[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIFE OF JOHN BUNYAN
A NOTE ON THE TEXTS
PREFACE TO THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS EDITION - by W. Clark Gilpin
Part I - The Pilgrim’s Progress
THE AUTHOR’S APOLOGY FOR HIS BOOK
THE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS - IN THE SIMILITUDE OF A DREAM
THE CONCLUSION
Part II - The Pilgrim’s Progress
THE AUTHOR’S WAY OF SENDING FORTH HIS SECOND PART OF THE PILGRIM
THE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS - IN THE SIMILITUDE OF A DREAM THE SECOND PART
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners
A PREFACE
VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS
GRACE ABOUNDING TO THE CHIEF OF SINNERS
THE CONCLUSION
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
ABOUT THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS - by John F. Thornton and Susan B. Varenne, General Editors
Copyright Page

CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIFE OF JOHN BUNYAN
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Seventeenth-Century England
In 1620, just a few years before the birth of John Bunyan in 1628, the first pilgrims to the New World disembarked from the Mayflower at what would become Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts. They had sailed there determined to live free of English rule, and to create their own religious and political society. These austere and single-minded Puritans had been the principal victims of the repressive measures of England’s Court of High Commission, which had consolidated the power of the Anglican Church and its episcopacy in line with the monarchy. The Calvinists thus found themselves subject to intolerance and persecution. The stage was set for civil war.
Charles I (1600–1649) came to power during the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) and ruled England from 1625 to 1649. By reaffirming the divine right of kings and the lines connecting the power of government to the power of the High Church, he had provoked the dissenting Puritans. The first Civil War ensued from 1642 to 1645, in which the king’s troops opposed the army of the Parliament. Parliament had come under Puritan power when William Laud, archbishop of Canterbury and counselor of the king, was imprisoned and then executed in January 1645. Four years later, after a second Civil War, Charles I was tried and executed on January 30, 1649.
A time of social ferment ensued in England in which the landed gentry continued to accrue ever more capital and wealth while the landless poor, especially the agricultural peasantry, found themselves to be victims of increasing scarcity. Those without capital simply could not gain access to any and were unable to improve their lot either by labor or by education. Their condition was insufferable, hence the revolt against their perceived oppressors, the Anglican episcopacy and the gentry. English laws of enclosure, removing the freedom to use former common land, and forced labor caused riots as desperation fueled the fires of dissent. The Puritan ethic, justification by faith, and predestination offered hope of deliverance to the desperate, who looked to their own clergy for advice and guidance. Ministers upbraided the landed rich for living off the rents and labor of the poor, branding them as thieves.
The period of the Commonwealth and of the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell (1653–58) revealed the divisions that perdured at the heart of the national church. Since the reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603), separatists from the High Church had successively formed various sects: Robert Brown founded the Congregationists, ca. 1580; John Smyth the Baptists, ca. 1612; and George Fox the Quakers, ca. 1647. During the period of Puritan power, the division of the church went in several directions: the majority of Anglicans (anti-Rome and Puritan at heart) adhered to the Presbyterian model; others rallied to the new order that would dispense with the Book of Common Prayer and the Anglican form of sacraments. The Laudians, High Church Anglicans loyal to the ideals of Archbishop Laud and faithful to the monarchy, were forced to live in obscurity for the time being.
Two years after the death of Cromwell his Protectorate collapsed, and the monarchy was restored in 1660 in the person of Charles II. The Long Parliament was dissolved, and the House of Lords restored. The trial and execution of regicides followed. Anglicanism was officially reestablished along with government of the High Church by the episcopacy. All ministers who refused to conform to the restored Episcopal Church were expelled. These numbered more than 1,700.
