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O Blessed glorious Trinity;
Rones to Philosophy; but milke to faith.
W hich, as wise serpents, diversly
Most slipperinesse. yet most entangling haih,
As you distinguish'd undistinct
By power, love, knowledge bee,
Give mee a such selfe different instinct
O fthese let all mee elemented bee,
O fpower, to love, to know, you unnumbered three.
(‘The i,itanie\John Donne)



Preface

This book arose out of three related questions. The first was one
that had puzzled me for several years: Given that in standard
Christian nomenclature God isspoken ofas ‘three persons’, when
was God first referred to as a person? This quickly led me to a
second question: Granted the standard narrative of ‘recovery’ of
the doctrine ofthe Trinity for Western theology and practice in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when and why was the
doctrine of the Trinity ‘lost™? The initial question led me to the
Socinians on the Continent and John Biddle in England, who
were insistent that God was one person not three. My interest in
the second question deepened* The fact that Socinianism loomed
large, at least in popular fear, in seventeenth-century England,
and that Biddle’s confession that ‘God is the name ofa Person'
was made in 1644, confirmed an intuition | had that the Stuart
Age contained important clues about the marginalization of the
doctrine ofthe Trinity. Here, however, the plot noticeably thinned
rather than thickened, tor all their rejoicing over the ‘recovery’ of
the doctrine of the Trinity in recent decades, it is difficult to find
any twentieth- or twenty-first-century theologian who pays more
than the scantiest attention to English theology about the doctrine
during the seventeenth century. The period is almost always leapt
over in silence.1 The theological controversies surrounding the

1 The ‘take off’ pointand the "landing stage' may he differentbut the vast majority clear
the seventeenth century without comment. Catherine LaCugna, in her acclaimed Godfit
Ik (New York:HnjprrOollins, 1 1 e aps from Gregory Palamas to the twentieth century;
Edmund Hill, TheMyslety o fthe Tnntly (I/indon: Cassiill, JTIfi.), 5r.ul>: from Aquinas to Iltr
twentieth century; R. S. Franks, TheDoctrineo fthe Trinity {London: Duckworth, 1953) makes
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Trinity in the 1690s have received some attention from historians
but very little from theologians.2 This leap, in the words of
William Babcock, ‘leaves blank the very interval that we must
need to have filled in if we are to gain some understanding of
where and how this shift of sensibilities took place, the interval
between the trinitarian theology of the medieval scholastics and
the trinitarian theology- of Schleiermacher and those who came
after him.*1And so the third question formed itself. What had
gone on in ihose controversies that would be of interest to the
theologian? This book hopes to (ill inthe blank and, by its account
ofthe way in which the Trinity was displaced, to provide another
brick in the wall of the history ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity.

At the outset | freely admit that | write as a theologian and not a
historian. The works of Redwood, Champion, Clark and others
have given me very useful and informative insights. They have
examined the impact and implications of the crises surrounding
the doctrine at this time for English society and Church. Some
historians have sought to show this period as a stage on the jour-
ney to the Enlightenment, or religious freedom, or the develop-
ment of the category* of 'religion' itself. These agendas are fine
but they are not mine. | wished to examine the disputes over the
Trinity from the perspective of theology: what insights do the
disputes have to teach us about the doctrine itself?

All viewpoints arc rooted in a particular place and | have tried
to be as aware as possible of the limits that my own places on me,
but I must confess that | write as a Catholic theologian who Ls
convinced that, in the words of article 234 of The Catechism ofthe

passing rctcrecnce to the controversies ofthe 1690s. EdmundJ. fortman, The Triune Cod: A
HistoricalStudy o ftheDoctrine o fthe Trinity (l.ondoiv. Hutchinson, 1972). treats the seventeenth
ccntury so briefly that hiscomments are of little use. Older syntheses such asJohn Hum,
Religious Thought in England (3 vols.; London: Stratum, 1070). provide summaries of the
positions of many of the protagonists ofthe trinitarian controversies of the seventeenth
century,in as much as these arc pan ofan item labelled ‘rciigious thought'.

