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Preface

MosT of the material published here is new. However, parts of Chapters
1 and 10 were given as the 2005 Byron I. Bitar Memorial Lecture at Geneva
College, and as the 2008 John Murray Lecture at the Highland Theological
College.

Published material that has been used in various forms for some of the
chapters is as follows:

‘John Calvin and the Hiddenness of God’, in Bruce L. McCormack (ed.),
Engaging the Doctrine of God (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker/Edinburgh:
Rutherford House, 2008). (Chapter 4)

‘Karl Barth and the Visibility of God’, in David Gibson and Daniel Strange
(eds.), Engaging With Karl Barth: Contemporary Evangelical Critiques
(Leicester: Apollos, 2008). (Chapter 4)

‘Classical Calvinist Doctrine of God’, in Bruce A. Ware (ed.), Perspectives
on the Doctrine of God: 4 Views (Nashville, Tenn.: Broadman & Holman,
2008). (Chapter 5)

‘Westminster and Protestant Scholasticism’, in Ligon Duncan (ed.), The
Westminster Confession into the 21st Century, ii (Fearn: Mentor, 2004).
(Chapter 5)

‘John Calvin, the “Two Issues” and the Structure of the Institutes, Calvin
Theological Journal, (November 2005). (Chapter 5)

‘Word and Spirit in Conversion’, in David F. Wright (ed.), Spirit of Truth
and Power (Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 2007). (Chapter 7)

Among the many people from whom I have learned and received various
kinds of help I especially wish to mention Jon Balserak, Alec Clark, Ron
Gleason, Tony Lane, Richard Muller, Mark Talbot, David VanDrunen, and
Robert White. In addition, Stephen Williams acted as one of the readers
for the Press and made numerous helpful suggestions. Aza Goudriaan was
of particular assistance with Chapter 2 and also with advice on sources



viii Preface

concerning the impact of Cartesianism on the Dutch Reformed commu-
nity. I thank them all. For so expertly transforming a text into a book 'm
grateful to Tom Perridge, Lizzie Robottom, Carol Bestley, and especially
Jane Wheare. Without Oliver Crisp’s meticulous reading of an earlier draft
of the material the book would have been greatly inferior to the one you
hold, and without his striking portrait of Calvin which adorns the jacket it
would have been much less presentable in another sense. So particular
thanks to him.

This is the fourth book that I have written with the word ‘Calvin’ in its
title. I reckon that it will be the last. I imagine that Angela and Alice, who
have provided support to me and shown great patience, will not be sorry
to learn this.

Vancouver
British Columbia
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Introduction

THis book develops further the approach to Calvin’s thought taken in
John Calvin’s Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). There I
attempted to demonstrate that though superficially different in the way
that they were presented, Calvin’s ideas owe a significant debt to ancient
and medieval thought, and that he consciously employed various philo-
sophical concepts and doctrines, even when treating them eclectically. In
approaching him in this way [ was consciously situating him in the flow of
western ideas, classical, medieval, and modern, while not forgetting,
indeed while stressing, that at least in terms of Calvin’s own convictions,
the tap root of his thought is undeniably biblical.

In the present work I attempt to develop this approach in at least two
ways. Though I return to some of the topics dealt with in the first book,
I here extend their range. Here there is, for example, material on predes-
tination, on the work of Christ, on Cartesianism, on compatibilism, on
post-mortem existence, on the atonement, and on the main overarching
theme of the Institutes, unaccountably omitted from John Calvin’s Ideas:
the knowledge of God and of ourselves.

But the range is different in another sense, in that in the treatment of
each topic an attempt is made to link Calvin’s thought not only by
antecedent but also by consequent; not only finding sources but also
heirs. Calvin is ‘at the centre’ not in a cosmic sense but simply as an
expression of my intention to consider both ideas that influenced him,
and how they influenced him, and ideas of others which are in some sense
a consequence of Calvin’s ideas and so linked to them. Calvin’s successors
held certain ideas in the same kind of connection as he did, even if they did
not consider them in his way. So Calvin tends to be at the centre of each
particular chapter as well.

In using the word ‘heirs’ I must be careful not to give the impression
that this book is in any sense offered as a contribution to the history of
ideas in the conventional sense. If Jonathan Edwards, or John Arrowsmith,
appropriated the ideas of John Calvin, let it be so. If there is simply
coincidence between him and such as them, let that also be so. My interest
is not in establishing and plotting the course of any direct influence, but in
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displaying intellectual connection, coincidence, and overlap, or rather the
mixture of coincidence and change, leaving to others the task of showing
exactly what Calvin’s literary sources were, and how he used them, and
precisely how he was used as a source by others, if indeed he was. So, for
example, it is sufficient that even if Calvin did not read Anselm much, his
ideas on the atonement are undoubtedly Anselmic. It is enough for my
purpose that Calvin’s version of determinism is markedly similar to that of
some Stoics. I do not rashly conclude from this fact that he took down
Stoic ideas verbatim, any more than I attempt to detect whether the
influence was that of earlier or later Stoicism. After all, even a footnote
reference to a Stoic, and there are some of these in Calvin, is not indisput-
able evidence of influence. But I am content with the milder conclusion,
that he was undeniably influenced by those who had taken things from the
Stoics. What is of much more interest to me is the place of Stoic-like ideas
themselves that lie at the heart of his anthropology. What engages me, and
I hope will engage my readers, is the fact of coincidence and influence
rather than the tracing of the thread through the labyrinth, though
sometimes we will look at those who have, or who have believed they
have, consciously adopted and shaped an idea of Calvin’s. Here, to be sure,
the causal connection is sometimes obvious. But even at such points it is
the use (or abuse) of the ideas that is uppermost. Since this book con-
sciously builds on the previous one I make no bones about referring back
to it from time to time.

Perhaps T should here make clearer than I did in John Calvin’s Ideas
what is my attitude to Calvin and medieval influence, for this book
provides more of the same. In that book I suggested Aquinas as a template
for the pattern of some of Calvin’s ideas—ideas about God, and about
natural law, for example—because it is pretty certain that someone ap-
prised Calvin of, say, the distinction between God in se and God quoad
nos, and Aquinas may have been his source, or one of them. There is no
evidence against that, except the bare fact that Calvin scarcely ever cited
him. Did someone else influence him on the same point? Was the point
obvious to Calvin from his own intellectual environment, a bit of theo-
logical common sense, in an era that was after all much more theologically
charged than is ours? If the answer to either or both of these questions
were to be proved affirmative, then each is compatible with the thesis that
the influence could have been Aquinas, but was not, and strengthens the
more general claim that Calvin is not a context-free, purely biblical
theologian, receiving intellectual manna immediately from heaven, but
had a heritage of later medieval ideas. But the case of Calvin and Scotus is
different, for here the influence of Scotus on Calvin has been claimed by a
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number of scholars. Yet there is no more reason to think that he was a
diligent student of Scotus than he was of Thomas.

Though they are linked by a common approach, and sometimes linked
thematically, the various topics of the chapters that follow are not
intended to offer a general thesis about who or what influenced Calvin,
or who or what he influenced. There are no general lessons to be drawn,
for the law of unintended consequences rules in the matter of a person’s
intellectual position and influence, as in other matters. The chapters are
organized by topic, and are placed in a sequence that owes more to
philosophy than theology, but they are relatively independent of each
other. I hope nevertheless that the series of chapters may succeed in
presenting a cumulative case for thinking that there is a significant
intellectual centre which John Calvin occupies.

As in the earlier book I have done my best to articulate Calvin’s ideas,
and those of his conversation partners. By this I mean that, to begin with,
I have put his words on my pages, rather than being satisfied with a
footnote reference to them. But, further, I have tried to make best sense
of them by critical reflection and, where necessary, a modest amount of
rational reconstruction. In these ways I have tried to persuade Calvin to
speak to us afresh.



The Knowledge of God

and of Ourselves

APPROPRIATELY enough, we will begin by considering the significance of
the opening sentences of the Institutes, and particularly the first two
sentences: ‘Our wisdom, in so far as it ought to be deemed true and
solid wisdom, consists almost entirely of two parts: the knowledge of God
and of ourselves. But as these are connected together by many ties, it is not
easy to determine which of the two precedes and gives birth to the other.?
Words like these appeared at the head of every edition.2 The theme is
explicitly revisited in the next chapter, and at the beginning of book II. But
I will argue that in fact the theme is to be found throughout much of the
Institutes, and in particular in what Calvin has to say about the life of faith.

In this chapter I hope to do three interrelated things. The first, obvi-
ously enough, is to try to understand what Calvin means by the knowledge
of God and of ourselves, and about true wisdom. Then we will endeavour
to trace the sources of his way of putting things. Recently Stephen Menn
has made a strong case for a definite Augustinian theme in the philosophy
of René Descartes, even claiming that Descartes’s philosophical project
was inspired by Augustine, although of course different from his.> So,
third, we will look at Descartes through what we have learnt from Calvin
and Augustine. There are certain striking differences between Augustine
and Descartes, as well as similarities—perhaps more differences than
Menn recognizes. I am not of course suggesting that Calvin was in any
sense a direct influence, or any kind of influence, on Descartes. The

1 Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Edinburgh, 1845; Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1966) (hereafter Inst.), 1.1.1. This translation is used throughout.

2 The 1536 edition, the first, has: ‘Nearly the whole of sacred doctrine consists in these two parts: the
knowledge of God and of ourselves’ (Institution of the Christian Religion, trans. F. L. Battles (Atlanta,
Ga.: John Knox, 1975), 20).

3 Descartes and Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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comparison is prefatory to considering the influence of Descartes on
Reformed Orthodoxy, in Chapter 2.

In that chapter we will use our discussion of the three figures, Augustine,
Calvin, and Descartes, to raise what I believe is an interesting question. It is
a fact that the majority of theologians in Reformed Orthodoxy were
scholastic in their method, and heavily influenced by Aristotle, though
also somewhat eclectically inclined. Yet it is also a fact that some Reformed
theologians came to adopt some of the philosophical outlook of Descartes.
Our question will be: Could the philosophy of Descartes have become the
dominant philosophy of the Reformed Churches as they developed after
Calvin? What was there about Cartesianism to prevent this?

KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM

When Calvin says, at the head of the Institutes, that almost all the true and
solid wisdom that we possess consists in the knowledge of God and of
ourselves, it is well to note certain features of what he states, as well as
what he is not saying. First, we note the emphasis on wisdom. Acquiring
the knowledge of God and of ourselves offers the method of possessing
true and sound wisdom. Here Calvin taps into one medieval emphasis,
religion as sapientia, and he implicitly rejects another, that theology chiefly
has to do with theoretical understanding and certainty, scientia. In this
sense Calvin is a Franciscan rather than a Dominican. Theology does not
provide us with more knowledge in the form of more explanations, as
nuclear physics and history and criminal detection do, but with wisdom.
It has to do with the knowledge (notitia) of God, certainly, but religion is
not a matter simply of acquiring enough knowledge of the right kind.
Nonetheless religion has a clear cognitive basis in beliefs about God and
ourselves expressible in propositional form. The knowledge of God is not,
say, simply a matter of adopting a set of rules, moral rules or rules for
spiritual exercises. Further, the knowledge that true religion requires
should lead us to enjoy the favour and presence of God, and to bring us
to our everlasting home. It is an exaggeration to say that for Calvin the
knowledge of God is mere know-how, but there is nevertheless more than
a germ of truth in this. Here is one place at least where the affinity of
Calvin’s thought is more with John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress than it is
with Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae.

If we wish to keep to the spirit of Calvin here then we need to be wary of
the word ‘theology’ in connection with Calvin’s thought. Calvin rarely
uses that word. When he does use it, it is often as a term of contempt. For
Calvin, the ‘theologians’ are the speculative thinkers, especially the
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Sorbonnistes of his own day who attempt to distract attention from and to
disrupt the progress of the Reformation in France by their own ‘blasphem-
ous inventions’ (as Calvin frequently dubbed them) about God. Calvin’s
characteristic term was not theologia (a word which, after all, was the
invention of Aristotle) but religio, which bespeaks the binding of the self to
God. For Calvin, true religion has to do, intrinsically, with the knowledge
of God and of ourselves in relationship with God.

Where did Calvin get the idea of this kind of knowledge of God from?
Where did the emphasis that this wisdom is to be found in the knowledge
of God and of ourselves arise? One obvious suggestion is that he simply
took it from Scripture, from its depiction of Christ as the wisdom of God,
from its warnings against the wisdom of this world, from the ‘wisdom
literature’, for example from the eighth chapter of Proverbs, and especially
from the Psalms. Perhaps this is the correct suggestion. But there are other
possibilities, too, not incompatible with this. The idea that wisdom con-
sists in self-knowledge was of course a prevalent philosophical theme in
antiquity. But suppose we ask: From where does the emphasis on the
twofold knowledge, of God and of ourselves, in this particular formulation,
emerge? I suggest that it was one of the very many things that Calvin
learned from Augustine. The supreme importance for Augustine of this
twofold knowledge, of God and of ourselves, is found vividly, for example,
in the Confessions. The whole work is prefaced by a meditation on the
interrelation between the two. And in his wonderful discussion of memory
in book X he says, addressing the Lord, ‘to hear you speaking about
oneself is to know oneself” and ‘what I know of myself I know because
you grant me light’* The fundamental point is stated with deliberate
plainness and rather more formality in the Soliloquies: ‘God and the
soul, that is what I desire to know. Nothing more? Nothing whatever.>
Calvin was acquainted with both works.

Calvin’s doctrine of God as he has revealed himself (as contrasted with
God ‘in himself’), around which he orientates the entire Institutes, is
integral to its opening words, and (less obviously) to the treatment of
the nature of faith, and the life of faith, particularly in book III, which
clearly reflects this ‘God and ourselves’ relationship, as we will see later on.
Although Calvin may get the idea of the interrelatedness of the knowledge
of God and of ourselves from Augustine, I will presently suggest that

4 Augustine’s Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), X.3.3,
X.5.7.

5 Soliloquies, trans. Charles C. Starbuck, 1.7, in The Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1971), 1.
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he gives the relation between the two his own distinctive twist. But, in any
case, he did not quite say what Augustine said, did he? He did not add
Augustine’s ‘nothing more’, and there is much evidence in the Institutes
and elsewhere that there were other things that Calvin desired to know,
and other sources of wisdom than the twin sources, the self in its relation
to God and God in his relation to the self, could provide.

It is significant that he’s very careful to state that such knowledge of God
and of ourselves ‘almost entirely comprises the wisdom we possess’—
almost all, but not quite all. What other possible sources are there?
There is the power and wisdom of God in creation which, Calvin thinks,
everyone acknowledges to some degree. Calvin himself was particularly
fascinated and impressed by astronomy. He sees in astronomy, as he
rhapsodizes about the heavenly bodies, evidences of God’s wisdom, and
sO—we may suppose—astronomy is one avenue, albeit a secondary and
subordinate avenue, to the wisdom of God. And the Reformer’s robust
sense of the legitimacy and worthwhileness of secular callings, and their
implications, also helps us to appreciate the significance of that ‘almost.

A complicating factor is that Calvin’s understanding of the source of true
wisdom is for him a bridge between two kinds of knowledge of God, duplex
cognitio dei, which is also a significant theme in Calvin, and one that placed
its stamp on subsequent theological discussions in early Reformed ortho-
doxy.6 For, according to Calvin, ‘Since then, the Lord first appears, as well
in the creation of the world as in the general doctrine of Scripture, simply as
a Creator, and afterwards as a Redeemer in Christ—a twofold knowledge
of him hence arises’” The knowledge of God the Creator is distinct from
the knowledge of God the redeemer. Yet wisdom is to be had from each
kind of knowledge, though the hub of such wisdom, Calvin thinks, is in our
knowledge of God the Redeemer. God’s general revelation yields evidence
of his wisdom in creation, but more especially, for Calvin, heavenly wis-
dom is gained from his revelation in Christ.