John Bunyan (1628–88) wrote of his background: “My descent was of a low and inconsiderable generation, my father’s house being of that rank that is meanest and most despised of all the families of the land.” He was poorly educated, though he did learn to read and write. His schooling was often interrupted by the need to work for his father, a mender of pots and pans. At the age of sixteen he fought in the Parliamentary army during the first segment of the Civil War. Next, marriage to a good woman, who brought into their poor home two religious books, wakened in him a sense of God. Inspired by the sincerity of a conversation he overheard one day among some women discussing the things of God, he began to undergo a great inner spiritual conflict, which he recounted in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, his spiritual autobiography. A few years later, in 1653, Bunyan joined the Baptist Church in Bedford and was baptized in the River Ouse. Two years later he became a deacon and began preaching. In 1658 he was arrested for preaching without the requisite license but kept on until, not long after the Restoration in 1660, he was imprisoned for the same offense. He then spent the better part of the next twelve years in prison writing his masterpieces.
In 1672 Charles II, with a secret agenda to reestablish the Roman Catholic Church in England, issued the second Declaration of Indulgence by which penal statutes against Nonconformists to the Church of England were suspended. Bunyan was thus pardoned on September 13, 1672. He received a license to preach and was called to pastor the Bedford church. He began to travel throughout his county and beyond, preaching to large gatherings as far away as London. He even became the spiritual advisor to Sir John Shorter, the Lord Mayor of London.
John Bunyan died of a fever on August 31, 1688, after being drenched and chilled in the rain while traveling to visit a friend.
Chronology
1628 John Bunyan is born in Elstow, Bedfordshire, England, to Thomas Bunyan and his second wife, Margaret Bentley. Thomas is a tinker, a mender of pots and pans. Though the family is extremely poor, John is sent to school to learn the rudiments of reading and writing.
Charles I (1600–1649) is king, ruling without benefit of Parliament. By reaffirming the divine right of kings and establishing the power of the episcopacy of the High Church, he provokes the dissenting Puritans, who are struggling as well with grave social inequities brought about by the enclosure laws that favor the landed gentry. The poor are being driven ever closer to desperation.
1642 Civil war breaks out in England. The royal troops of the king are opposed to the Parliamentary army, largely made up of Dissenters. The war will last three years.
1644 Bunyan’s mother dies. His father remarries two months later. Bunyan leaves home to enlist as a soldier in the Parliamentary army.
John Milton (1608–74) writes Areopagitica, his defense of freedom of the press, which had been restricted by Parliament.
1645 The Parliamentary army wins a victory at the Battle of Naseby in June. The war comes to an end. However, Bunyan is not demobilized for two more years.
William Laud (1573–1645), archbishop of Canterbury and counselor to the king, is executed for treason in January.
1646 The feudal tenures and the Court of Wards are abolished as is the episcopacy of the High Church.
1647 Bunyan is demobilized and returns home to Elstow in July. During his time in the army, John has listened to many radical discussions about people’s rights, political democracy, and economic equality.
In August the Parliamentary army occupies London.
1648 The second Civil War begins.
1649 Around this time, Bunyan marries. Although he does not mention her name, his wife is a good woman and enriches their destitution with two pious books and a deep sense of God. These influences incline Bunyan to give up swearing, at which he had learned to excel in the army, and to attend church services regularly.
In January Charles I is tried and executed. In the spring, the House of Lords is abolished and a republic is established.
1650 Compulsory attendance at the local parish church is abolished.
1651 The Battle of Worcester takes place in September. The invasion of Charles II (1630–85) is defeated.
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) publishes Leviathan, which describes the life of man without government as “nasty, brutish, and short.” His preferred form of government was a sovereign whose powers derived from the governed.
1653 Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658), leader of the Puritan Dissenters, dissolves the Rump of the Long Parliament. Cromwell’s Protectorate begins and will last until 1658.
1654 The First Parliament of the Protectorate commences.
1655 Bunyan now has two children: Mary, born blind, and Elizabeth. His strong physical constitution enables him to fight off an attack of consumption, so often deadly for those thus affected.