9 Historical works includc,J. C. D. Clark, English Society 1681! 1832 (Cambridge: Cam -
bridge University Press, 1985); Gordon Rupp, Religion in England 1688-1791 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1986); John Redwood, Reason. Ridicule and Religion (London:
Thames & Hudson. 1986);Justin Champion, The i\l'lan o fi*rievtcrgft Shaken (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992). A noticeable exception to the ride among theologians
is William Plachcr, The Domestication o f Transcendant (Louisville, KY: Wcstminsccr/John
Knox Press, 1996} who correctly identifies the importance ofthe seventeenth ccntury in
the loss <ifllir trinitarian doctrine of God.

AW illiam S. Babcock, ‘A Changing ofthe Christian God: The Doctrine ofthe Trinity'in
the Seventeenth Century’, Interpretation 45 (1991). pp. 133-56 (135).



Preface  xiii

Catholic Church, ‘the mystery ofthe most Holy Trinity is the central
mystery of Christian faith and life’. Older accounts of the period
and disputes covered by this book have often been written by
Unitarian historians who understandably have been keen to show
the rationality, bravery and goodness o fthose who challenged talk
of God as three persons, This book is not a partisan rejoinder
to those works, many of which are commendable for the depth
and breadth of scholarship displayed, but it is rooted in the con-
viction that the loss’ of the Trinity is a cause of sorrow not joy.
Karl Rahner’s observation that many Catholics are monotheists
who would not notice ifthe doctrine ofthe Trinity were dropped
is probably overstated, butthere is still a considerable way to go if
the mystery of the Trinity is really to be ‘the central mystery of
Christian faith and life’. This book is certainly not intended pri-
marily as a work ofapologetics, but if it contributes in some way
to the ‘recovery’ofthe Trinity that will be welcome.

Throughout the writing of this book | have become increas-
ingly aware of other Issues and controversies swirling around.
There are big questions concerning language, exegesis, solcri-
ology and ecclesiology, to name a few that 1 have alluded to in
passing. 1am also aware that there is a Continental dimension to
this story- that but partially appears in these pages. Several books
could be written on that. | have focused on England because it was
regarded both at home and abroad as somewhere of a forcing
house for anti-trinitarian sentiments and arguments. Ifat the end
ofthis book the reader emerges with a clearer understanding of
the process whereby the doctrine ofthe Trinity was ‘lost’ | shall be
content. Tf the reader is inspired to go back to some of the
seventeenth-century auliiors themselves, so much the better.

The writing ofa book puts one in debt to so many people. The
seeds of my own fascination with the Trinity were sown by Eric
Wastell and were nourished more formally by Owen Cummings.
Some ofmy original questions were inspired by Brian Davies, and
my quest for answers took me to Cambridge. | owe an immense
debt of gratitude to my PhD supervisor, Nicholas Lash, whose
delight in the Trinity confirmed my own. During my research 1
received great assistance and encouragement from Douglas
Hedley, Richard Rex, Hueston Finlay, Eamon Duffy, Richard
Lucketl and many others who asked pertinent questions or pro-
vided nuggets of information. The staffin the Rare Book Room
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in the University Library at Cambridge and their counterparts in
the Duke Humphrey at the Bodleian, Oxford could not have been
more helpful

Friends helped me to keep a perspective on my research and
provided much appreciated love and support. Among them | must
thank Hugh and Madeleine McManus. David and Liz Robertson,
John and Anne Burns, Dorian Uywelyn, Thomas Fink, Tom
O ’Connor, Bill Boxall, Ambrose Walsh and many others. Paul
McManus' enthusiasm for the good things of life prevented me
from becoming too obsessed with work, and T owe much to David
James for his gentle encouragement in this as so much else. This
book is dedicated to my parents as a small token of gratitude for
all they have given me.