As T have said, in bringing together the knowledge of God and of
ourselves Calvin imparts his own distinctive twist. This is easy to overlook.
The contemporary Reformed theologian John R. Franke opens his book
The Character of Theology® by quoting the words of Calvin from the
beginning of the Institutes. And then he says:

6 Richard A Muller, ‘““Duplex Cognitio Dei” in the Theology of Early Reformed Orthodoxy’,
Sixteenth Century Journal, 10/2 (1979), 51 61.

7 Inst. 1.2.1.

8 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2005).
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Calvin’s observation continues to provide a helpful model for reflecting on the
character of theology and suggests that we must always be attentive not only to the
knowledge of God but also to the knowledge of ourselves as human beings if we
hope to practice an approach to theology that leads to wisdom. . . . This suggests that
in the discipline of theology we must take account of the particular social and
intellectual settings in which we engage in theological reflection and exploration.?

But this is a radical misunderstanding of what Calvin is saying, which is
not that when we do theology (which concerns the knowledge of God) we
are to be aware of the social and cultural setting in which we, as human
beings, are placed (the knowledge of ourselves). This is a point almost too
obvious to be worth noting. After all, the opening words of book I of the
Institutes are preceded by an elaborate apologia for the Reformation
addressed to King Francis I of France. When it comes to being a contextual
theologian (which all theologians are now urged to become) John Calvin
was certainly no tyro. In any case, in sixteenth-century Geneva Calvin
could hardly have been unaware of his cultural setting.

Unfortunately, Franke has missed Calvin’s distinctive twist, even though
he quotes the very words that express it. Calvin’s emphasis is that the
knowledge of God and of ourselves are immediately reciprocal. In knowing
God we at once gain true knowledge of ourselves, and in knowing
ourselves we are at once led to know God. There is no choice in the
matter. It is not that there are two distinct subject matters, God, and
ourselves, which (Calvin counsels) it is wise to bring into some kind
of positive relationship. Rather, the knowledge of the one inevitably
leads to the knowledge of the other; the knowledge of the other leads
inevitably to the knowledge of the first.

As we see how Calvin works this out in the first few paragraphs of the
Institutes we need to bear in mind that in the first instance at least the
Institutes is addressed to Christian people. It is not a work of apologetics,
except in the sense that it is indirectly an apologia for the Reformation,
nor is it a textbook of theology, even though Calvin occasionally uses that
word of it. In the crisis of the Reformation Calvin is attempting to set forth
the character of the Christian religion to those who already confess Christ.
It is a manual for ministers and lay leaders, but one that bears the marks of
the particular struggles of the Reformation. So what does he tell them?

He tells them that the knowledge of God and of ourselves are ‘connected
together by many ties’ but that it is hard to tell which precedes and causes
the other. If, without self-deception, we look on ourselves then we

9 Franke, Theology, 14.
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immediately turn our thoughts to the contemplation of God. For our
‘endowment’ is clearly not of our own creation. Furthermore, our aware-
ness of our ‘miserable ruin’ ‘compels us to turn our eyes upward’. “Thus,
our feeling of ignorance, vanity, want, weakness, in short, depravity and
corruption, reminds us that in the Lord, and none but he, dwell the true
light of wisdom, solid virtue, exuberant goodness.” So we cannot honestly
seek the knowledge of God without being aware of ourselves. Everyone ‘is
not only urged to seek God, but is also led as by the hand to find him.10
The knowledge of ourselves leads to God.

Similarly, the knowledge of God leads us to a knowledge of ourselves.
‘Man never attains to a true self-knowledge until he have previously con-
templated the face of God, and come down after such contemplation to look
into himself’ Our innate pride is such that unless we look to the Lord, the
sole standard of righteousness, we will not be convinced ‘of our injustice,
vileness, folly, and impurity.!! So the knowledge in question is spiritual or
religious knowledge: the knowledge of oneself in relation to God.

Suppose that you reckon you're a pretty good cricketer. But then you
meet Freddy Flintoff. Chatting to this hero, you may still think that you are
pretty good. Then you have a nets session with Freddy. Afterwards, you may
still think you are pretty good, and hope that Freddy might pick you for his
team. But that would be self-deception. What you ought to think, once
Freddy begins to manifest his bowling and batting skills, is that you are
mediocre. If you are free of self-deception, that’s what you will think; in
fact, you will become immediately aware of this fact. The knowledge of
Flintoff’s abilities and of your own is reciprocal. In knowing the one you
know the other. Perhaps that’s the only way, or the only type of way, that
you are going to come to a true estimate of your cricketing skills, or your lack
of them.

Calvin thinks that the knowledge of God and of ourselves has that kind
of structure. You may be aware that God exists, but this is not sufficient for
true self-knowledge. It’s simply like knowing that there is a talented
cricketer called Freddy Flintoff. God must manifest himself (as Freddy
did in the nets), and he has graciously condescended to do this, the record
of which is in Scripture. Here is the ‘face of God’ which Calvin says we may
look upon, revealed to us. Once you become convinced that this is who
God is, what he is like, and what he has done, then you will begin to form a
true estimate of yourself. However, according to Calvin, true Augustinian
that he was, this realization is not an inference that we are naturally

10 Inst. L.1.2. 11 Inst. 1.2,
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inclined to draw, but one which we resist drawing. Who wants to know of
his own failure, weakness, and need? We naturally hide such from our-
selves. We will draw such an inference only when we are in some sense
imbued with God’s Holy Spirit. Such self-awareness is thus not ‘natural’
but ‘spiritual’

So the knowledge of God and of ourselves is reciprocal. The two are
intertwined, as Calvin puts it. But while we increase in self-knowledge as,
imbued by the Spirit, we recognize who God is and what he has done,
there is no parallel increase in God’s knowledge of himself. How could that
possibly be?

As we’ve already noted, Calvin’s entire discussion of this theme pre-
supposes something which we will not directly address here, but which
needs to be kept in mind. Fundamental to Calvin’s treatment of God in the
Institutes and, I would argue, throughout the large corpus of his other
writings, is the distinction he draws between God as he is in himself, and
God as he is revealed to us. I believe that he took this distinction from
Thomas Aquinas, though there is little direct evidence of this; but, at least,
he could have taken it from the climate of late medieval thought in which
he was educated. From wherever exactly he got the idea it perfectly served
his purpose.

It is clear from what we have seen already that for Calvin the knowledge
of God is not the knowledge of something that does not affect us, that we
can take or leave as we see fit. This is the ‘frigidity’ of the scholastics which
repels him. Calvin believes that some philosophers, particularly Plato, saw
a necessary connection between the true knowledge of God and an
appropriate affective response to him:

This did not escape the observation even of philosophers. For it is the very thing
which Plato meant when he taught, as he often does, that the chief good of the
soul consists in resemblance to God; i.e. when, by means of knowing him, she is
wholly transformed into him12

Here is another case where the knowledge of God affects the state of the
knower by a kind of immediate reflex. Plato’s account of the connection of
true knowledge to the affections is in sharp contrast to that knowledge

12 Inst. 1.3.3. See, for example, Plato, Theaetetus, ed. Myles Burnyeat, trans. M. J. Levett, rev. Myles
Burnyeat (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1990), 176. See also Comim. 1 John 2: 3: ‘Plato, though groping in
darkness, yet denied that “the beautiful” which he imagined, could be known, without filling man with
the admiration of itself; so he says in his Phaedrus and other places. How then is it possible for thee to
know God, and to be moved with no feeling?” (compare Comm. Pet. 2: 3). All references to Calvin’s
Commentaries are to the Calvin Translation Society translations (see Bibliography).



The Knowledge of God and of Ourselves 1

which, as Calvin puts it, merely ‘flits in the brain. In fact, for this reason
Calvin can scarcely bring himself to call this knowledge.

So Calvin invites us, as part of a Christian confession, to think of God
‘operationally’, or functionally. For this is how God has revealed himself to
us in Scripture. This does not mean that Calvin is a reductionist or
pragmatist in his religion, for how God has revealed himself, his ‘nature,
according to Calvin, is a fitting expression of his essence which is incom-
prehensible to us—we cannot fully grasp it—because we cannot know
God as God knows himself. Yet it would be badly wrong to think of Calvin
as a theological agnostic. God has revealed something of himself; but he
has not done so to satisfy our curiosity, he has not revealed the whole of
his will, and he most certainly has not revealed himself as he knows
himself—this is not revealed and is not revealable. At one point Calvin
interjects, ‘how very minute a portion of divine wisdom is given to us in
the present life.13 True relations with God are based on knowledge—not
exhaustive knowledge, but limited information given to us for a purpose.
This approach of Calvin’s to our knowledge of God is reinforced by what
he says about the way in which God accommodates himself to us. Part of
God’s self-manifestation is through ‘lisping’ to us as a nurse talks to her
children. God adapts himself to our time-bound and space-bound cir-
cumstances, both in the language that he uses of himself, and supremely
by taking unfallen human nature in Christ. The knowledge that he gives is
real knowledge, but because this calls for a human response it is adapted to
our creaturely circumstances.

So when we are inclined to ask ‘What if? questions about God, to
attempt to peer into his secrets, to offer accounts and explanations of the
divine mysteries, then we are moving in a decidedly un-Calvinian direc-
tion—though, it must be said, Calvin himself occasionally, perhaps with-
out realizing it, is drawn by controversy into a little speculation on his own
account. More importantly, it is the knowledge of this God, the God as he is
toward us, that gives us the knowledge of ourselves, and so makes us wise.

This motif, the knowledge of God and of ourselves, set out in the first
few chapters of the Institutes, recurs in chapter 15 of book I, as well as on
the opening page of book II, and elsewhere. Calvin tells us that the trouble
is not with the ancient precept ‘know thyself” but with the philosophers
who think that it is a recommendation for us to discover what fine people
we are. We are, by nature, inclined to admire ourselves. But (once more)
this is not true knowledge, but self-deceit. To start with, nothing we have is

13 [Inst. 111.2.20.
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our own, however excellent, but it is the gift of God himself. But, second,
we must recognize that in ‘our miserable condition since Adam’s fall, all
confidence and boasting are overthrown, we blush for shame, and feel
truly humble.’14

So the knowledge that we are to seek is not that which flatters, in which
we are credulous about the superiority of our gifts:

Hence, independent of any countenance from without, general credit is given to the
very foolish idea, that man is perfectly sufficient of himself for all the purposes of a
good and happy life . . . Accordingly, in every age, he who is most forward in extolling
the excellence of human nature, is received with the loudest applause . . . Whosoever,
therefore, gives heed to those teachers, who merely employ us in contemplating our
good qualities, so far from making progress in self-knowledge, will be plunged into
the most pernicious ignorance.!

Calvin is not denying that we have good traits, gifts of God. God would
not have us forget our ‘primeval dignity’; nevertheless there is nothing
about us that should cause us pride.16

How OUGHT WE TO PROCEED?

Hence, in considering the knowledge which man ought to have of himself, it
seems proper to divide it thus, first, to consider the end for which he was created,
and the qualities—by no means contemptible qualities—with which he was
endued, thus urging him to meditate on divine worship and the future life;
and, secondly, to consider his faculties, or rather want of faculties—a want
which, when perceived, will annihilate all his confidence, and cover him with
confusion. The tendency of the former view is to teach him what his duty is, of
the latter, to make him aware how far he is able to perform it.1?

This is at the basis of Calvin’s understanding of our plight. We have duties
to God that we presently cannot fulfil. The ‘ought’ of the law does not
imply the ‘can’ of the ability to fulfil the commands of the law, but instead
shows us our need. If the knowledge that we have of God is to be
functional, then the knowledge we are to look for from God is not (or
not merely) theoretical knowledge about which we might express indiffer-
ence, taking or leaving it as we see fit.

Calvin begins his discussion of faith in book III in a way that echoes the
reciprocal relation between the knowledge of God and of ourselves that we
have been discussing:

14 Inst. [L1.. 15 Inst. [1.1.2. 16 Inst. I1.1.3. 17 Inst. I1.1.3.
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That since God by his Law prescribes what we ought to do, failure in any one
respect subjects us to the dreadful judgment of eternal death, which it denounces.
Secondly, Because it is not only difficult, but altogether beyond our strength and
ability, to fulfil the demands of the Law, if we look only to ourselves and consider
what is due to our merits, no ground of hope remains, but we lie forsaken of God
under eternal death.18

As a consequence of the resulting impasse a person may be driven to seek
relief in God’s free grace. Someone who realizes his plight will be forced to
seek a resolution of it, and be drawn to the work of the Redeemer who
merits God’s grace on the behalf of sinners with no merit of their own. Not
surprisingly, then, it is in his long discussion of faith (in book III) that
Calvin offers a rich development of the theme of the twofold knowledge.
This discussion is a continuation of his treatment (in book I) of the
recognition of the authority of Holy Scripture—a basic aspect of faith
for Calvin, in its fundamental stance of trusting the word of God, and
especially the promises of God.

According to Calvin, by God’s grace our Spirit-given knowledge of our
own weakness immediately causes us to reflect on God as he is manifested
to us. This is the path of true wisdom. Such reflection in turn produces
penitence and faith. In believing, we come to know ourselves as, object-
ively speaking, we are. We begin to be freed of self-deception and illusion.
Such knowledge arises from possessing a true estimate of our need. For
Calvin, Christian faith is always faith in the word of God, supremely faith
in the God-man. To the extent that we understand our own believing, its
ups and down, the sources of its health and strength, the dangers that are
associated with it, the tendency to despair and the tendency to presume, to
that extent we know ourselves as believers, and so know ourselves as we
really are.

Calvin’s definition of faith is well known:

We shall now have a full definition of faith if we say that it is a firm and sure
knowledge [firmam certamque cognitionem] of the divine favour toward us,
founded on the truth of a free promise in Christ, and revealed to our minds,
and sealed on our hearts, by the Holy Spirit.1®

18 Jnst. [11.2.1.

19 Inst. I1L.2.7. It is worth pointing out that definitions play a pivotal role in the 1559 Institutes.
Calvin offers, inter alia, definitions of the image of God in man (L15.4), the soul and its faculties
(1.15.6), free will (II.2.12), natural law (IL.2.22), repentance (IIL3.5), justification (IIl.11.11), conscience
(I1L.9.15), the Church (IV.2.3), tradition (IV.10.16), and a sacrament (IV.14.1).
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This is part of Calvin’s sustained polemic against faith as mere assent.
Faith involves assent, because it has propositional content, but it goes
beyond assent, involving trust, reliance upon God’s promise, and hence
reliance upon God. This celebrated definition controls the subsequent
discussion, but strangely that definition has often been celebrated without
noting the character of the setting in which Calvin develops it.

The definition is the conclusion of the process of refinement that Calvin
conducts—a sustained set of reflections on our understanding of the firm
faith by which we embrace God’s mercy in Christ.2? Such faith is not a
mere opinion or even persuasion. It is not implicit faith, faith in what we
haven’t a clue about, believing the teaching of the Church whatever that
may turn out to be. Rather, faith relies on knowledge, propositional
knowledge, ‘not of God merely, but of the divine will} an ‘explicit recog-
nition of the divine goodness, in which our righteousness consists.2!
However, there is an aspect of genuine faith that must remain implicit
because we cannot comprehend everything that we are given. For exam-
ple, we encounter obscure passages of Scripture, and we have to wrestle
with their meaning. Implicit faith can also be a preparation for faith, as it
was with the first of Christ’s disciples—and an expression of their teach-
ableness. So within explicit faith are implicit elements which we also
believe but which we do not yet understand.