Bunyan is received into the Bedford congregation, a Baptist church, and is baptized in the River Ouse. Previous to this he had spent several years in a state of spiritual torment, which is to be recounted in his spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666). He had questioned the existence of God and the truth of revealed religion, doubted the Bible, was skeptical of the afterlife, and was sometimes overwhelmed by fears and scruples. However, ultimately he determines to hold on to the Bible and the historical Christ.
1656 Bunyan writes pamphlets against the contemporary religious sect of Quakers in order to point out what he thinks is their lack of a proper sense of sin. He considers consciousness of sin essential to any true conversion to God. He believes that Satan tempts men to love their sins for the pleasure they receive from committing them and encourages them to disregard any anxiety about sin as simply “a melancholy fit.” He is certain that Satan uses consciousness of sin to induce sinners to despair, as well as to delude people about their own state of righteousness. He believes in the mercy of Christ for the sinner.
The kingship of England is offered to Oliver Cromwell. He ultimately rejects it.
1657 A Second Protectorate is established.
1658 Bunyan’s A Few Sighs from Hell is published. It is an expansion of his sermon on the parable of the rich man and Lazarus told in the gospel of Luke (16:19–31). In it he condemns pride, greed, loose living, and covetousness, saying it is “better to hear the Gospel under a hedge than to sit roaring in a tavern.” Bunyan’s attacks on the well-to-do gentry hit their mark, and they begin to look for an opportunity to silence him.
By this date Bunyan’s family has grown to four children. Oliver Cromwell dies in September. He is succeeded by his son, Richard.
1659 Richard Cromwell abdicates in May. The Long Parliament and the republic are restored.
Bunyan’s first wife dies (date and name unknown), and he marries a second time, to Elizabeth.
During the period of the English Civil Wars, the idea that the end of the world is coming soon is widespread. Millenarian ideas give rise to the belief that the lower classes are the enemy of the Antichrist, who finds support among the nobles and gentlemen who rebel against God. Bunyan subscribes to these millenarian theories and sees the monarchy as anti-Christian. He preaches the judgment of the Royalists at the hand of God.
1660 In March the Long Parliament is dissolved. In May Charles II is accepted as king of England. In October the regicides are tried and executed. By December the Episcopal Church is restored, as is the House of Lords.
Punishments for Nonconformists are revived. It is now illegal to conduct a church service not in accord with the rituals of the High Church or for anyone not episcopally ordained to preach. Nearly two thousand ministers who refuse to conform to the Episcopal Church are ejected.
Bunyan continues to preach and is consequently arrested on November 12. He would not promise the court to forbear preaching and so is sentenced to jail.
1661 Bunyan’s wife, Elizabeth, travels to London to petition the House of Lords for a legal trial for her husband. Bunyan had been convicted without a proper trial and the necessary two witnesses. She tries and fails three times to plead his cause. He remains in jail for the better part of the next twelve years. He embraces steadfast endurance as his stabilizing virtue. He busies himself making hundreds of shoelaces to be sold for the support of his family. He preaches to fellow prisoners, gives religious instruction to visitors, reads the Bible and Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. He begins to write and produces books, tracts, verse, meditations, and expanded sermons. He will achieve literary immortality for himself with  Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners and The Pilgrim’s Progress. 
1662 Post-Restoration legislation aims at putting down the insurrection of those in English society “of no degree and quality.” Servile dependence of the poor on their landlords increases, and laws to restrict mobility confine men and women to their villages to earn there whatever living they can, or to starve if they cannot. Dissent against the gentry is suppressed as is the freedom of religion that had allowed for discussion and preaching. The restoration of a single state church is effective in silencing those who are opposed to it. Parliament now controls the church.
Bunyan’s prison library of books expands, and he enters into argument with other prominent religious perspectives of his time. He strongly contests the liberal, rational tendencies of Fowler, the Quakers, and the Latitudinarians, all of whom taught an optimistic view of the human potential for good and downplayed the necessity of absolute dependence on the divine grace won for us by Christ’s righteousness.1 
The Royal Society receives its charter from Charles II. The Act of Settlement, which forbids people to circulate outside the confines of their farms and villages, is passed. This clampdown on mobility is particularly aimed at itinerant preachers. In December, Charles II’s first Declaration of Indulgence is proclaimed.