Introduction

Something happened to the doctrine ofthe Trinity in the seven-
teenth century: it ceased being a mystery of faith and became
a problem in theology. This book examines how and why that
transformation took place. The sixteenth century had not seen
any great blossoming of trinitarian theology: the polemics of the
Reformation debate precluded that, but the trinitarian consensus
in doctrine and imagination were still overwhelmingly intact.
Calvin burnt Servetus for his anti-trinitarian views at Geneva and
was applauded by Catholics throughout. Europe for doing so.
Henry VIIN founded Trinity College, Cambridge, his Catholic
daughter, Mary, Trinity College, Oxford, and his Protestant
daughter, Elizabeth, Trinity College, Dublin. Elizabeth reacted
with horrified disbelief that ‘monsters’ who denied the Trinity
could existin her kingdom.John Donne preached sermons replete
with trinitarian reference and none of his contemporaries
objected to or questioned the audacious trinitarian imageiy ofhis
poetry, lor Donne, it was ‘the foundation, the summe, it is the
Christian Religion, to believe aright of the Trinity’. He was not
afraid to develop the political implications of this belief, in his
preaching ‘the Trinitarian God was a model for the pluralist
state’.7 Others, too, were not afraid to use their imagination in

" Evelyn Simpson and George Potter, cds., The Sermons o fJohn Donne '70 vois.; Berkeley:
University of California Press, V1, p. 139. Donne’s poetry is examined in
Chap;rr 7.

‘ David Nichols, 'Dsvino Analogy-: The. Theological Politics ofJohn Donne’, Palitiml
Studies 32 (1984), pp. 570-80 (.580).
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regard to the Trinity." But by the 1720s, the most trenchant
defender of the Trinity, Daniel Watcrland, warned that the
imagination had no place to play in understanding the doctrine.
His own impeccably orthodox writings are dull and stilted. In the
intervening years assaults upon the doctrine of the Trinity had
clearly taken their toll. This book examines how the Trinity
became marginalized from Christian life, practice and thought,
and why that change took place.

To most people in the seventeenth century it would have
seemed impossible, and also undesirable, to separate faith and
theology from political and social concerns. The fabric of life was
shot through with references to religion and belief at every point.
The assaults and defences of the Trinity were not games played
in ivory lowers but matters of life and, in one case, death. Most
of the combatants were not politically' naive and were well aware
of the wider ramiGcations that their denial or defence of the
doctrine could have for Church and state, but they simply will
not lall out into two neat camps labelled ‘radical’ and ‘reaction-
ary’ or whatever. Anyone who would like to find a straight-
forward corollary between religious and political radicalism or
reaction will be disappointed. While not neglecting the political
and social implications of' the positions adopted, this book
focuses on the theology expressed in the conflicts. Those engaged
in them, whatever other agenda they may haw possessed, were
doing so primarily because of the theological implications of deny-
ing or asserting the Trinity.

The best histories let the dead speak for themselves, so | have
tried to let the defenders and detractors of the doctrine of the
Trinity express their arguments and concerns in their own words.
Their wit, exasperation, sarcasm, confusion, ridicule, patience,
fear and much more is effectively conveyed in the language and
rhetoric they employed to advance their case. The denunciation
ofthe Trinity as a ‘tripartite idol’, the brash accusations o f‘heresy
and nonsense’, and die subtleties involved in talking about ‘three
subsistences’ still eloquentiy convey the positions adopted. On
occasionswe are reminded quite forcefully that faith and theology

' See Dennis R. Kiinck, “*“Vejligi/t JriniiabY'in M an and hisWorksin the English Renais-
sance’, Journal o fihr. History- o f Tile/iS 12 (1981), pp. 13-27. Klinek shows how Demur's
contemporariesshared the same ‘applied trinitarianism’. They saw the Trinity- reflected in
humanity, philosophy and even physiology.
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can be expressed in a way that is far from genteel, ‘nice’ and
unchallenging.