However, faith in its full, explicit sense rests upon God’s word. By this
we gain a true knowledge of Christ:

First, we must remember, that there is an inseparable relation between faith and
the word, and that these can no more be disconnected from each other than rays
of light from the sun...The same word is the basis on which it rests and is
sustained. Declining from it, it falls. Take away the word, therefore, and no faith
will remain.22

So faith is knowledge, the knowledge of God made known to us through
his word. One more element remains to be put in place, as Calvin
painstakingly refines his definition, moving ‘from the general to the
particular.’23

It is not that faith has regard to the word of God in general. If our
trembling conscience were to see only signs of God’s indignation and
wrath in his word, we would shun him, not seek him. So what more is
needed? A recognition of God’s benevolence, of his goodness to us:

20 Jpst. [1.2.1. 21 Jnst. 1l.2.2. 22 Inst. 111.2.6. 23 Inst. 111.2.6.
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In this way, doubtless, we make a nearer approach to the nature of faith. For we
are allured to seek God when told that our safety is treasured up in him; and
we are confirmed in this when he declares that he studies and takes an interest in
our welfare. Hence there is need of the gracious promise, in which he testifies that
he is a propitious Father; since there is no other way in which we can approach to
him, the promise being the only thing on which the heart of man can recline.?*

So not the word of God in general, not even a declared ‘promise’ of God in
general, since a ‘promise’ may in fact be a threat; rather, faith appropriates
the promise of good. And so we arrive at the celebrated definition, the
relevant elements underlined:

We shall now have a full definition of faith if we say that it is a firm and sure
knowledge of the divine favour toward us, founded on the truth of a free promise
in Christ, and revealed to our minds, and sealed on our hearts, by the Holy
Spirit.2

Note the structure of Calvin’s discussion here, the way in which he
establishes necessary and sufficient conditions of faith. The process of
paring down to an acceptable definition involves a strong appeal to
elements of self-knowledge, to the beliefs that a would-be believer has
about himself. Such self-knowledge is revealed to us by God’s words, first
of law and then of promise, as our minds are illuminated by his Spirit.

Many have seen in this definition the idea that faith, and the assurance
of faith, the assurance that I am indeed a believer, are for Calvin essentially
connected.26 The propositional content of faith, and the propositional
content of the assurance of faith, must clearly be different, and yet they
could be inseparably connected. It has frequently been claimed that for
Calvin they are inseparably connected. Such a reading of Calvin is natural
if attention is paid only to the focal point of his discussion of faith, to the
definition itself, and not to how he arrives at it, and what follows it.

For Calvin in effect (though not explicitly) denies that if a person
believes that he has faith in Christ then he has faith in Christ, on the
grounds that his belief may be presumptuous and not well grounded.
Likewise, he denies the truth of a second conditional: If a person believes/
has faith in Christ, then he believes that he believes/has faith in Christ. He
denies this on the grounds that believing/having faith in Christ may be

24 Inst. [1l.2.7. 25 [Inst. 111.2.7.

26 On this reading of Calvin see, for example, R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), and subsequent discussion for example, Paul Helm, Calvin and the
Calvinists (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1982) and especially Richard Muller, After Calvin (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
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accompanied by doubts. What is the evidence that despite his definition
Calvin recognizes this? It begins at his announced search for a ‘clearer
definition of faith.2”

The definition is not, then, Calvin’s first word on the subject, and it
would be a big mistake to think that it was Calvin’s last word either. It soon
becomes clear that this is in fact a definition of an ideal, of what faith
ought to be like, of what at its best it is, not of faith as it is routinely
possessed. It is a persuasive rather than a reportive definition.

For we must note what Calvin goes on to say immediately after giving
his definition. For example, he claims that there can be temporary faith, as
in the case of Simon Magus, people who taste the word, giving an assent to
it that does not penetrate to the heart. “The human heart has so many
recesses for vanity, so many lurking places for falsehood, is so shrouded by
fraud and hypocrisy, that it often deceives itself.28 ‘Meanwhile, believers
are taught to examine themselves carefully and humbly, lest carnal security
creep in and take the place of assurance of faith.2® We must note that for
Calvin the assurance of faith is not the automatic accompaniment of faith,
or part of faith itself, but it must often be fought for, preserved against
doubts and fears, and distinguished from false confidence.

So it is not surprising that Calvin takes great pains to distinguish true
faith from its counterfeits. On the one hand he stresses faith’s certainty, yet
before providing his definition of faith he says that it is surrounded by
error and unbelief, and after giving the definition he goes on to say that
even weak faith is real faith. It may be mixed with elements of doubt, and it
may be unstable, but it does not rest there, but strives with God’s help to
become assured faith.

At the other extreme Calvin says that there are those who artificially
constrain God’s mercy, and so receive no consolation in believing. “The
idea they entertain is, that this mercy is great and abundant, is shed upon
many, is offered and ready to be bestowed upon all; but that it is uncertain
whether it will reach to them individually, or rather whether they can
reach to it’30 True faith renders the conscience calm and peaceful before
God’s judgement. “Without which it is necessarily vexed and almost torn
with tumultuous dread, unless when it happens to slumber for a moment,
forgetful both of God and of itself’3! Note once more the explicit inter-
linking between the knowledge of God and the knowledge of self. Calvin
even speaks of the possibility of temporary faith, of faith that may even

27 Inst. 111.2.1. 28 Inst. 111.2.10. 29 Inst. I1L.2.11.
30 Inst. 111.2.15. 31 Inst. 111.2.16.
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bear some fruit, and yet does not endure to the end. All these convictions
about the nature of faith are grounded in evidence about the character of
the interplay between the knowledge of God, revealed in his word, and the
knowledge of ourselves, weak and wounded as we are.32

It has frequently been claimed that there is a great gulf fixed between
Calvin and those who later called themselves Calvinists, the ‘precisionists’
of the Netherlands, the Puritans of old and New England, and of course
the Covenanters of Scotland. There are indeed many differences between
Calvin and the Calvinists, though not so many as we are sometimes told
that there are. Here, in Calvin’s remarks on faith, we can see a strong link,
the link of ‘experimental religion’, as it was once quaintly called, between
Calvin and Samuel Rutherford, or Calvin and William Perkins, or Calvin
and Thomas Shepherd. What all these have in common is this: the
conviction that if we are to know ourselves then we must be aware of
our capacity for hypocrisy and self-deception, of the wonderful ability of
our minds to manufacture idols, of our willingness to satisfy ourselves
with false comfort, and, at the other extreme, the danger of despair. We
come to realize all this as we come to know God: it is part of the awakening
and enlightening activity of his Spirit. So, testing ourselves—hence the
later phrase ‘experimental religion’—involving self-examination is a nor-
mal, intrinsic part of the life of faith. We must know ourselves, but this
knowledge is not gained unaidedly, by ourselves, nor does it rest in our
capacity to speculate, peering into the secrets of God, or contemplating
God as he is in himself, but as he is revealed in Christ:

But if we are elected in him, we cannot find the certainty of our election in
ourselves; and not even in God the Father, if we look at him apart from the Son.
Christ, then, is the mirror in which we ought, and in which, without deception,
we may contemplate our election. For since it is into his body that the Father has
decreed to ingraft those whom from eternity he wished to be his, that he may
regard as sons all whom he acknowledges to be his members, if we are in
communion with Christ, we have proof sufficiently clear and strong that we are
written in the Book of Life.3?

We will consider the theme of Christ as the mirror of election more fully in
Chapter 4.

32 There is much more material showing the detail of Calvin’s teaching on faith which presupposes
the believer’s self knowledge: temptation, conflict, delightfulness of grace for the cast down, self
examination (Inst. II1.2.24 40). See also references to knowledge of God and of ourselves at IIL11.1,
Il.12.2 5, [I.13.1.

33 [Inst. 111.24.5.
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So, is assurance an essential feature of faith, according to Calvin? A
quick glance at the definition may lead us to conclude that the answer
must be ‘yes) for ‘a firm and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence
toward us’ is a part of it. But this is the ideal. We have seen that a person’s
faith may be less than this ideal and nonetheless be true faith—mixed with
doubts at one end of the spectrum, with presumption at the other.34

Yet there are contexts, particularly those in which Calvin is seeking to
draw a sharp contrast between what he portrays as the confident, almost
exuberant character of Christian faith according to the Reformation and
the unassured faith that the Church of Rome sought to inculcate, in which
almost his entire emphasis falls on faith as assured faith. On such occa-
sions he stresses this aspect of Christian faith almost to the exclusion of
these other features arising from self-knowledge that he deals with in book
III of the Institutes.

So in his discussion of faith in his ‘Antidote’ to the Canons and Decrees
of the Council of Trent (published in 1547) Calvin makes a strong, though
even here not an essential, connection between faith and assurance:

In the tenth chapter, they inveigh against what they call The Vain Confidence of
Heretics. This consists, according to their definition, in our holding it as certain
that our sins are forgiven, and resting in this certainty. But if such certainty makes
heretics, where will be the happiness which David extols? (Psalm xxxii) Nay,
where will be the peace of which Paul discourses in the fifth chapter to the
Romans, if we rest in anything but the good-will of God? How, moreover, have
we God propitious, but just because he enters not into judgment with us? They
acknowledge that sins are never forgiven for Christ’s sake, except freely, but
leaving it in suspense to whom and when they are forgiven, they rob all con-
sciences of calm placid confidence.35

Even here Calvin finds place for the possible separation of faith and
assurance. ‘On the whole, then, we see that what the venerable Fathers
call rash and damnable presumption, is nothing but that holy confidence
in our adoption revealed unto us by Christ, to which God everywhere
encourages his people’3¢ God encourages his people to have holy confi-
dence in their adoption, but they are nonetheless his people if though in
fact they believe, they are not confident that they do so. Similarly with his
comment on Canon XV of the sixth session of the Council:

34 For a fuller discussion of Calvin on the assurance of faith see Joel R. Beeke, Assurance of Faith:
Calvin, English Puritanism and the Dutch Second Reformation (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1991), ch. 4.

35 Selected Works of John Calvin: Tracts and Letters, ed. Henry Beveridge and Jules Bonnet, 7 vols.
(Edinburgh, 1844, Philadelphia, 1858; repr. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1983), iii. 125.

36 Selected Works, iii. 136.
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For he [Paul] wishes the Ephesians to know and be assured that they have been
made partakers of heavenly grace in Christ, as they have been chosen in him
before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1.4). Thus therefore it becomes all
believers to be assured of their election, that they may learn to behold it in Christ
as in a mirror.3?

AUGUSTINE S ASCENT

So far we have looked at what Calvin has to say about the knowledge of
God and of ourselves. We noted at the beginning that he is indebted to
Augustine for this connection and for some of the ways in which he
expresses it. We will now consider Augustine himself, chiefly though not
exclusively in the Confessions, and in the light of expository remarks made
about him by Stephen Menn.?® We will make an explicit comparison
between Augustine and Calvin, his disciple. This will begin to prepare us
to consider the intellectual relationship between Calvin and another
disciple of Augustine, René Descartes.

The Confessions often takes the form of a meditation in the presence of
God. We will note the character of some of this, and how prominent the
interrelationship of the knowledge of God and of ourselves is in it. Then we
will consider two further elements in the picture: the influence of the ‘books
of the Platonists’ on Augustine and how he learned from them to ‘ascend’ (in
his mind) to God; and what Augustine believed this ascent to be.

We need to look no further than the opening pages of the work to be
confronted with our theme, the well-known words ‘you have made us for
yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you’:3°

Look where he is—wherever there is a taste of truth. He is very close to the heart;
but the heart has wandered from him. ‘Return, sinners, to your heart’ (Isa. 46:8
LXX), and adhere to him who made you. Stand with him and you will stand fast.
Rest in him and you will be at rest. Where are you going to along rough paths?
What is the goal of your journey?4°

Augustine’s search for the true knowledge of God is of course affected by
the influence of Manichaeism on him, as in this passage:

For I did not know [at that time] that the soul needs to be enlightened by light
from outside itself, so that it can participate in truth, because it is not itself the

37 Selected Works, iii. 155. 38 Descartes and Augustine.
39 Confessions, I.1. 40 Confessions, IV.12.18.
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nature of truth. You will light my lamp, O Lord. My God you will lighten
my darkness (Ps. 17: 29), and of your fullness we have all received (John 1: 16).
You are the true light who illuminates every man coming into this world
(John 1: 9), because in you there is no change nor shadow caused by turning
(Jas. 1: 17).41

So far there is little to separate Augustine from John Calvin, though even
in such passages there are differences, of course. Intertwined with August-
ine’s remarks about the knowledge of God and the self are numerous
comments in which he struggles with Manichaeism, as he was being
gradually delivered from it. In the course of these struggles he develops
his ‘grammar’ of God, of how to talk of this pure, simple Spirit who exists
timelessly and spacelessly and who is our Creator. But by Calvin’s time this
grammar had been largely assimilated by the theology of the Church, and
Calvin took it over: divine simplicity, divine eternity, omnipresence, and
so forth, and how to talk of these.

But there is a further, striking and influential, element in Augustine’s
quest to know God: his providential encounter with the books of the
Platonists and how he learned from them to ‘ascend’ (in his mind) to God.
Previous to this, reading Cicero awakened in him a hunger for wisdom,
and reading Aristotle showed him the impossibility of categorizing God in
terms appropriate to the creation:

What help was this to me when the book was also an obstacle? Thinking that
absolutely everything that exists is comprehended under the ten categories, I tried
to conceive you also, my God, wonderfully simple and immutable, as if you too
were a subject of which magnitude and beauty are attributes. I thought them to be
in you as if in a subject, as in the case of a physical body, whereas you yourself are
your own magnitude and your own beauty.42

But with the books of the Platonists, and with God’s help through them,
things were different:

With you as my guide I entered into my innermost citadel, and was given power
to do so because you had become my helper (Ps. 29: 11). I entered and with my
soul’s eye, such as it was, saw above that same eye of my soul the immutable light
higher than my mind—not the light of every day, obvious to anyone, nor a larger
version of the same kind which would, as it were, have given out a much brighter

41 Confessions, IV.15.25. There are many other such passages, connecting the knowledge of God with
other states, such as happiness and the knowledge of sin (e.g. X.2.2, VIIL.7.16, X.1.1. X.5.7).

42 Confessions, 1V.16.29. Compare with this Augustine’s remarks on the uselessness of Aristotle’s
categories, VILs.7.
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light and filled everything with its magnitude. It was not that light, but a different
thing, utterly different from all our kinds of light. It transcended my mind, not in
the way that oil floats on water, nor as heaven is above earth. It was superior
because it made me, and I was inferior because I was made by it.43

There is no doubt that the reading of these books, and the way in which
they inspired or at least facilitated Augustine’s ‘ascent’ to God, is a high
point in the narrative of Augustine’s Confessions. It emphasizes an element
in Augustine’s understanding of the knowledge of God and of ourselves
that is not present, in that form, in Calvin.

As Stephen Menn tells us, in book VII of the Confessions Augustine gives
us a ‘valuable and powerful report’ of the enormous influence that the
books of the Platonists had on him.#4 It is likely that these books were by
Plotinus and perhaps Porphyry, and were brought to Augustine (by the
providence of God, he tells us) by someone whom he does not name, but
who was possibly Manlius Theodorus, a pagan Neoplatonist.#> What
exactly was their influence? We may try to answer this question by noting
first how they did not influence Augustine.