1667 John Milton publishes Paradise Lost. In this great work, he justifies the ways of God to men and extols the workings of God’s eternal Providence.
1671 Milton publishes Paradise Regained, a brief epic account of the temptations of Christ, and Samson Agonistes, “an Hebraic tragedy.”
1672 During his twelve years of incarceration, John Bunyan writes his masterpieces: Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, his spiritual autobiography, and The Pilgrim’s Progress, his allegory on the Christian life as a pilgrimage through temptation to salvation. In addition, he produces numerous sermons, poems, and theological treatises.
In January of this year Bunyan is called to pastor the Bedford congregation when, through Charles II’s second Declaration of Indulgence, he receives a pardon. He is released from prison in March. The Bedford congregation applies for a license as a “Congregational” church. Bunyan continues his prolific work as a writer on spiritual themes at the same time as he preaches throughout the county and beyond to ever-larger congregations.
1673 Parliament withdraws the Declaration of Indulgence. Nonconformists to the High Church of England are again in peril. Bunyan continues to travel and preach, putting himself at risk of being arrested again.
1676 Bunyan is again imprisoned, though briefly, from December to June 1677.
1678 A national crisis occurs that will cause unrest for the next four years. A “Popish Plot,” by means of which the king was to be murdered and Roman Catholicism established once again in England, is uncovered. James II (1633–1700), who will rule from 1685 to 1688, wants to revive the power of the papacy in England. Charles II tries to substitute his illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth, as successor to the throne.
1679 Three years in succession see the constitution of three parliaments.
1681 Bills are passed to exclude James, Duke of York, from succession. Protestant Dissenters are very uneasy about possible religious persecution if Catholics gain power in England.
1685 Charles II dies, and James II succeeds him to the throne. Laws against Nonconformists are put into vigorous operation once again. The Duke of Monmouth leads a rebellion but is defeated. Bunyan, fearful of being arrested again, has all his property put in the name of his wife.
1687 The first Declaration of Indulgence is issued by James II. He pursues a policy of toleration by involving Catholics, Cromwellians, and Dissenters in his government. The landed gentry feel betrayed by his actions. James dismantles the charters of town corporations set up by Charles II in order to secure a favorable Parliament. The social climate begins to deteriorate under the stress of opposition to James’s policies favoring papal influence.
1688 In April a second Declaration of Indulgence proclaims full liberty of worship for Catholics and dissidents, and suspends all the penal laws against religious practice. Seven Anglican bishops refuse to read the Declaration from their pulpits. They are charged with, but acquitted of, seditious libel. Parliament fights back against the king and succeeds in gaining control of the judiciary and the corporations. The struggle against Catholic influence and the absolute power of the king is won by Anglicanism.
In November the Protestant William of Orange arrives in England from France at the invitation of some Whigs, Tories, and Anglican bishops to supplant his father-in-law, James II, on the throne. In December James II is forced to flee to France, and William and Mary, daughter of James II and a Protestant, mount the throne. Anglicanism is fully victorious over Catholicism. No Catholic will be allowed to rule England.
John Bunyan dies on August 31. He had undertaken a long journey on horseback to London from Reading to help a father achieve reconciliation with his estranged son. Caught in a heavy downpour, Bunyan sickens and dies from fever at the house of his friend, John Strudwick. He is buried in the Strudwick vault in Bunhill Fields, Finsbury. His devoted wife, Elizabeth, dies a year and a half later, in 1691. Five of his six children survive him. (His much-beloved, blind oldest daughter, Mary, born in 1650, had died before him.)
