellion. Sarah was not a rebellious woman. Her father had been a minister; she had been raised in faith. She believed in God. Truly believed. But there was sometimes a wide river between belief and experience, and she had not yet learned how to cross it.

As a child, she had felt something when she prayed. A warmth difficult to describe, or a stillness rising from deep within. Whether it had been the presence of God or the imagination of a child, she could no longer say. The years had worn it faint. Between the bearing of children, the running of a household, and the hearing of her husband’s sermons, it had somehow dimmed.

Have I lost my faith?

No. She knew that was not it. The faith was there. But it seemed to live only in her head, and had not descended into her heart.

Every morning she rose. Woke the children. Made breakfast. Sorted her husband’s manuscripts. Received visitors. Made dinner. Put the children to bed. Slept.

And before dawn she would wake again to the sound of his footsteps, and lie there watching the ceiling.

In that repetition, she was waiting. Not knowing quite what she was waiting for.

* * *
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One afternoon, walking back from the church, Sarah paused alone by the river.

The children had run ahead. She was briefly alone.

The Connecticut River glittered in the spring light. She listened to the sound of the current, and felt, strangely, as if she might weep.

She did not know why. She was not sad. She was not happy. There was simply a tightening somewhere in her chest—as if a door long locked were beginning, with a slow creak, to open.

Are You there.

It was a prayer. The shortest, most honest kind.

The river did not answer. The water kept flowing. The children’s laughter came to her from somewhere ahead.

Sarah gathered her skirts and walked on.

But the question stayed inside her. Like a seed. Not yet sprouted, but alive already beneath the ground.


Chapter Three: Thomas, Man of the Tavern

Thomas Hall liked being a farmer.

The land did not lie. You put in seed and something grew. Rain came and things thrived. Drought came and things withered. It was simple. It was clear. He liked things that were clear.

People were complicated. Churchgoing people especially. They spoke of God on Sunday and



















Chapter Four: Hannah, the Minister’s Daughter




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THEhFLAME

/ﬁE

JQNA, ﬁ;‘\“ri
DWERBSHS

«*1:’:’ 3 ’ o | W
\ ﬁ@ﬁs\ JV ¢

N\
/’(('M\()spsz. %Q






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