As we can see from the quotation from book IV just considered, the
effect of these books on Augustine and his ensuing experience did not
provide him with a concept of God, for he already had that, or at least he
had the rudiments of such a concept.46 As we have seen, his narrative is
littered with references to being in the presence of God.*” Of course some
of these references may be to Augustine’s standpoint at the time of writing,
but not all of them can be. For the ‘books of the Platonists’ episode comes
in the middle of affirmations about the faith he adhered to despite
fluctuations, and in the course of his intense search for the origin of
evil, as is clear from the first few pages of book VII. So the books’ influence
must partly be understood in the light of what Augustine himself brought
to that episode.

The books provided him with two things. First, a technique for think-
ing, a ‘strategy of thought’, as Menn calls it,#8 about God by which he was
hoping to supplant the idea, bequeathed to him by the Manichees, that
God was to be thought of in sensuous imagery. For such imagery actually
reflected the character of the Manichaean God, who was shaped, located,
and the like. But granted that God is pure spirit, immutable and eternal, as
the Church taught, and as (he believed) Scripture revealed, how could this

43 Confessions, VI1.10.16. 44 Menn 8o. 45 Confessions, VI1.9.13 n. 13.
46 Confessions, VI1.3.4. 47 Confessions, VIL.7.11. 48 Menn 80 1.
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God be thought, and thought about?4® And how can this God be known?
The Platonist ‘technique’ of the ascent of the mind to God provided an
answer, or part of an answer, to that question.

Second, the ascent afforded him an inner certainty that God existed. After
that, he was in no doubt that this God, the God of the Christian Church and
not the God of the Manichees, was the true and living God. So the ascent has
both a conceptual and an epistemological aspect for Augustine. This tech-
nique involved a non-sensuous route, learned from the books, of ‘ascending’
to God through the mind. Stephen Menn seems to think that this was the
occasion for Augustine coming to know God, and develops the thesis (to
which we will return) that in the Meditations and elsewhere Descartes follows
this method—knowing God and the soul—in the development of his scien-
tific epistemology. Menn’s thesis is initially persuasive, and he has certainly
drawn to our attention significant parallels between Descartes and Augustine,
and so has redrawn part of the map of the beginnings of modern philosophy.
But his way of describing what happened to Augustine, and then comparing
this with the passages in book VII, is worth thinking further about.

Menn’s dominant noun for describing what happened to Augustine in
adopting the Plotinian discipline of ascent of the soul to God is vision,
though sometimes the word is placed in inverted commas.?® Menn thinks
that following Plotinus Augustine claimed to see God for a moment, to
have a vision of God, though not a mystical vision. He says:

What allowed Augustine to resolve the question ‘whence evil’ was an intellectual
‘vision’ purporting to manifest God’s true nature; and, although Augustine later
decided that this vision was not sufficient to give him the desired wisdom, he
never doubted that it was a genuine vision of God. Although this vision might not
be sufficient for wisdom, it was certainly a positive step toward wisdom, and it
gave Augustine a description (which he was never to renounce) of what the
intellectual content of the desired wisdom would have to be. It is reasonable to
describe Augustine’s reading of the Platonists, and his consequent vision of God,
as a stage in Augustine’s conversion.5!

In this way Augustine was able to come to the vision of God he had been
striving for, and to escape the condition of ignorance of God he had shared
with the Manichees. The ‘description’ of God, a rather misleading word in
this context, nevertheless aided him in developing a new grammar of God.
Further, and most significantly, given the true conception of God, he was
able to see how God could be immutable and evils nonetheless exist.>2

49 Confessions, VIL.3.4, VIL7.11. 50 Menn 82.
51 Menn 131 2. 52 Menn 140.
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By ‘vision’ Menn may mean a ‘vision that’; in this case, a vision that
there is an immutable God to be sought and served. That I think would be
closer to both the spirit and letter of Augustine at this point. An alternative
meaning, ‘vision’ as ‘vision of God’, understood as an instance of ‘seeing
God, proves to be an exaggeration when compared with the text in book
VIL It is not as if that ‘vision’ occurred in a context-free way, or that
Augustine had deliberately cleared his mind of all previous beliefs and
claims to knowledge as Descartes later believed himself to have done.
Augustine believed, he tells us, that the words he read in the Platonist
literature were equivalent in meaning to some of the words from the
Prologue of John’s Gospel.5? Not to all of the words, however. For he
insists that there was nothing equivalent in that literature to the idea that
the word of God was made flesh, or that it was possible for men and
women to receive him. Did the Platonists teach some form of the eternal
generation of the Son? Perhaps. What about his Incarnation? Certainly
not. Nevertheless, their books acted as a kind of voice from God himself.
Are they a vivid instance of what Calvin later on called the sensus divini-
tatis? There is no record that Calvin held any opinion about the signifi-
cance of the books of the Platonists for Augustine, but he could have
understood them in this way, for he stresses that the sensus divinitatis
manifests itself in many different ways.

There is an interval of discussion in the Confessions between the words
already quoted and the account shortly to follow. These are either two
accounts of the same thing, or of two different phases of experience. What
Augustine says in that interval is crucial to our understanding. He tells us
that in his Manichaean phase his soul created for itself ‘a god pervading all
places in infinite space.>* This god he now abandoned. God is spirit,
immutable and eternal, supremely good, giving all else its being which is
also good. Augustine thought that as such he is incapable of pervading all
places in infinite space. He had found an intellectually satisfactory way of
abandoning Manichaean dualism.

One of the fruits of this ‘vision’, whatever its exact character, is that
Augustine is able to begin to develop a grammar of God, about whom
such questions as ‘Where is he?” and ‘How long has he existed?” make no
sense.’> In a way, the whole of books XI and XII of the Confessions is
Augustine’s brilliant attempt to set forth this new grammar in relation to
time and (to a lesser extent) to space, and to the creation. The discipline of

53 Confessions, VIL.9.14.
54 Confessions, VII.14.20. Compare VIL1.2 for his earlier corporealist account of God.
55 Confessions, X.25.36 7.
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ascent through the mind led to a momentous conclusion: he now under-
stood the point of the language of divine immutability used by the Church
about God, part of the faith he already adhered to. ‘“That you exist and are
immutable substance and care for humanity, and judge us. .. These mat-
ters, therefore, were secure and firmly fortified in my mind while I was
seeking feverishly for the origin of evil.’5¢ Such a God cannot be the source
of evil. It must be sought elsewhere:

At that point it [Augustine’s mind] had no hesitation in declaring that the
unchangeable is preferable to the changeable, and that on this ground it can
know the unchangeable, since, unless it could somehow know this, there would
be no certainty in preferring it to the mutable. So in the flash of a trembling
glance it attained to that which is. At that moment I saw your ‘invisible nature
understood through the things which are made. (Rom. 1.20) But I did not possess
the strength to keep my vision fixed. My weakness reasserted itself, and I returned
to my customary condition.57

That was his custom of thinking of God in sensuous terms, which he
learned from the Manichees.

It is true that Augustine used visual language to characterize intellectual
understanding.3® But nothing can have been further from his mind than a
dream-like experience. He ‘saw’ God’s ‘invisible nature’ with his ‘mind’s
eye, quoting Romans 1: 20, a verse he uses more than once in this
episode.5® Romans 1: 20 is taken to refer to the intellectual process of
moving from the ‘things that are made’ to the ‘invisible God’, though not
by interpreting the verse as a compressed cosmological argument, but as
warranting a movement through the mind to God, by a process of both
negation and elevation.®® The vision of the invisible God has to be, in the
nature of the case, not something sensual or quasi-sensual, such as a
dream or flash of light in the visual field. (‘If only they could see the
eternal to be inward!’61)

How else but by regarding the object of his ‘vision” as being something
non-visual could Augustine believe that what the Platonists instilled into
him, a way of thinking and of apprehending, recovered him from Mani-
chaeism? What is a non-visual vision like? Perhaps it is like an arresting
realization that comes immediately; in this case, the realization of God’s

o

6 Confessions, VIL.7.11.

57 Confessions, VIL.17.23.

58 Confessions, V11.10.16, VIL.12.18.

9 Confessions, VI1.10.16, VIL17.23, VIL.20.26.

60 As Calvin seems to have regarded it: Comm. Rom. 1: 20.
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essential spirituality, an intuitive realization arriving with the blinding
force of a flash of light, something that takes hold of the mind in the same
way that a blinding flash fills the visual field.

Besides ‘seeing, Augustine tells us that he also ‘heard.” ‘T heard in the way
one hears within the heart, and all doubt left me.62 Such seeing and hearing
cleared away his doubt. ‘I was in no kind of doubt to whom I should attach
myself, but was not yet in a state to be able to do that.¢3 Phrases like this are
of great significance, according to Menn. Augustine knows that such a God
exists because he has been vouchsafed a ‘glimpse’ of him.

It cannot be denied that through the ‘vision’ for the first time Augustine
became certain of God’s eternal life. ‘All doubt had been taken from me
that there is indestructible substance from which comes all substance. My
desire was not to be more certain of you but to be more stable in you.’** No
longer was a reference, for example, to divine immutability merely the
language of the Christian community, from now on it is the truth of
the matter. ‘By inward goads you stirred me to make me find it unendur-
able until, through my inward perception, you were a certainty to me.6>
According to Menn, Descartes was to be attracted by this Augustinian
certainty.

Such language, then, was not mere rhetoric, metaphor, something to be
allegorized away. It was directly revealed to him that God is immutable
truth, because for a fraction of a second it had come to him, as in a flash of
light, validating itself, that for there to be truths there must be the truth
itself, for there to be mutable things there must not only be the concept of
the immutable, but someone who is immutable—God is the immutable
one, with goodness to match. Little wonder that given the prevalence of
this impression of light Augustine thought that the ‘light’ occurring in the
Prologue to John’s Gospel referred to the same thing, though with the
added bonus, never to be derived from the Platonists, of the revelation of
the Incarnation of the Logos and the self-offering of this mediator.5¢

Menn treats Confessions VII as a case of faith seeking understanding, but
I think that this needs careful thinking about. For it is striking that the
language of the Augustinian ‘faith seeking understanding’ motif is notice-
ably absent from this episode, though it appears later, in book XI for
example. However we characterize Augustine’s ‘vision, it is not an inferred
conclusion from a process of ratiocination, though it was preceded
and followed by reasoning, but it has a highly immediate and intuitive,

62 Confessions, VI1.10.16. 63 Confessions, V11.16.22.
64 Confessions, VIIL1.1. 65 Confessions, VII.8.12.
66 Confessions, VI1.18.24.
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non-inferential, centre. And it resulted in permanent intellectual gain, the
assurance that this is the true God.%”

Menn is certainly correct to say that ‘Platonist philosophy reoriented
Augustine.’®8 It had a permanent effect, like finding the key to a secret
code. Nevertheless, important though this episode of the ‘books of the
Platonists’ was for Augustine—and it certainly left an abiding impression
on the rest of his thought—he quickly put it in its place, so to speak.

The mood of the narrative changes. There rapidly follows a Christian
commentary on the significance of the books: his estimate of them and of
the experience.® He sees his providential direction to them, and his use of
them, as only a contingent feature of his pilgrimage. The books were a
catalyst. They taught him that truth was invisible by proposing a method
for discovering this. However, he believes that he could have gained what
he in fact gained from the Platonists and more, from Scripture alone.
‘None of this is in the Platonist books’;70 in particular, no true knowledge
of the self. So while this important episode contributed to the Augustinian
project of knowing God and the soul, such knowledge cannot be said to
consist in this. That project was not a gift of the Platonists to Augustine,
not at least in his own estimate of things. Menn is good on the Christian
difference, and its place in Augustine’s search for wisdom.??

In his early dialogue on free will, de Libero Arbitrio (begun in 388, the
year following his conversion, and which was in effect a commentary on
the material that came to form a section of book VII of the Confessions’2),
Augustine attempts to communicate the vision discursively, or at least the
results of the vision. The de Libero mirrors the Confessions doctrinally—
the self and immutability, the significance of the willing of evil, the
privative nature of evil, and Augustine’s ‘all things considered’ theodicy.
Employing his familiar si fallor sum premise, he argues from consciousness
to God, from his own mutability to the immutable God. The soul estab-
lishes the certainty of the existence of God. So in the de Libero there is a
discursive equivalent of the ‘vision’ of the Confessions. It is the certainty
conveyed by the vision in the ratiocinative form of the de Libero that seems
to have attracted Descartes, of which more later.73

67 Confessions, VII. 21.7. 68 Menn 132.
6 Confessions, VI1.8.12 13. 70 Confessions, VIL.11.27.
71 Menn 197, 199. 72 Menn 123 7.

73 Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will, trans. A. S. Benjamin and L. H. Hackstaff (Indianapolis,
Ind.: Bobbs Merrill, 1964).
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CALVIN AND AUGUSTINE

In his use of Augustine what Calvin latches on to is what, for Augustine,
came after the vision, the knowledge of God and of ourselves which it
initiated and made possible. Although Calvin looks to the Bishop of
Hippo for much of his theological inspiration, or at least for the formula-
tion of it, we need to bear in mind that he is by no means an uncritical
Augustinian. This often comes out in incidental details. So in his work on
predestination, Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God, Calvin notes
that Augustine’s account of evil as a privation, which he accepts as true, is
nonetheless a subtlety ‘which does not satisfy many’;74 and elsewhere he is
critical of Augustine’s platonically influenced account of the creation:

Augustine, who is excessively addicted to the philosophy of Plato, is carried along,
according to custom, to the doctrine of ideas; that before God made the world, he
had the form of the whole building conceived in his mind; and so the life of those
things which did not yet exist was in Christ, because the creation of the world was
appointed in him. But how widely different this is from the intention of the
Evangelist we shall immediately see.”5

So one line of Calvin’s criticism is over the evident or avowed Platonism of
Augustine. We may also see such filtering of Augustine’s thought at work
in the way in which Calvin assimilates the Augustinian theme of the
interrelatedness of the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But it must
also be remembered that Calvin was never in agonies over Manichaeism
and over what might take its place.

So we should not assume, a priori, that in developing his thoughts on
the relation between the knowledge of God and of ourselves Calvin
slavishly follows Augustine. It is obvious that he cannot do that, for we
have seen that this theme is an important strand in his discussion of the
nature of faith, and the relationship between faith and assurance. And
though Augustine discusses the place of faith in justification, and the
relation of faith to belief (as we will note in Chapter 7), there is nothing
comparable in Augustine to Calvin’s discussion of the nature of faith. The
Reformation sola fide had intervened, as well as Calvin’s genius as a
‘theologian of the Holy Spirit.

For another thing, there appears to be nothing in Calvin’s experience
that corresponds to what, for Augustine, followed the reading of the books
of the Platonists. It is true that Calvin, by comparison with Augustine, was

74 Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God (1552), trans. J. K. S. Reid (London: Clarke, 1961), 169.
75 Comm. John’s Gospel 1: 3, perhaps a reference to Book XII of the Confessions.
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a very reticent, private individual. Nonetheless, he tells us something of his
conversion and of other turning points in his life, and from time to time
he mentions his own character traits. But even if we were to read portions
of the Institutes autobiographically, there is nothing that corresponds in
Calvin’s experience to Augustine’s ‘ascent. We have noted that at the
centre of Augustine’s experience of ‘ascent’ to God is both a metaphysical
and an epistemological conclusion. As a result, he both learns how to
think about God, and is certain of him. Through the use that he makes of
these conclusions, in the de Libero he endeavours to bring them to others
in a discursive way. There is nothing like this in Calvin—no vision, and no
concern to establish the certainty of God’s existence in such a manner.