Between 1689 and 1692, Bunyan’s posthumous works are published. In 1736 the first complete collection of his works appears in print. He is the adopted champion of lower-class working people, and his contempt for the rich resounds throughout his work. A Dissenter and a Nonconformist, a man who accepted prison rather than betray his convictions, John Bunyan’s fiery voice speaks in word and print in defense of the burdened poor as God’s chosen and beloved people.

A NOTE ON THE TEXTS
[image: image]
So as not to encumber the modern reader with unnecessary difficulty in reading these works of seventeenth-century colloquial English prose, the editors of the present volume have modernized spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and any other elements that might distract from reasonable, direct access to the words and ideas on Bunyan’s pages. Scholarly text editions as well as editions essentially rewritten in simplified contemporary paraphrase are available elsewhere for readers seeking those respective approaches. Our effort was to minimize the use of the traditional sidebars, antiquarian flourishes, and notes full of pious ejaculations that have accrued to these oft-reprinted works. Instead we respect both the reader’s general background and intelligence as well as his or her willingness to make an occasional trip to the dictionary or encyclopedia to pursue any odd usage or allusion that puzzles. Information about the standard edition of Bunyan’s works may be found in “Suggestions for Further Reading” on page 370.
As to handling direct quotes from the Bible, typically a source note is provided. However, like many an earlier writer on religious topics, Bunyan pored so thoroughly over Holy Writ that many phrases, half-phrases, allusions, and other references creep into every other sentence he wrote. To offer a source for each example—and sometimes several sources of the same phrase or idea— would, once again, be to embark on a scholarly edition, which the editors have no intention of providing, beyond offering directions to the same for the interested reader.
Finally, some of Bunyan’s original marginal notes have been retained and are indicated with initial [B] at the end of each.

PREFACE TO THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS EDITION
by W. Clark Gilpin
[image: image]
The core spiritual disciplines of the Puritans were retrospective. Their ministers preached sermons and published devotional manuals that urged the faithful to search their lives for evidence of God’s presence, in both mercy and judgment. Individuals acted on the ministers’ advice, assiduously composing journals, diaries, and autobiographies that recorded life’s passage in order to look back on the course traveled, trace its major contours, and therein discern the providential hand of God. By means of this retrospective spirituality, the Puritans sought to discover and then cultivate the principle that would unify a person’s life by orienting it toward a single end. In their search for this unifying plot to the story of life, they turned to the Christian Bible for both model narratives and evaluative norms. Hence, the Puritans’ principal contribution to modern religious thought lay in conceiving of theology as a practical wisdom about the coherence of one’s life over time. John Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), and his great allegory of the Christian life, The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), were culminating masterworks of this Puritan spirituality of retrospection.
It may seem surprising that John Bunyan (1628–88), a tradesman and preacher of modest family and limited education, should produce The Pilgrim’s Progress, one of the great narrative works of the English language. And, indeed, critics have not infrequently represented him as a singular genius, whose powerful imagination transcended the limitations of his time, place, and culture. But a more fruitful approach to reading Bunyan’s two most famous books interprets him as an author who was both a product of the Puritan tradition and evidence of Puritanism’s educative and literary power.
The Puritan Background
Bunyan composed Grace Abounding and The Pilgrim’s Progress while he was in prison. He had been arrested in November 1660, as he was preparing to preach to an illegally gathered congregation. Although the magistrate offered to release him if he would promise to cease preaching, Bunyan refused and was imprisoned in the county jail, where he would remain, with some brief periods of parole, until 1672. By the time of Bunyan’s imprisonment, the great epoch of Puritan protest and experimentation with parliamentary government had passed. Oliver Cromwell had died in 1658, and on May 25, 1660, the Stuart king, Charles II, landed at Dover to reclaim his throne. Puritan clergy who refused to conform to the reestablished Church of England were ousted from their parishes or jailed, if they persisted in illegal preaching.