Nevertheless, in the context of the Reformation and of his polemic
against the Church of Rome, Calvin was most certainly interested in
certainty, in the assured authority of Holy Scripture and what it teaches,
and in the assurance of faith, as we have already noted. Calvin believed
that he and all other Christians have certainty, or may have it, through the
work of the Holy Spirit illuminating the revealed truth of Holy Scripture.”¢
But of course he does not discuss the character of this certainty in
epistemological vein, carefully comparing it with that incorrigibility that
later on Descartes was to claim for his knowledge of himself—though it is
interesting that there is one isolated example of an Augustinian (and by
implication a Cartesian) turn of phrase. In his early Psychopannychia
(1542) a sustained polemic against the Anabaptist doctrines of post-
mortem ‘soul sleep’ and of ‘mortalism), commenting on Hebrews 11: 6
(‘they desire a better country’), Calvin says:

Here our opponents argue as follows: If they desire a heavenly country, they do
not already possess it: We, on the contrary, argue; If they desire, they must exist,
for there cannot be desire without a subject in which it resides.””

Calvin here commits himself to ‘Necessarily, if A desires, then A exists’
This was, for him, in the case in hand, a refutation of the doctrine of
‘mortalism’, the belief that at the death of the body the soul also died,
albeit temporarily, a refutation drawn from a premise of Holy Scripture.
Despite at least one commentator drawing a parallel with Descartes’s
cogito, it would be unwise to ascribe any greater epistemological signifi-
cance to it than Calvin supplies in the context.”® It is an exaggeration to
suppose that ‘[bJoth Calvin and Descartes start from an Augustinian
premise, namely that personal experience is our gate of access to being.

76 Inst. 1.7. 77 Psychopannychia, in Selected Works, iii. 473.
78 George Tavard, The Starting Point of Calvin’s Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000), 103.
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Calvin, however, places the experience of the self in desire rather than, as
Descartes does, in thought.7® This is to promote an inference from a
biblical text into a fundamental epistemic principle. It is not so much
the individual experience of desire but the fact of post-mortem desire
from which Calvin draws the inference that therefore there must be post-
mortem awareness.

Further, Calvin’s appreciation of divine transcendence was couched in
much more negative terms than Augustine’s; he stresses the incomprehen-
sibility of God, the ‘secrets’ of his providence and grace, the fact that we
cannot know God ‘in himself’, and the inscrutability of his will. Calvin was
not so much concerned with scepticism as with what does and ought to
count as the knowledge of God in the Church. No mere assent, not
implicit faith, was sufficient, only explicit trust in God as he is to us, the
God of the covenant, the God of promise. So, much of what there was of
value for Descartes in Augustine passes Calvin by.

In addition, Calvin differs rather markedly from Augustine in one
respect that we have not so far brought out very fully, and this also will
be significant when, in the next chapter, we consider the question of the
reception of Descartes and Cartesianism in the Reformed Churches. We
noted at the beginning of the chapter that in the opening sentences of the
Institutes not only does Calvin assert the importance of the knowledge of
God and of ourselves, but he imparts his own distinctive emphasis to this.
He finds in our knowledge of God as Creator another source of wisdom.
Calvin here opens the door on to a significant difference between
Augustine and himself over what I will call ‘worthwhileness’, a difference
which at the same time brings him nearer to Descartes. We now go on
briefly to look at this, and to tease out some of its importance for our
theme.

Contrary to a widespread misconception, Augustine certainly had a
positive view of the body, and of the physical world in general. It was after
all the creation of God, and was originally good. And he had been
emancipated from Manichaean dualism. Yet he never ceased to be
concerned with his own physicality and with what he judged to be its
negative impact on his life with God. The external world was also dis-
tracting. The lizard on the wall is something that, despite himself, fascin-
ated Augustine. But it is a distraction which results in his mind being
filled with ‘a mass of empty thoughts’8° not something to be interested in
or to wonder at. For Augustine, the place of the physical world was an

79 Tavard, Starting Point, 103. 80 Confessions, X.35.57.
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element in a lifelong tension, a deep strain in his thought between use and
enjoyment, uti and frui—a strain revealed, for example, in human friend-
ship, and in his reaction to the death of his mother, Monica.8!

Augustine sets out the distinction between wuti and frui in a rather
deadpan, matter of fact way in his On Christian Teaching:

There are some things which are to be enjoyed, some which are to be used, and
some whose function is both to enjoy and use. Those which are to be enjoyed
make us happy; those which are to be used assist us and give us a boost, so to
speak, as we press on towards our happiness, so that we may reach and hold fast
to the things which make us happy. And we, placed as we are among things of
both kinds, both enjoy and use them; but if we choose to enjoy things that are to
be used, our advance is impeded and sometimes even diverted, and we are held
back, or even put off, from attaining things which are to be enjoyed, because we
are hamstrung by our love of lower things.82

Yet things are not always that clear for Augustine:

When you enjoy a human being in God, you are enjoying God rather than that
human being. For you enjoy the one by whom you are made happy, and you will
one day rejoice that you have attained the one in whom you now set your hope of
attaining him . .. Yet the idea of enjoying someone or something is very close to
that of using someone or something together with love.83

There is enough ambivalence here to have provoked a justifiable scholarly
controversy over the relation of uti to frui in Augustine.84

Calvin has a different emphasis. He does not seem to have been plagued
by physical temptations as Augustine was, any more than he was attracted
by the pull of Platonism, and, as a consequence, and as a part of his
reaction against the medieval clergy-laity distinction, he himself sup-
ported secular disciplines and callings, and emphasized, with Luther,
their legitimacy. He was, after all, at one time destined for the law, and
then set out to become a Renaissance scholar. In his conversion he does
not turn his back on all this, but comes to have a different estimate of it.

At the personal level he did not feel the strain between uti and frui as
Augustine did. He was aware of the dangers of misusing things below, and
setting one’s affection on things below and not on things above. We will

81 On one aspect of this tension see Paul Helm, ‘Augustine’s Griefs, in William E. Mann (ed.),
Augustine’s Confessions (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005).

82 On Christian Teaching, trans. R. P. H. Green (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 9.

83 On Christian Teaching, 25.

84 For a summary of this see Raymond Canning, ‘uti/frui} in Allan D. Fitzgerald (ed.), Augustine
Through the Ages (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1999).
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look at this, and at the different kind of strain that it imposes on Calvin’s
thought, in Chapter 10. Nevertheless, in drawing the distinction between
‘things below’ and ‘things above’, a distinction he took, of course, from the
New Testament,3> and giving overriding importance to the second, Calvin
recognized the legitimacy of the first in a way that Augustine found it
difficult to do. He was comfortable with the everyday world in a way that
Augustine never was, not at least after his conversion.

As far as one can tell Calvin finds little or no tension in uti and frui
because he thinks, in a fairly straightforward way, that the same things can
be both used and enjoyed. This is because he believed that many created
things possess features which are at one and the same time both useful and
enjoyable, and are designed as such by their creator. In his treatment of
marriage he writes that man may ‘enjoy a help-meet for him’,8¢ something
that it would be difficult to imagine Augustine saying. In his discussion of
the present life and its helps it is striking that Calvin has a positive view of
life which goes well beyond regarding it as merely a disposable means to a
greater end. There is not only necessity, but delight:

For if we are to live, we must use the necessary supports of life; nor can we even
shun those things which seem more subservient to delight than to necessity. We
must therefore observe a mean, that we may use them with a pure conscience,
whether for necessity or for pleasure.87

He refers to

some good and holy men who, when they saw intemperance and luxury perpetually
carried to excess, if not strictly curbed, and were desirous to correct so pernicious an
evil, imagined that there was no other method than to allow man to use corporeal
goods only in so far as they were necessaries: a counsel pious indeed, but unneces-
sarily austere; for it does the very dangerous thing of binding consciences in closer
fetters than those in which they are bound by the word of God.88

Calvin counsels moderation, and enjoyment, not abstinence. Our guide is
to discern the end for which God gave us the gifts. They are for our good,
not our ruin:

Now then, if we consider for what end he created food, we shall find that he
consulted not only for our necessity, but also for our enjoyment and delight. Thus
in clothing, the end was, in addition to necessity, comeliness and honour; and in
herbs, fruits and trees besides their various uses, gracefulness of appearance and
sweetness of smell. .. The natural qualities of things themselves demonstrate to

85 [nst. 111.10.2. 86 [nst. 11.8.41.
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what end, and how far, they may be lawfully enjoyed. Has the Lord adorned
flowers with all the beauty which spontaneously presents itself to the eye, and the
sweet odour which delights the sense of smell, and shall it be unlawful for us to
enjoy that beauty and this odour? What? Has he not so distinguished colours as to
make some more agreeable than others? Has he not given qualities to gold and
silver, ivory and marble, thereby rendering them precious things above other
metals and stones? In short, has he not given many things a value without having
any necessary use?s®

No tension here, then, between use and enjoyment or delight. Certainly not
an emphasis upon the first to the exclusion of the second, but moderate
enjoyment, moderate delight, as expressed in this amusing passage:

For many are so devoted to luxury in all their senses that their mind lies buried; many
are so delighted with marble, gold, and pictures, that they become marble-hearted—
are changed as it were into metal, and made like painted figures. The kitchen, with its
savoury smells, so engrosses them that they have no spiritual savour.%

This outlook translates itself into Calvin’s regard for secular callings,
including those of philosophy, law, and medicine, as quaintly expressed
in Arthur Golding’s translation of part of a sermon on Job:

Furthermore, they have also trades and handicraftes: as, one is a Baker, another a
Plowman, another a Shoomaker, and another a Clothyer: and all these trades are
the gift of God, and they be common, as well to the unbelevers, as to the faythfull
whome God hath inlightened by his holy spirite.. . . to speake of some handicraft:
before a man come to be cunning in the occupation, he shall find straunge things:
yea there are some woorkes that require such cunning, as ye would woonder.
Howe is this possible to be done, will men say? Howe coulde men know where
Golde lyeth in the earth? Beholde men make Salt of water. Howe commeth that to
passe? Surely even bycause God has given men the skill . . . When wee once knowe
these things, wee thinke them not straunge at all, but yet is it God that hath given
us the skill of them9!

Calvin and Calvinism, while generally Augustinian in outlook, had a
regard for those callings that proved to be the seedbed of modern science,
and so of modern industry—an outlook that was quite foreign to August-
ine himself. The wisdom of God could be known in these ways also, and
those who are properly versed in them would become, in their turn, wise.
Such wisdom is enjoyable and worth having for its own sake, even though

89 [nst. 11L.10.2. 90 [nst. 111.10.3.
91 Sermons of Maister John Calvin, upon the Book of Job, trans. Arthur Golding (London, 1574; repr.
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it is eclipsed by God’s saving wisdom as revealed in Jesus Christ, the key to
which is the fear of God.

CALVIN AND DESCARTES

An attempt at a positive comparison between Calvin and Descartes is
likely to be met by pained surprise. And yet there is some initial warrant
for this in what Stephen Menn has shown to be the Augustinianism of
Descartes; both Calvin and Descartes are ‘Augustinians.’ In this last section
of the chapter we will consider how the Augustinian motif of the knowl-
edge of God and of ourselves was modified in the hands of Descartes, by
comparison with how it fared with Calvin. The differences outweigh the
similarities. Nevertheless, the existence of a common Augustinian frame-
work might have meant that Cartesianism could have succeeded better
than it did as the philosophy of the Reformed.

Descartes, like Calvin, has interesting things to say about the knowledge
of God and of ourselves, though from the side of philosophy. In dedicating
his Meditations on First Philosophy to the Dean and Doctors ‘of the Sacred
Faculty of Theology in Paris’, Descartes says:

I have always considered that the two questions respecting God and the Soul were
the chief of those that ought to be demonstrated by philosophical. . . argument. ..
And, in truth, I have noticed that you, along with all the theologians, did not only
affirm that the existence of God may be proved by the natural reason, but also that it
may be inferred from the Holy Scriptures, that knowledge about Him is much
clearer than that which we have of many created things, and, as a matter of fact, is so
easy to acquire, that those who have it not are culpable in their ignorance.?2

He quotes Romans 1: 20 in support, which, as we have noted, was also a
favourite text of Augustine in Confessions book VII and also a source for
Calvin of his doctrine of the sensus divinitatis and possibly of cosmological
arguments. Descartes thinks that that text warrants the view that ‘all that
which can be known of God may be made manifest by means which are
not derived from anywhere but from ourselves, and from the simple
consideration of the nature of our minds’ While characteristically
Cartesian, this is a rather narrowly defined understanding of the Apostle
Paul’s reference to the knowlege of God being plain to everyone (Rom. 1:
19). Treating these two issues philosophically means proving them by the

92 The Philosophical Works of Descartes, ed. E. A. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1931), i. 133 4.
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natural reason alone. This is a procedure that is so easy to acquire that
those who fail to do so are ‘without excuse’—also no doubt a reference to
Romans 1: 20). It is interesting that he places establishing the existence of
God in order before distinguishing body and proving soul. ‘I prove that
there is a God, and that the human soul differs from the body’93 The latter
is a means to the former. It is often said that for Descartes God plays
second fiddle to the human self, that his philosophy is man-centred, not
God-centred. But this is not altogether true. Yet, having said this, there is a
distinctly elitist flavour about his project, since he alleges that many
cannot follow the proofs.94

Menn argues that the knowledge of the soul plays a subordinate role for
Descartes. His main aim is to use it to arrive at the knowledge of God,
from which the rest of our certain knowledge is to flow. On this account
Descartes’s second Meditation does not aim to establish the existence of
the mind de novo, in a situation of total scepticism. As Menn points out, in
Descartes’s letter to Picot, the translator of the Principles, he does not deny
that from all time there has been knowledge of his true principles, God
and the soul, though less so in the case of God, which

has been placed in doubt by certain people because they have ascribed too much
to the perceptions of the senses, and because God can neither be seen nor
touched. But although all the truths which I place in my Principles have been
known from all time and by all men, nevertheless there has never yet been any one, as
far as I know, who has recognised them as the principles of philosophy, that is to say,
as principles from which may be derived a knowledge of all things that are in the
world: that is why it here remains to me to prove that they are such.%

What Descartes is attempting to establish clearly and distinctly is the
nature of the soul as an incorporeal substance, and so to use it as a
principle for an argument for the existence of God. When everything is
made doubtful, I know that I am conscious, and therefore that I exist.
When everything else about me besides my soul is made doubtful, I know
that God exists. What matters according to Menn is the third Meditation,
and what it establishes, not the second, which is simply a prologue to it.
Because his quest is philosophical, not religious, as a philosopher Des-
cartes does not value the soul and its states in the way that Augustine and
Calvin do. It is an epistemological springboard for a conclusion about
God, and via God to the external world, where the real meat is.

93 Philosophical Works, i. 136. 94 Philosophical Works, i. 135.
95 Philosophical Works, i. 209.
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Descartes regards himself as prosecuting the project of Leo X (1475—
1521) in the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-17) to provide philosophical
arguments for the immortality of the soul. His basic idea is: theological
arguments, which proceed from Scripture, do not provide us with dem-
onstrable certainty, and they are thus not of much use apologetically. So
philosophical arguments whose theological conclusions are certain are
preferable. He believes that he can provide a limited number of these.
He recognizes that his work is philosophical, not theological, and begs for
it the protection of the Paris Faculty. With such an endorsement, together
with a request for the correction of any of his errors (not something that
Descartes generally welcomed), he somewhat optimistically concludes
that ‘henceforward all the errors and false opinions which have ever
existed regarding these two questions will soon be effaced from the
minds of men.96

Although he is concerned with the knowledge of God and of ourselves,
he does not regard the acquiring of such knowledge to be reciprocal, as
Calvin did. For Descartes, the one leads to the other, but it does not
involve the other. This is in a way a consequence of the fact that Descartes’s
is a philosophical project, since the knowledge in question besides being
immune to scepticism is also purely theoretical. Or perhaps we should
say primarily theoretical. It would be rash to say more, in view of the fact
that the proof of the existence of God via his principle of causality (in
Meditation III) results in meditation of a more religious cast. Descartes
pauses in his philosophical quest to ‘contemplate God Himself, to ponder
at leisure His marvellous attributes, to consider, and admire, and adore,
the beauty of this light so resplendent, at least as far as the strength of my
mind, which is in some measure dazzled by the sight, will allow me to
do s0.97

Given this, Calvin would hardly have been warranted in concluding that
the knowledge of God which forms Descartes’s quest is the sort of knowledge
that “flits in the brain’, even though no doubt what Descartes here aspires to
falls short of that knowledge of God and of ourselves which Calvin wrote the
Institutes in order to foster. Calvin would also have taken comfort from the
reserve with which Descartes treats the human mind’s approach to God.
Descartes claims in the ‘Preface to the Reader’ of the Meditations that
atheism is fostered by an anthropomorphic account of God, and by philo-
sophical rationalism which attributes ‘so much strength and wisdom to our
minds that we even have the presumption to desire to determine and

96 Philosophical Works, 1. 136. 97 Philosophical Works, 1. 171.
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understand that which God can and ought to do.?8 Calvin himself could not
have expressed the limitations of our knowledge of God in se any better.

In the Meditations Descartes subjects his own claims to such knowledge
to a series of unrelenting sceptical doubts. In this, Menn has plausibly
argued, he is heavily influenced by Augustine’s ascent and the certainty
that he enjoyed as a result; or perhaps, more cynically, Descartes sees the
advantage to be gained by avowing the importance of Augustinian themes.
He himself believes that he finds this indubitable foundation in the
knowledge that he has of himself. But this knowledge is rather meagre,
about as meagre as can be; it is merely the knowledge that he has a self, and
that that self is an immaterial substance whose essence is consciousness,
that even when he is doubting there is something that is doing the
doubting of which he is indubitably aware, namely his own consciousness.
The foundation of his certainty is in his consciousness as such rather than
any particular content of his consciousness. It is this alone that provides it
with sufficient epistemic strength to function as an epistemological foun-
dation. Cogito, ergo sum. His foundationalism is thus anthropocentric and
in this sense ‘secular’, though by taking the next step he intends it to lead
to the sure knowledge of God.

Menn plausibly argues that from 1628 onwards Descartes sees his
project to be that of providing certain knowledge that will be a basis for
a new science in the Augustinian terms of the knowledge of God and the
soul.?? This project is unmistakably philosophical. The knowledge gained
is not deeply personal and affective, or reciprocal, as it was with Augustine
(and of course with Calvin), but (what is crucial for Descartes) it is
theoretically certain and so, as he believes, impregnable. In keeping with
this theoretical quest Descartes sees wisdom as consisting not in the
knowledge of God and the soul in the Augustinian and Calvinian manner,
but in the accumulation of as much knowledge as possible,19° and the
(theoretical) knowledge of God and of the soul provide necessary condi-
tions for such knowledge.

Menn claims that Descartes’s project intersects with that of the
Counter-Reformation in its advocacy of an Augustinian, non-Aristotelian
philosophical approach to knowledge. He argues for this, in brief, as
follows. Descartes tells the Sorbonnistes that

many who were aware that I had cultivated a certain Method for the resolution of
difficulties of every kind in the Sciences—a method which it is true is not novel,

98 Philosophical Works, i. 138. 99 Philosophical Works, i. 100.
100 Philosophical Works, 1. 204.
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since there is nothing more ancient than the truth, but of which they were aware
that I had made use successfully enough in other matters of difficulty—I have
thought that it was my duty also to make trial of it in the present matter.10!

According to Menn this is a reference to the so-called Bérulle incident at the
end of 1628, the occasion of Descartes’s ‘turning point. Cardinal Pierre de
Bérulle was the leader of the Catholic Counter-Reformation in France. Under
pressure from Bérulle, Descartes publicly distanced himself from some pub-
licly debated philosophical proposals of le sieur de Chandoux, at a meeting at
which Bérulle was present. During the course of his remarks Descartes hinted
at his own position. As a consequence Bérulle later had a private discussion
with Descartes at which he solemnly warned the philosopher of his responsi-
bility ‘before the sovereign Judge of men for the wrong he would have done
the human race in withholding from it the fruit of his meditations.102

Menn’s case that Descartes came to adopt a role as the proponent of a
Counter-Reformation Augustinian philosophy is strengthened by the
explicit contrast Descartes draws between himself and Aristotle.1?> On
Descartes’s view, Aristotelian philosophy can only provide arguments that
are probable. Augustinianism alone is the road to certainty. Besides this
emphasis on God and the soul, Descartes strikes other distinctively
Augustinian notes; first, the Augustinian claim, embodied in his repeated
Si fallor sum, to have immediate knowledge of the self.1%¢ And just as
Augustine explains the origin of evil in the departure of the will from God,
so in the fifth Meditation (for example) Descartes provides a free-will
account of the origin of another evil, human error, the will overreaching
itself.19> He in effect provides a free-will defence against the charge that
God is the author of error. Error is thus a form of non-being, another
Augustinian note, though not one that, as we have seen, Calvin himself is
enthusiastic about.106

So, what are we to say about Calvin and Descartes? The knowledge of
God and of ourselves, and the appeal to Romans 1, surely provides a
common framework, whatever the differences. Echoing Paul, for Des-
cartes God is understood from the things that have been made (Rom. 1:

101 Philosophical Works, i. 134 5. 102 Menn 48.

103 Tetter to Picot, in Philosophical Works, i. 203 4.

104 Strangely enough, Menn sees no significant correspondence between the si fallor sum of
Augustine and the cogito ergo sum of Descartes (Menn 232 3, 327, 330 1). For interesting discussion
of the two see Gareth B. Matthews, Thought’s Ego in Augustine and Descartes (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1992). Among Descartes’s contemporaries, Mersenne, Colvius, and Arnauld each
noted the resemblance between Augustine’s and Descartes’s reasoning (Matthews, Thought’s Ego, 11).

105 Philosophical Works, 1. 175. 106 Philosophical Works, i. 172 3.
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20), in particular one thing that has been made, the soul. Both therefore
ascribe a primacy to epistemology, though differently construed. Calvin
makes no appeal to theoretical certainty, for epistemological grounding
lies in reasons which yield ‘opinion.” One can only go further than opinion
in regard to the knowledge of God by means of the Holy Spirit’s witnessing
to the internal evidence of Scripture. So the Holy Spirit does most of the
epistemological heavy lifting.

Nevertheless, the concepts of philosophy may be used to give us an
understanding of theological ideas, particularly where these ideas are
challenged. And the theologian may thus borrow, fairly eclectically, from
his philosophical colleagues, as he judges fit. Descartes’s programme
surely falls well within the generous boundaries inside which, according
to Calvin, the sensus divinatis operates in fallen human nature. Further, a
positive endorsement of Descartes’s first proof of God’s existence in the
Meditations could not be ruled out, given the ambiguity of Calvin’s
attitude to discursive proofs of God’s existence in the Institutes and
elsewhere. It is not unreasonable to think that Calvin may have been
receptive to certain kinds of natural theology, and it is clear that he was
receptive to probabilistic arguments in support of the authority of Scrip-
ture. He was no stranger to the idea that the true knowledge of God may
have aspects that are capable of being considered purely theoretically, just
as he believed that aspects of the soul may legitimately be investigated by
philosophers more thoroughly than is necessary for purely religious or
theological purposes.197

More generally, Calvin was a theologian respectful of the achievements
of the philosophers, and even of their speculations, and with a positive
view of ‘science’ and of its potential for human good and the glory of God.
Yet while Descartes thinks of philosophy in almost exclusively epistemo-
logical terms he does employ the conceptual and metaphysical distinctions
of the philosophical and theological tradition: essence and accident,
privation, degrees of reality, various concepts of causation, and so forth.
So to follow Descartes’s approach would not be completely to separate
philosophy from theology, yet it would be to insulate theology from
epistemology, for according to Descartes epistemology is the exclusive
province of philosophy and its main business. The consequence of such a
separation is that for Descartes theology must exist in a kind of epistemic
backwater in which it becomes increasingly fideistic and pragmatic in
character, taking on an almost exclusively ethical role. In the next chapter

107 Inst. 1.15.6.
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we will see his tendency to treat theology as something insulated from
philosophy (understood almost exclusively as epistemology) at work in
the Conversation with Burman, in Descartes’s plea to keep theology simple.
Theology, in so far as it is warranted, arises from an act of faith understood
as an act of the will, the commitment to a religious authority.



2

Descartes and Reformed Theology

CaLviIN’s attitude to philosophy has two characteristics. The first, as we
have seen, is that he commits himself to the ancient quest for wisdom
through self-knowledge. By and large he subscribes to the Augustinian
version of this quest, that true wisdom consists in the knowledge of God
and of ourselves. We have compared his outlook both with that of August-
ine and with Descartes, who also frames his epistemology in Augustinian
terms, and we have noted important similarities but also significant differ-
ences between the two. The second characteristic is that his attitude to
philosophy and the classical philosophers is somewhat eclectic, as I tried to
show in John Calvin’s Ideas. We need to keep these two characteristics in
mind in what follows. Part of our enquiry in this chapter is to see to what
extent Calvin bequeathed this eclecticism to Reformed Orthodoxy.!

We will do this by raising a question about the way in which Reformed
theology developed in the era of Reformed Orthodoxy. The question is:
Could not Cartesianism (that is, the main philosophical tenets and out-
look of Descartes) have provided a philosophical underpinning for the
Reformed theological curriculum, instead of the Aristotelianism that in
some quarters at least became fairly entrenched? Or, putting the point
more gently, could not Cartesianism have been a more prominent element
in the eclecticism that underlay Reformed Orthodoxy? Here, of course,
these questions relate solely to the coincidence or otherwise of ideas and
interests, not the actual historical forces at work. So these questions are
raised in a relatively abstract way, at the level of concepts and arguments
rather than of historical forces.

THE RECEPTION OF CARTESIANISM

It is well known that, somewhat at odds with Calvin’s own rather eclectic
stance, the Reformed Churches in Geneva, and in Holland, though to a

1 On this see, for example, Aza Goudriaan, Reformed Orthodoxy and Philosophy, 1625 1750 (Leiden:
Brill, 2006), 54 5,119 21. He cites, among others, Gisbert Voetius (1589 1676) and Petrus van Mastricht
(1630 1706).
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lesser extent in England and Scotland, pretty soon adopted a version of
Aristotelianism as the basis for the teaching of philosophy and theology,
though some flirted with Ramism as a philosophical option. This adop-
tion was chiefly but not only at the level of scholastic method rather than
Aristotelian doctrine. So Aristotle’s account of causality was widely em-
ployed, but also an Aristotelian view of the person, but not (say) Aristotle’s
conviction that matter is eternal. By and large, mainstream Reformed
theologians rejected the newfangled (as they saw it) philosophy of Des-
cartes when it emerged in the 1640s on both philosophical and theological
grounds, grounds that were (I think it is fair to say) mixed up with a good
deal of politics as well. But there is evidence that the degree of entrench-
ment of Aristotelianism varied among the theologians, and also that some
among them were attracted to Cartesianism, again with varying degrees of
enthusiasm. Some, a minority, found Descartes congenial, though mod-
ifying his views even as they appropriated them. We will now consider
some of this evidence.

In Utrecht those who held that Aristotelianism was in some sense
integral to the right understanding of Scripture naturally enough reacted
to Descartes with hostility. One only has to think of the attack on
Descartes by Gisbert Voetius, Professor of Theology in Utrecht, following
the Cartesian teaching first of Henricius Reneri (1593-1639) and of Henric-
ius Regius (1598-1679) in Utrecht, and then of the Reformed theologian
Abraham Heidanus (1597-1678) in Leiden.

One might imagine from the tone and the attitude of remarks of Descartes
to and about Voetius that he was simply an antiquarian who was incapable of
thinking a new thought. But the picture that J. A. van Ruler? and more
recently Aza Goudriaan paint is of a person with a fully worked-out philo-
sophical theology which inter alia integrated theology and physical science,
giving primacy, of course, to theology. To Voetius, a philosophical view that
entails an obvious theological error must itself be erroneous.

Some of the complexities at work in Reformed Orthodoxy’s encounter
with Descartes can be seen in connection with the idea of creatio ex nihilo.
The position of the Orthodox, at least as represented by Petrus van Mas-
tricht (1630-1706), is that the creation of matter occurred on the first day of
Genesis 1, and on the subsequent days God continued the work of creatio ex
nihilo by creating substantial forms. So that creatio ex nihilo was spread

2 J. A. van Ruler, The Crisis of Causality: Voetius and Descartes on God, Nature and Change (Leiden:
Brill, 1995).
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over a period of time, and thereafter the creation was conserved, allowing
for a clear distinction between creation and conservation.

Van Mastricht was aware that this is sharply at odds with the more
evolutionary ideas of Descartes:

Although He had not, to begin with, given this world any other form than that of
chaos, provided that the laws of nature had once been established and that He had
lent His aid in order that its action should be according to its wont, we may well
believe, without doing outrage to the miracle of creation, that by this means alone
all things which are purely material might in course of time have become such as
we observe them to be at present.3

Naturally enough, van Mastricht offers objections to such claims.*

However, in his account of the creation in the Institutes Calvin appears
to write in terms that at the very least permit ‘creation’ to be reserved for
the original chaos, and the work of the other five ‘days of creation’ to be,
strictly speaking, the development of the chaos:

From this history [Genesis 1] we learn that God, by the power of his Word and
Spirit, created the heavens and the earth out of nothing (creasse ex nihilo); that
thereafter he produced (produxisse) things inanimate and animate of every kind,
arranging an innumerable variety of objects in admirable order, giving each kind
its proper nature, office, place, and station; at the same time as all things were
liable to corruption, providing for the perpetuation of each single species,
cherishing some by secret methods, and, as it were, from time to time instilling
new vigour into them, and bestowing on others a power of continuing their race,
so preventing it from perishing at their own death.>

This, at least, is how B. B. Warfield interprets Calvin’s words:

With Calvin, while the perfecting of the world—as its subsequent government—
is a process, creation, strictly conceived, tended to be thought of as an act. ‘In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth’: after that it was not ‘creation’
strictly so called, but ‘formation’, gradual modelling into form, which took place.®

Here it may be thought that in the matter of creation and conservation
Calvin is closer to Descartes than he is to the Aristotelianism of the

3 The Philosophical Works of Descartes, ed. E. A. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1931), 1. 109 (Discourse on Method, pt. V).

4 Goudriaan 108 9.

5 Inst. 1.14.20.

6 ‘Calvin’s Doctrine of Creation, in Calvin and Calvinism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1931), 299.
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Orthodox. But to be balanced against this is Descartes’s reluctance to
admit the occurrence of anomalies such as miracles.

In his discussion of the impact of Descartes on Voetius, J. A. van Ruler
has focused on the issue of the nature of causation. In doing so he has
provided a fascinating insight into the way in which, by the time of
Voetius, Aristotelianism, particularly the Aristotle of the Christian com-
mentaries on his philosophy, had become deeply integrated into Voetius’
Reformed theology. On the evidence provided by Voetius’ essay ‘On the
Natures and Substantial Forms of Things’” he took it for granted that
Aristotle’s essentialism, expressed in terms of form and matter, provides
powerful support for the Genesis account of creation according to kinds
and for the distinction between primary and secondary causation. The
orders of creation are orders of Aristotelian essences, and it became almost
unthinkable to Voetius that such firm fabric woven from Scripture and
Aristotle could be supplanted by a more developmental or evolutionary
view by the upstart Descartes.?