Despite the subsequent eclipse of Puritanism as a political and social movement, its dissenting habits of mind continued. Since its beginnings in Elizabethan England during the 1560s, the Puritan movement had protested that the Church of England needed a thorough reformation: erroneous human opinions had accumulated over time to corrupt the church’s worship, doctrines, and moral standards. With increasingly militant zeal during the early seventeenth century, the Puritans preached, debated, and organized in order to purify these errors according to standards they found revealed in scripture. They considered themselves the faithful church within an errant church and aimed to leaven the whole loaf. By the time Bunyan was a young man, the points of controversy between the Puritans and the establishment had expanded beyond early Elizabethan disputes over, for example, proper ministerial apparel and encompassed much broader issues, such as the government of the church by bishops, the laws governing poverty and debt, and the scope of parliamentary authority. Puritan dissent thus contributed to the great political clashes of the mid-seventeenth century: the opposition government of the Long Parliament, the English Civil Wars, the execution of Charles I, and the rise of Oliver Cromwell. The young Bunyan served in the Parliamentary army during the Civil Wars and assumed his calling as a preacher in the 1650s, when Cromwell was at the height of his power.
The Puritans were convinced that the motivating energy for reformation in church and society arose from personal spiritual transformation—conversion. Hence, even worse than the corrupt practices of the established church, the Puritans declared, was the church’s complacent acceptance of merely nominal conformity on the part of its members, when what God actually required was a change of heart. Their zeal for transformations of society and the self were unified by the sense that divine power was effecting its purposes in history, for society and individual alike. The proper conduct of life required careful attention to the evidences of history, especially the internal history of the soul. The power of God was welling up and expressing itself through human devotion to the divine cause, the Puritans declared, and this required a scrupulous examination of personal religious motives.
The high value that Bunyan placed on the self-critical evaluation of past conduct is immediately apparent in the preface to Grace  Abounding, in which he explained his reasons for writing. Not only was the book “a relation of the work of God upon my own soul, even from the very first, till now,” but Bunyan enjoined his readers to probe their own memories, where they, too, would find “treasure hid” of the “experience of the grace of God toward you.” In this brief preface to his readers, Bunyan underscored his advice by employing the words  remember and remembrance nearly twenty times. Just as Moses had commanded the Israelites to remember their deliverance from Egypt and their forty years of travel in the wilderness, said Bunyan, so his own readers should look back on their spiritual histories. “Have you forgot the close, the milk-house, the stable, the barn, and the like, where God did visit your soul?”
The memory of past dealings with God provided consolation in present troubles and hope for the future. Most importantly, it was the great source of spiritual education. On first encounter, temptation advanced like a roaring lion, but once overcome, it yielded self-knowledge to those who remembered. The experienced Christian was like Samson, who returned to a lion he had slain and found honey in its carcass (Judg. 14:5–9). Bunyan, recounting his own spiritual history in light of this biblical story, explained that he was presenting his readers with “a drop of that honey, that I have taken out of the carcass of a lion.”
As the Samson analogy suggests, Bunyan and the Puritans used biblical narrative to make an armature on which to build an individual life. The self, as fashioned in the Puritan tradition of retrospective spirituality, arrived at responsible self-knowledge by discerning the way in which a particular life distinctively expressed a general human pattern, revealed in scripture. This classic narrative assumed that the sinful self simultaneously grasped the world in pride, clung to it in desperation, but could not preserve itself from ultimate destruction without a conversion, effected by the infusion of a supernatural and saving grace. The truth or authenticity of any individual Puritan’s conversion rested on the recognizable enactment of this archetypal narrative of redemption in a form that, at the same time, displayed those singular features that served to make it one’s personal narrative. For this reason, seemingly “conventional” features of Bunyan’s autobiography should not be thought of as existing in an uneasy tension with its original and individual qualities. Instead, Bunyan’s creativity expressed itself precisely in the way he incorporated distinctive, individual experience into a grand narrative of the history of salvation. This assumption that personal narrative disclosed its meaning through participation in universal narrative decisively shaped the spiritual geography of The Pilgrim’s Progress. When, for example, characters pass through the same terrain—the Slough of Despond or the Valley of Humiliation—they encounter differing dangers and experiences.