Voetius celebrates this interweaving of theology and philosophy by his
estimate of the importance, even the necessity, of Aristotelianism not only
for endorsing the Genesis account of creation of kinds, but for elaborating
the biblical view of the divine upholding of the creation, and holding in
appropriate tension the respective metaphysical roles of secondary causa-
tion and its relation to God, the primary cause. The divine conservation
was understood to be an upholding and keeping in being of creaturely
orders of things which were, due to Aristotle’s teleology (as developed in
book II of the Physics), themselves centres of agency. A cow had a particu-
lar telos, a tree another kind of telos, and so on (mules provided an
interesting ‘hard case’ to this account), and God as the primary cause
upheld and concurred in the activity of the created order by governing the
various kinds and their members to their ends and, ultimately, to his own
end. This is, of course, only one case of Aristotelian influence, and does
not of itself signal a general appropriation of Aristotle. Perhaps Voetius
thought Descartes’s idea posed a threat because of its own hegemonic
tendencies, or because of its physical mechanism, but that it could other-
wise have been utilized in the usual eclectic fashion. Voetius may, in
addition, have honestly believed that Aristotle simply codified common
sense.

7 This short essay is a defence of substantial forms and individual natures. It can be found in
G. Voetius, Selectarum Disputationum Pars Prima (Utrecht, 1648).

8 However, note Goudriaan’s comments (116, 120) that Voetius was somewhat relaxed about
substantial forms.



44 Descartes and Reformed Theology

Voetius learned of the threat posed by Cartesian mechanism not only
from Descartes himself but also from Regius, a professor of theoretical
medicine at Utrecht and (to Descartes’s annoyance) a somewhat free and
easy exponent of his ideas.® Such mechanism endangered the alliance of
Aristotle and Scripture, because at one stroke it eliminated internal prin-
ciples of causation, internal forces, in favour of accounting for movement
and change by wholly external forces upon inert matter. Since in Voetius’
view the Bible taught creation after various kinds, and these kinds had
intrinsic powers, Cartesian mechanism cast a cloud over the authority of
the Bible. In principle it would be possible for there to be a materialistic
essentialism, with the Creator and human souls providing the telos, but in
fact at the purely physical level this was compromised by atomism. Van
Ruler notes the way in which Voetius astutely anticipates that given
Cartesianism ‘all created substances would merely be accidental beings,
collections, aggregates, and no essences or unique natures by themselves’.10

Furthermore, if there are no intrinsic forces, then Voetius believed that
occasionalism was inevitable. For if we think not only of the divine
moment-by-moment upholding of creation but also of the divine con-
cursus of the creation through time, and if there are no physical causal
forces, then God, in concurring with his creation, does so not by govern-
ing individual members of causal orders distinct from himself (other than
humankind, of course, which possesses free will), but by continuing to
impart physical forces to inert objects, forces of which he alone is the
immediate source.!!

Van Ruler comments: ‘Voetius™ insight into these matters and his
analysis of the consequences of the New Philosophy is remarkable. It
was only two years later, in 1645, that Pere Mesland was to discuss similar
topics with Descartes in connection with the physical explanation of
transubstantiation.12 So although there was novelty to Descartes’s ideas,
in another sense for Voetius it was old hat, a rehash of medieval occasion-
alism (if not in its premises then certainly in its conclusions), which earlier

9 Descartes and Regius quarrelled, and Descartes’s Notes Against a Certain Programme (1647) was
directed against Regius.

10 Van Ruler 241.

11 It could even be said that Voetius was being unwittingly prophetic of a later Calvinism that
internalized Lockean philosophy and Newtonian physics. Jonathan Edwards, for example, who largely
abandoned the metaphysics of primary and secondary causality, scarcely avoids occasionalism, if
indeed he does avoid it (see Oliver Crisp ‘How “Occasional” was Edwards’s Occasionalism?’, in Paul
Helm and Oliver D. Crisp (eds.), Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2003)). We will consider Edwards’s views further in Chapter 8.

12 Van Ruler 241 n.
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Christian thinkers (with the help of Aristotle) had rebutted and which
could therefore be treated with a cheerful disdain. We have concentrated
attention on van Ruler’s account of the dispute over causation. But there
is evidence that Voetius had other objections to Cartesianism, particularly
to its scepticism, and its anthropology, and its doctrine of God. Just as
important, and what made the rise of Cartesianism an issue in Utrecht,
was its potential to disturb the existing academic integration in the
University, in which a form of Aristotelianism was a common methodo-
logical component in philosophy, medicine, and theology.

The instance of Voetius, made prominent by the controversy with Carte-
sianism, illustrates how thorough the entrenchment of Aristotle within Bible
exposition and theological construction could become. He also exemplifies a
distinct theological attitude, according to which it is the role of the theolo-
gian, with the aid of philosophy, to fill in gaps in orthodox theology, and to
reduce if not to eliminate the recognition of ineffability in the biblical
account of things. Ineffability was not eliminated for Voetius, as is shown
by his idea of docta ignorantia, learned ignorance.'> Nevertheless, there is a
sense in which he sought answers to questions in a way that is rather foreign
to Calvin. For Calvin, too, there are distinct causal orders, as I tried to show
in John Calvin’s Ideas, but he is much less eager to develop philosophical
accounts of these, to make philosophical alliances, than was Voetius.

We move from Utrecht to Leiden. On the evidence provided by Theo
Verbeek!# the reaction in the two universities to the rise of Cartesianism
seems to have been rather different. As we have seen, due to the standing of
Voetius in Utrecht the reaction there was hostile on both theological and
philosophical grounds, though it also had an administrative and political
dimension. Somewhat differently, in Leiden the ‘crisis’ had the character of
a dispute between fellow academics, starting with a bitter disagreement
between Adriaan Heereboord (1614—61), who became Professor of Logic at
Leiden in 1648, and Adam Stuart (1591-1654), nominated over him in 1645,
and also to involve a running battle with Jacobus Revius (1586-1658), the
Regent of the Statencollege. Abraham Heidanus, who left the pulpit to
become Professor of Theology in Leiden in 1647, was a more avowed follower
of Descartes, and later there developed in Leiden what Verbeek refers to as a
Cartesian ‘network’,!5 in which Heidanus was involved.

13 Goudriaan 39, 120, 192.

14 Descartes and the Dutch: Early Reactions to Cartesian Philosophy 1637 1650 (Carbondale, Il.:
Southern Ilinois University Press, 1992).

15 Descartes and the Dutch, 70.
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Following a change in his own position around 1644, Heereboord
comes across as an enthusiastic Cartesian, though he was his own man.
The evidence suggests that he was temperamentally averse simply to
accepting philosophical views on the authority of Aristotle and integrating
them into Christian theology in Voetian fashion. He may be said, then, to
be against Voetian ‘rationalism}6 but it is important to note that he is not
against Voetian theology per se, for he endorsed Voetius’ orthodoxy. He
valued disputations (which Descartes hated) and encouraged his students
to argue and to look at both sides of the respective merits of Aristotelian-
ism and Cartesianism as handmaidens and allies of Reformed theology.1”
He seems to have had a genuinely philosophical spirit, while at the same
time being against speculation and the discussion of useless questions.!8
Heereboord defended the cogito on epistemological grounds (in prefer-
ence to sense experience),!® making objections to the enslavement of
theology to philosophical traditions, and defended Descartes both against
the charge of atheism and in his abandoning of substantial forms.2°

In his attempt to set out the relation of reason to faith Heereboord
makes the following points. In general, philosophy has independence
and so can pursue its own agenda, but its relation to theology is subordi-
nate to revelation (rather in the manner of faith seeking understanding),
providing reasoned support for the divine mysteries, which are above
reason and can only be apprehended. Reason, informed by the mysteries
of the faith, is therefore simply instrumental. These claims2! suggest a
generally more relaxed view of the relations between the two disciplines,
and a less optimistic view of an alliance between a developed philosophy
and the Christian faith. Heerebord avows the importance of the knowl-
edge of God and of oneself as a starting point,22 but it is unclear if he
means this in the Calvinian or in the Cartesian sense. He defends the use
of Cartesian doubt against the charge of scepticism, and seems to regard it

16 Verbeek’s phrase (Descartes and the Dutch, 38, 90). It would, I think, be fairer to say that what
Descartes challenged was a traditional view of the relation between Aristotle and the Christian faith.
But it was not simply traditional, or antiquarian, as Descartes liked to portray it, but was regarded by
its proponents not as the imposition of Aristotelian philosophy in an a priori fashion, but as a
cooperative endeavour undertaken in the spirit of ‘faith seeking understanding’.

17 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 36.

18 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 65.

19 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 37.

0 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 66.
21 These and other claims are set out verbatim by Verbeek (Descartes and the Dutch, 37 8).
22 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 38 9.

N
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more as an intellectual discipline for clearing the mind of prejudice
through intellectual self-examination.2?

While Heidanus was a minister he had written against Arminian and
Socinian theology before becoming attracted to Cartesianism?# and friendly
with Descartes. His theological orthodoxy was therefore not in question.
As noted, he was appointed Professor of Theology in Leiden in 1647. He was
believed to have written the preface to Descartes’s Notes Against a Certain
Programme, composed to rebut Regius’ ideas following his breach with him,
and had it printed, apparently without Descartes’s approval, in 1647. In
his earlier work he had taken exception to the Arminians’ appeal to ‘sound
reason, counter-arguing that the place of reason is never to judge the faith
but to provide a logical structure for it; that is, to maintain its coherence
and consistency.25 This may appear to be a modest endorsement of Carte-
sianism. But it was for transgressing (by his writings) the resolution of
the Curators of the University of Leiden of 1676, in which twenty Cartesian
and Cocceian ideas were rejected, that he was dismissed from his post. In
his later years Heidanus supported the occasionalist Arnold Geulincx
(1624-69),26 who in 1658 was forced out of Louvain, and went to Leiden,
becoming a Protestant and teaching there until his death, though never
attaining a professorship.

On the whole, Heidanus’ theological approach was more directly bib-
lical than theological, no doubt being supported in this by Johannes
Cocceius (1603—69), an early Covenant theologian, who joined the faculty
in 1650. Covenant theology, while fully orthodox, was more immediately
biblical in its procedure and so depended less on dogmatic theology and
the integration of philosophical concepts with it.

In his work on Copernicanism and the theological resistance to it from
some of the Reformed, Rienk Vermij suggests that there is not only a
coincidence between Cocceianism and Cartesianism, but that Cocceian-
ism may have flourished because of the impact of Cartesianism.?’

23 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 39. There is warrant for such a view in Descartes himself, as
when, in his letter to Picot, he recognizes that he is promoting to the principles of philosophy truths
which ‘have been known from all time and by all men’ (Philosophical Works, i. 209).

24 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 70.

25 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 70.

26 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 75.

27 The Calvinist Copernicans: The Reception of the New Astronomy in the Dutch Republic, 1575 1750
(Amsterdam: Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, 2002), 320, 323 4. This
suggestion may seem plausible, but it must be remembered that Covenant theology was also
independently developed in England and Scotland in cultures that seem to have been ignorant of or
indifferent to Cartesianism.
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Heidanus was also friendly with Johannes de Raey (1622—-1707), who gave
private lessons in Leiden on Cartesianism and held public disputations.
De Raey was happy, nonetheless, as far as theology is concerned, to be
known as a Voetian. ‘I am called a Voetian. I am not ashamed of it. ..
Voetius made many mistakes. He was a man like all of us. But he had some
significant virtues, t00.28

Heidanus, with others, attempted to integrate Cartesianism into aca-
demic teaching, including, of course, disputation, and they were also faced
with the problem of the relation of philosophy to the faculties of theology
and medicine.?® Verbeek says that those attracted to Cartesianism such as
Heidanus did not claim absolute certainty for the ideas of Descartes, and if
so they were in a position to utilize Cartesian philosophy in theology in a
way parallel to that of Voetius’ eclecticism. They did not need to defend
the method of doubt, nor the peculiarities of Descartes’s doctrine of
God.3° Whether this amounts to a rejection of Cartesian metaphysics, as
Verbeek claims, is not clear.3’ What nowadays are studied separately,
epistemology and metaphysics, were for Descartes tightly integrated,
since the cogito and what follows is for him the only possible route to
reliably acquiring metaphysical truths.

One of the more junior members of this Cartesian network of Reformed
thinkers which developed in Leiden in the 1640s was Francis Burman
(1628—79), then a student at Leiden. He became Professor of Theology in
Utrecht in 1662, which in itself suggests some weakening of opposition to
Cartesianism there. Descartes’s Conversation with Burman is an important
source not only of Cartesian philosophy but also of Descartes’s personal
theological ideas and his appreciation of the relation between philosophy
and theology. We will briefly consider this before returning to the main
question, concerning Cartesianism and Reformed Orthodoxy.

DESCARTES’S CONVERSATION WITH BURMAN

Examining the Conversation with Burman3? has two advantages: it has
a late date (1648), two years before Descartes’s death, and it is the report
of a conversation Descartes held with Francis Burman, a rather intelligent
twenty-year-old theological student from the Reformed community. By

28 Quoted by Verbeek (Descartes and the Dutch, 73).

29 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 77.

0 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 88.

1 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 88.

2 Translated with an introd. and commentary John Cottingham (Oxford: Clarendon, 1976).
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this time Descartes had encountered the opposition to his views from
Voetius, Revius, and others that we have been reviewing.

In the record of this conversation Descartes discloses some of his views
on certain theological topics, as well as his opinion on the distinction
between theology and philosophy. When questioned by Burman about the
relation of his view of human freedom to questions of choice and good or
evil he remarked:

We must leave the latter point for the theologians to explain. For the philosopher, it
is enough to study man as he is now in his natural condition. .. With regard to
supernatural matters, the theologians teach that this is an area where we are
corrupted through original sin: we need grace to enable us to recognize and pursue
the good in this sphere. Indeed, almost all sins have their source in ignorance, since
no one can pursue evil qua evil. So it is through his grace that God has promised us
eternal life—something no one would have thought of or ever aspired to—in
return for those good works of ours which in any case we were bound to perform.33

Another way of expressing the separateness was to emphasize that certain
truths depend upon revelation. Because of this, because they are given to us
by authority and not certified by reason, presumably, Descartes holds that

we cannot follow or understand their mutual connection in the same way [as
geometry]. And certainly Theology must not be subjected to our human
reasoning, which we use for Mathematics and for other truths, since it is
something we cannot fully grasp; and the simpler we keep it, the better Theology
we shall have. If the author thought anyone should abuse his Philosophy by
taking arguments from it and applying them to Theology, he would regret all the
trouble he had taken.?*

This looks like a recipe for keeping the two quite distinct, but at some
intellectual cost to theology, which must be kept simple, and pretty much
confined to the justification of keeping God’s commands:33

33 Conversation, 21 2. Descartes’s attitudes to such matters fluctuate between respect, indifference,
and hostility.

34 Conversation, 46.

35 What starts out by seeming to be a respectful attitude to theology and the divine revelation could
easily become something else. Van Ruler recounts the amusing meeting of Descartes with Anna Maria
van Schurman, a female student of Voetius. (She used to listen to Voetius’ lectures from a specially
prepared box so that she did not disturb the male students.) During a visit to Utrecht, Descartes found
her reading the Bible, showing his surprise that she should spend her time on a matter of such small
importance, adding that since he did not understand what Moses had to say he had abandoned
studying the Bible altogether. It is not hard to imagine the horror of the Reformed at one for whom the
clarity of innate ideas had supplanted the clarity of Scripture. Van Schurman vowed never to see
Descartes again (Van Ruler 257 n. 44).
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However, we can and should prove that the truths of Theology are not inconsist-
ent with those of Philosophy, but we must not in any way subject them to critical
examination . . . Why do we need to spend all this effort on Theology, when we see
that simple country folk have just as much chance as we have of getting to
heaven? This should certainly be a warning to us that it is much more satisfactory
to have a Theology as simple as that of country folk than one which is plagued
with countless controversies. This is how we corrupt Theology and open the way
for disputes, quarrels, wars and such like.36

Another reason for caution and simplicity in theology is that God has not
revealed to us all his purposes. He has hidden many matters from us, for
perhaps, for example, there are other worlds with creatures in them that
are superior to us and that we cannot imagine.3”

Sometimes he turns the tables on philosophy. We have already discussed
Voetius’ reaction to his dismissal of teleology. In the Conversation he
extends this to divine teleology, not of course denying it, but claiming
that the divine purposes are hidden from us:

[A]ll the purposes of God are hidden from us, and it is rash to want to plunge into
them. I am not speaking here of purposes which are known through revelation;
it is purely as a philosopher that I am considering them. It is here that we go
completely astray. We think of God as a sort of superman, who thinks up such
and such a scheme, and tries to realise it by such and such means. This is clearly
quite unworthy of God.?8

The only theological consequences that he himself appears to be prepared
to draw are from his philosophical account of God as a perfect being, and
the voluntaristic account that he gives of God’s will. In discussing with
Burman the eternality of God he holds that the enacted decrees of God are
unalterable, and that it is now impossible, metaphysically, to conceive the
content of some alternative divine decree.?®

Not only does Descartes wish to distance theology from philosophy, he
also downplays metaphysics in favour of the study of physical nature:

36 Conversation, 46 7. Compare his remarks on theology in the Discourse on Method: ‘I honoured
our theology and aspired as much as anyone to reach to heaven, but having learned to regard it as a
most highly assured fact that the road is not less open to the most ignorant than to the most learned,
and that the revealed truths which conduct thither are above our intelligence, I should not have dared
to submit them to the feebleness of my reasonings; and I thought that, in order to undertake to
examine them and succeed in so doing, it was necessary to have some extraordinary assistance from
above and to be more than a mere man’ (Philosophical Works, i. 85).

37 Conversation, 36.

38 Conversation, 19 20; see also 50.

39 Conversation, 32.
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It is sufficient to have grasped them [metaphysical questions] once in a general
way, and then to remember the conclusion. Otherwise, they draw the mind too
far away from physical and observable things, and make it unfit to study them. Yet
it is just these physical studies that it is most desirable for men to pursue, since
they would yield abundant benefits for life...It is sufficient to know the first
book of the Principles, since this includes those parts of Metaphysics which need
to be known for Physics and so on.*0

Yet Descartes sometimes ventures into offering his personal view of
more complex theological issues. So he claims that God’s ideas of possible
things are not independent of God’s will, depending upon his essence or
power, perhaps, but according to him they are subject to his will. In his
further discussion on the divine decrees, when he says that now it is
impossible to conceive of God’s decree as separable from himself, this is
a remark about our epistemological condition, not about what may
happen, given God’s sovereignty and perfection, in the nature of things.
If the unalterability of his decree is understood in this sense, Descartes
argues that God cannot be changed as a result of our prayers. His doctrine
of the immutability of the divine decree appears to take him in a predestin-
arian direction. Descartes holds that though we cannot at present under-
stand this, God is supremely sovereign, and everything, without
qualification, depends upon him. He has perfect freedom. However, we
also have a freedom which is as perfect as God’s, a thought familiar to the
reader of the Meditations:

Let everyone just go down deep into himself and find out whether or not he
has a perfect and absolute will, and whether he can conceive of anything
which surpasses him in freedom of the will. I am sure everyone will find that
it is as I say. It is in this, then, that the will is greater and more godlike than
the intellect.4!

It is this ‘godlike’ freedom, of course, that in the Meditations Descartes
reckons is the source of error.

The main general impression that one gains from the Conversation
is the way in which Descartes separates philosophy from theology, having
a fairly fideistic attitude to it, and rests satisfied with a definite
but simple metaphysical framework, preferring to give his attention to
physical nature.

40 Conversation, 30 1.
41 Conversation, 21.
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OTHER THEOLOGICAL CENTRES

Descartes’s mechanical philosophy came to be of interest in Geneva later
on, but here the story is rather different.#2 When his influence began to
be felt in Geneva through the arrival from Saumur of Jean-Robert
Chouet (1642—1731) to the Chair of Philosophy in 1669, the chief area
of concern for the authorities was focused on the current theological hot
potatoes: Was Chouet tarred with the brush of hypothetical universalism
and of the doctrine of the mediate imputation of Adam’s sin, question-
able doctrines which Saumur was disseminating? No questions seem to
have been raised about his Cartesianism. It appears that he was able to
satisfy the authorities as to his theological orthodoxy by separating
philosophy from theology, and by agreeing not to teach anything that
disturbed orthodoxy. In private correspondence, however, he uses Car-
tesianism in defence of a strong doctrine of divine sovereignty in his
controversy with the rationalistically inclined scholasticism of his erst-
while Saumurian colleague Claude Pajon. In his teaching he was more
interested in Cartesian mechanistic metaphysics than in Cartesian epis-
temology.#> Nevertheless, he shared the anti-authoritarianism of Des-
cartes, though limiting this to philosophy,** and was more interested in
experimental science than was Descartes. He was able to present the
conclusions of his scientific work as probabilistic and provisional, and so
not threatening to theological orthodoxy.> Interestingly, he shared this
attitude of the distinctness of theology and philosophy with his orthodox
theological colleague Francis Turretin (1623-87), Professor of Theology
in Geneva, who was himself far from hostile to the new philosophy of
nature.46

In his Institutes of Elenctic Theology (1679—85) Francis Turretin illustrates
the rather uneasy way in which Cartesianism was domesticated. Writing of
the relation of philosophy to theology he says:

Although the philosopher may be allowed to begin with a doubt in order to [under-
take] a safer investigation of natural things, yet this cannot be introduced into subjects
of theology and faith. They are founded upon certain and indubitable principles
and truths known per se, to doubt which is impious (as concerning the existence
of God) unless we wish to strip ourselves of conscience and the moral dependence

42 For the narrative of this see Michael Heyd, Between Orthodoxy and the Enlightenment (The
Hague, Nijhoff, 1982).

43 Heyd 137. 44 Heyd 69.

45 Heyd 139. 46 Heyd 165 7.
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on the Creator . . . and thus to introduce philosophical doubt into religion and render
the whole of theology sceptical.4?

Other theologians may be mentioned. The Reformed minister and theo-
logian Samuel Maresius (1599-1673), Professor of Theology at Groningen
in 1643, scorned the Voetian commitment to Aristotelianism as ‘papist’.48
Lambertus Danaeus (1530—95), pastor and professor at Castres, Navarre,
sharply distinguishes Aristotle from Moses, since Aristotle mistakenly
gives an ultimacy to nature which only God has.#® So Aristotle is deficient
in that he does not recognize the priority of the divine wisdom and
intelligence of God the Creator. The Reformed theologian Hieronymus
Zanchius (1516—90), who became Professor of Theology at Heidelberg in
1568, and who had corresponded with Calvin, though noting the need not
to pervert Scripture in order to conform to some philosophical idea,
nevertheless in fact thinks that Aristotle is fully in accord with Scripture,
as indeed is Plato’s idea of a world-soul, which is in keeping with the
existence of the divine Spirit in whom we live and move and have our
being.50 Danaeus and Zanchius take formally the same position, that
philosophies of nature should be assessed in terms of the Creator—
creation account presented in Scripture. However, Danaeus thought no
philosophical accounts succeed, while Zanchius seems to think that there
is something of value in a variety of philosophies.>! So even if we look no
further than these three Reformed theologians we see three different views
of the relation of philosophy to theology. If Voetius’ approach was incom-
patible with Cartesianism, perhaps these three other approaches were less
so. Certainly it would be a mistake to take Voetius as representative of
more than one strand, albeit an important one, in Reformed understand-
ings of the relation of philosophy to theology.

47 The Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. G. M. Giger, ed. J. T. Dennison (Phillipsburg, N.J.:
P. & R, 1992 7), L xmxiv.

48 Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 7.

49 Van Ruler 8o.

50 Van Ruler 80 3.

51 For a fuller account see Van Ruler, ch. 3. The list of Reformed theologians who were exercised by
the relation between philosophy (including natural philosophy) and theology could be extended for
example, to include the early Reformed theologian Bartholomeus Keckermann (1571 1609). See
Richard A. Muller, ‘Vera Philosophica cum sacra Theologia usquam pugnat: Keckermann on
Philosophy, Theology and the Problem for Double Truth’ in After Calvin (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003).
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THE QUESTION OF CARTESIANISM AND ORTHODOXY

As Richard Muller points out, the avowed Cartesianism of the Reformed
theologians Heidanus and Francis Burman did not place them beyond the
pale of theological orthodoxy, even though it occasioned stress.52 But the
tendency of Cartesianism was to turn all theology away from metaphysics
into a practical or ethical discipline—a shift, however, that was shared by
some non-Cartesians.>?

Muller also notes that as Reformed Orthodoxy developed, and the
Reformed confessions became more detailed and nuanced in the light of
various controversies, Cartesianism was not regarded as unorthodox at the
confessional level.>* This may be because the whole Reformed culture was
adopting an attitude to philosophy that clearly demarcated it from the-
ology. What it does show is that the theologians were more exercised by
theological deviations within the Reformed camp than by the threat of a
novel philosophical outlook. So while the Formula Consensus Helvetica
(1675) identifies Saumurian deviations, hypothetical universalism (sect.
V), and the mediate imputation of Adam’s sin (sect. XII) as troublesome
problems, there is no adverse reference to Cartesianism nor to the feder-
alist theological scheme of Cocceius and others.>> The relative weight the
Consensus placed upon theological issues rather than on newfangled
philosophy is borne out by the treatment of Chouet in Geneva noted
earlier.

So our survey reveals that there is a variety of stances possible, and also
that more general considerations, such as the relation of Scripture to
common sense and the deployment of the idea of divine accommodation,
lie in the background. We can attempt to distinguish these stances in the
following way.

What might be called Voetianism appears to hold that a philosophical
thesis or doctrine is sufficient for giving the meaning of some scriptural
doctrine, and very likely necessary. For Voetius seems to have held that an
Aristotelian account of generic essences is what is meant by ‘after their
kind’ in the Genesis creation narrative, and a parallel account of individ-
ual essences accounts for the intrinsic causal powers of non-human
animals. Is it also necessary? Could there be another, complementary,

52 Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), i. 77.

53 Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, i. 344.

54 Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, 1. 77; see also Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 89.

55 A modern translation of the Consensus is in Creeds of the Churches, ed. John H. Leith (New York:
Doubleday Anchor, 1963).
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philosophical account? It is not clear. One reason that it is not clear is that
Voetius may have assumed that both the Genesis account of kinds and
the Aristotelian account of substantial forms were simply common sense.
After all, everyone can see that dogs produce dogs and do not produce
cats, and that cats and dogs are centres of desire and of locomotion.
However, Voetius seems to have thought that over and above the opinions
of common sense it was desirable, and perhaps necessary, that there be
some philosophical account or other. Does he hold this in respect of all
scriptural doctrines? That also is not clear, but there seems to be an
impetus in this direction. Interpreted in this fashion, there is little threat
to the integrity of theology from a kind of philosophical hegemony, and so
no danger of a rationalist takeover.

Second, it may be held that due to the distinctive characters of theology
and philosophy, the source of the one in revelation, the other in reason,
the two only intersect per accidens, and in an eclectic way. There seem to
be elements of this in Descartes himself, who adopts a rather superior
attitude to theology, and as we have seen is somewhat fideistic about the
Christian religion, placing it outside the bounds of reason. Heidanus is
more selective, picking and choosing from Descartes’s thought, and
adapting it to suit the requirements of theological education. The dangers
on this side seem to be the emergence of some version of twofold truth, or
of fideism in epistemology or instrumentalism in theology.

Third, it may be held that the conceptuality bequeathed by some
philosophical positions is helpful in elucidating a doctrine (i.e. drawing
out its implications), but not necessary or sufficient for giving the mean-
ing of that doctrine. The terms of philosophy—such as nature, accident,
essence, necessity—can be variously defined, and may prove useful for the
purposes of theological systematization. Heereboord, who as we saw
earlier thought that philosophy’s role in theology was restricted to dis-
playing the coherence and consistency of theological ideas, might be an
example of this approach.

Perhaps if the writing of Scripture as regards the physical order is
accommodated to common sense, one should not expect a correlation
with physical theory, much less an integration with it, whether of an
Aristotelian variety or some other kind.

So our question, in its gentlest form, is: Could Cartesianism have had a
stronger place in Reformed Orthodoxy than in fact it did? Suppose that
it had developed fifty years earlier, say? To attempt an answer to this
question we must principally have in mind the developed theses of
Cartesianism which might have a theological impact, and not merely or
chiefly René Descartes’s personal attitude to theology. Theologically
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important topics in these developed theses are scepticism, the doctrine of
clear and distinct ideas, Descartes’s dualism, his view of human free will,
his mechanistic account of the natural order, and his doctrine of God.
There is little evidence that even strongish Cartesians such as Heidanus
refer to Descartes’s appeal to the knowledge of God and of ourselves,
much less endeavour to correlate it with Calvin’s own emphasis on the
twofold knowledge of God. However, if we cast our net a little more
widely, we note that the Reformed philosopher Johannes Clauberg
(1622—65), Professor of Philosophy at Herborn from 1649, wrote a Carte-
sian tract published in 1656 on the very topic of the knowledge of God and
of ourselves, De Cognitione Dei et Nostri,>¢ though without mentioning
Calvin. However, in his ‘Cartesian defence’ against Jacob Revius and
Cyriac Lentulus he appeals beyond Descartes to Calvin on the matter of
the interrelation of the knowledge of God and of ourselves. This supports
our earlier impression that Cartesians (such as Clauberg) themselves
become somewhat eclectic, and the cross-references between Descartes,
scholasticism, and Calvin come to be somewhat complex. Even so, such
direct appeals to Calvin seem to have been rare.

Calvin’s emphasis upon divine accommodation had a more mixed
reception.5” We can distinguish two senses of the term as it came to be
used. The first is very much in line with Calvin’s own usage. That is,
accommodation is taken as a theological concept whose sense and scope is
determined internally, by scriptural precedent. Thus van Mastricht upheld
this Calvinian approach, recognizing the place of non-literalness, allegory,
anthropomorphism, and even prejudice, all of which may be vehicles of
truth. Van Mastricht had quite a contest over this with Christopher
Wittich (1625-87), a member of the Cartesian ‘network’.5® Voetius seems
to have been somewhat more cagey. He recognizes Calvinian accommo-
dation in principle, but is suspicious of it as undermining the Bible’s
accuracy in its reporting of physical matters, and the danger of reducing
the Bible’s role to teaching merely ‘religious truth’ Voetius explicitly

56 It was published in Clauberg’s Opera Ommnia Philosophica, ii (1691; repr. Hildersham: Georg
Olms, 1968). I am grateful to Aza Goudriaan for pointing me in the direction of Clauberg. See also
Theo Verbeek (ed.), Johannes Clauberg (1622 1665) and Cartesian Philosophy in the Seventeenth Century
(Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999). According to Verbeek (p. 8), Clauberg’s was a rather scholastic version of
Cartesianism. Clauberg copied Burman’s notes of his conversation with Descartes and this became the
basis of the published version (Verbeek, Descartes and the Dutch, 75). On Clauberg see also Rienk
Vermij, The Calvinist Copernicans, 257 8.

57 For discussion of divine accommodation see Paul Helm, John Calvin’s Ideas (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), ch. 7.

58 Verbeek, Descartes and th