“The Dangers of His Solitary Way”—The Journey Narrative 
The classic Puritan model of the self assumed that the life of holiness was a long, spiritual warfare—a battle against the world, the flesh, and the devil—in which the new, active principle of interior grace struggled toward consistent expression in exterior conduct. This drive toward consistency between the inner and the outer, culminating in unified devotion to the will and glory of God, was the lifelong vocation of the Puritan saint. Pretense and hypocrisy were vices of the first order. Both Grace Abounding and The Pilgrim’s Progress made this spiritual battle for consistency of life a central theme. In Grace Abounding, Bunyan recalled that he had once been “a brisk talker” about religion until the day on a street in his town of Bedford when he overheard a conversation among pious women. They spoke about the work of God in their hearts, but in a manner that was so far beyond his own experience that he simply could not understand them. This same contrast between mere speech about religion and the interior disposition of religion reappeared in allegorical form in a classic scene from The Pilgrim’s Progress. The pilgrim Christian and his companion, Faithful, were recounting their religious experiences in a lively discussion as they walked together toward the heavenly city. In the midst of their walk, they encountered a man named Talkative, who, it so happened, spoke very eloquently of religious matters but had little experience of religion’s inward power and whose behavior in household and business did not match his fine speech: “a saint abroad and a devil at home.” Bunyan’s deft portrait of Talkative’s fatal inconsistency of life simultaneously criticized the general superficiality of English religion, issued a self-critical warning about the temptations of pious conversation, and recalled and reinterpreted Bunyan’s own religious journey.
Bunyan and the Puritans were concerned not only that one’s life consistently cohere but also that it be coherent. They devoutly reflected on the day, the month, the year just passed in order to discern the continuities that bound life into a meaningful whole and placed it in some larger scheme of significance. They meditated on past trials and deliverances in order to cultivate the vivid sense that God’s work was worthy of their best efforts and to sustain energetic commitment through difficult times and over the long term. Identifying himself with the biblical David, Bunyan declared that he could remember his “sad months with comfort; they are as the head of Goliath in my hand.”
Retrospection played a regulative role for the Puritans, functioning to adjudicate among responsibilities in terms of an overarching claim on life. It harmonized competing responsibilities so that they pointed forward toward goals worthy of accomplishment. The backward look over the course of life also performed the nourishing function of reminding about the reason for and the worth of daily labor. It worked to explore and achieve richer understanding of the overarching goals by which the Puritan measured longer-term achievement and the social purposes to which the Puritan believed his or her work contributed. What I have called “the spirituality of retrospection” addressed these purposes by exploring the nature of a life as a cumulative process in which coherence and meaning cannot be known in advance but only appraised by looking backward.
At the same time, Bunyan recognized that even religious commitment itself might be, as he expressed it in Grace Abounding, nothing more than “a mere think so,” i.e., wishful thinking that would prove unable to withstand the tests of either time or eternity. He understood that socially constructed meanings—“worldly,” in the Puritan’s preferred terminology—were ephemeral “human inventions,” likely to wither under the divine gaze. Doubt, and in Bunyan’s case even stark despair, could overwhelm human assertions of worth and meaning. Christian’s imprisonment in Doubting Castle by the Giant Despair, who advised Christian that suicide would be his only release, was a telling representation not only of Bunyan’s personal bouts of depression but also of the wider Puritan confrontation with the transience of life.
Bunyan knew that hard-won experience could never be mistaken for a sure knowledge of the future, and his narratives therefore invoked utter reliance on the providence of God as a way of coming to terms with the imponderable uncertainty of life as it actually unfolds. The order achieved by human purposes might sometimes dimly reflect divine purpose, but, more often, one found human schemes dramatically reordered by the hidden purpose or secret counsel of God. For this reason, the actual meaning of events, in contrast to what human actors intended, was seldom visible at the time but revealed itself only in retrospect. The Pilgrim’s Progress portrayed this tension between human and divine purposes in those numerous scenes in which Christian must retrace his steps to some earlier point on his journey. At one point, he retrieves a scroll that had fallen from his pack while he slept; at another, he returns to a gate through which he had mistakenly passed in search of an easier route; at still another, he remembers that he has the key that will release him from the dungeon of Doubting Castle.
Bunyan understood life to be inescapably cumulative. Past circumstances and the decisions made within those circumstances did not slip away into insignificance but instead left persistent traces in, even constraints on, the current conduct of life. His narratives thus proceeded on the assumption that the shape of a life emerges gradually from the mixture of accumulating choices, chance encounters, and unforeseen circumstances. The most carefully planned decisions inevitably have unanticipated consequences, and actions that seemed minor at the time may loom much larger in retrospect. Even when things work out pretty much as expected, it remains the case that the choices made have foreclosed other possibilities. There is always a “road not taken.”
Given these considerations, Bunyan and the Puritans engaged in what might be called “imaginative retrospection” in order to evaluate each action or decision for its contribution to the cumulative pattern of action. How, they asked, might this decision measure up when I look back at it from “the future world” where I no longer have the capacity to change or ameliorate its consequences? As I look back on a day’s work from the perspective of eternity, how consistently does it express what I take to be my governing purpose?
“The City Shone Like the Sun”—
Imagination and Moral Judgment

Bunyan amplified the Puritan mandate to review, chart, and appraise one’s past, by imaginatively extending the metaphor that life is a journey. The journey motif had wide currency, of course, not only in Christianity but in many religious traditions, and Puritan ministers had employed it in sermons and devotional manuals for a full century by the time Bunyan wrote Grace Abounding. Its influence was clearly evident, for example, in the title of a frequently reprinted book by the English clergyman Arthur Dent,  The Plaine Mans Path-Way to Heaven (1601), a book that was part of the dowry of Bunyan’s first wife. However, the title of Dent’s book obscured a pivotal feature of the journey metaphor that Bunyan would fully exploit both in his autobiography and in The Pilgrim’s Progress: life’s journey moves toward a goal not simply beyond present reach but, in some important sense, even beyond present comprehension. The progress of the pilgrim, as the full title of Bunyan’s allegory explained, was “from this world to that which is to come.” But “the world to come” was unknown to those who hoped they were traveling toward it, and, even with resources from the Bible and personal experience, the traveler could not fully understand the ultimate destination. Thus, toward the end of The  Pilgrim’s Progress, when the pilgrim was afforded an opportunity to gaze on the Celestial City through a “perspective glass,” his hand shook with fear of the journey, preventing a clear view of the city gate and the glory of the place.
The spirituality of retrospection as practiced by John Bunyan was, in short, an act of imagination. The “look backward” by which Bunyan advised his Puritan reader to discern a plot and coherence to life was not a look backward merely from the present situation. It was a look backward over the whole journey of life from an imagined end point, a view that sought to create distance from the immediacies of success and disappointment, frustration and confidence. Bunyan made vividly concrete the spiritual advice of Puritan sermons and devotional manuals. These had typically proposed a kind of mortuary meditation, in which the pious person would lie in bed at night as if it were the grave and, from that imagined end point, evaluate his or her conduct during the day just concluded. They even imagined the ultimate future, the millennium, and the Last Judgment as absolute vantage points from which to gaze back in divine hindsight on the course of life and discern its direction of movement. Bunyan had practiced these disciplines himself, and, as he pondered in prison, his religious memories began to multiply “like sparks that from the coals of fire do fly,” igniting the allegories of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Thus the spirituality of retrospection cultivated imaginative vision as one of its constitutive features. Bunyan’s literary artistry and imaginative interpretation were not departures from the biblical and moral sensibilities of the Puritans but were extensions of those sensibilities.
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