The period ofthe investigation covers roughly the ‘Stuart Age’,
in itselfone ofthe most controverted periods of history. Some of
the key figures of dial epoch have generated hundreds ofvolumes
ofresearch and assessment in their own right, and there are hun-
dreds of contemporary seventecnth-ceniury contributions to the
debates over the doctrine ofthe Trinity. Another study could have
centred itselfon the exegetical problems raised by the disputants
or the soteriological understandings they manifested. While not
neglecting those concerns, this book focuses on the word ‘person’
and its usage as a way of organizing and gaining insight inlo the
material available. ‘Person’ is one of the key words in trinitarian
discourse, yet its meaning, suitability and usage are not agreed
upon either during this earlier period nor in our own time.
Teriullian could have had little idea of the troublesome legacy he
was bequeathing to the Church when he first introduced persona
into Christian theology. A number of twentieth-century theo-
logians have questioned the usefulness ofthe word and the advis-
edness ofretaining it. Some, such as Barth and Rahner, have seen
the word ‘person’ as inherently problematic and best avoided, or
at least to be very carefully qualified. Others, such as Moltmann
and Boff, have argued that the modern idea of'person’enhances
rather than diminishes our understanding ofdie doctrine. In the
seventeenth century ‘person’became a highly contested concept
in regard to the Trinity. Many, ifnot all, ofthe disputes surround-
ing the interpretation and acceptability of the doctrine revolved
around the word and ils usage. Part, of the problem lay in the
changing understanding of the nature and function oflanguage;
to oversimplify greatly analogy and metaphor were at a discount
while univocal usage was increasingly privileged. Part lay in the
development of new understandings of what ‘person’ meant;
Hobbes and especially Locke challenged the contemporary
hegemony in this area. Part lay in the theological presuppositions
revealed in the writings of the doctrine’s defenders and critics;
there is no agreement even among the former as to the exact
content the term was meant to bear when used ofthe Father, Son
and Spirit.

My opening chapter gives an impressionistic account of the
displacement that the doctrine ofthe Trinity was suffering during
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this period in piety, catechesis and popular celebration, The next
chapter situates the origin of many future disputes in the context
of the Civil War and its aftermath. During’ this period John
Biddle, the ‘Father ofthe English Unitarians’, made his confession
that. God was o.person, and itis from this period dial we witness
the growth of anxiety about Socinianism, a radical Continental
heresy popularly synonymous with anti-trinitarianism. Chapter 3
displays and evaluates the speculations of Thomas Hobbes in
regard to the Trinity; and their contemporary impact. Chapter 4 is
the heart, of the book, and presents a survey and analysis of the
controversies ofthe 1690s, which prove a watershed in the history
of the proclamation and reception ofthe doctrine in England and
further afield. Chapter 5 develops this investigation and assesses
the contribution ofJohn Locke, dragged into these controversies
by the Bishop of Worcester, to the disintegration of the trinitarian
consensus. Chapter 6 plots the legacy of the controversies of the
1690s lor the early eighteenth century and beyond. The book ends
with a briefconclusion.



CHAPTER ONE

Bones to Philosophy, but Milke to Faith

The people of the seventeenth century were obsessed with God
and his dealings with men. Questions concerning Church order,
doctrine and the limits of religious toleration were not the con-
cern of clerics alone but the entire nation. Certain flashpoints
could start a civil war, or secure the deposition ofa king, or ignite
bitter feuds among those who called themselves Christians.
Towards the end of the century, disputes over the origins, truth
and meaning of the doctrine of die Trinity threatened to tear
apart the Church by law established, and the reaction of die civil
and ecclesiastical authorities at various times is a clear indication
that the popular impact of the disputes was of no negligible con-
cern. To some contemporaries it seemed as il'the heated debates
over the divinity of Christ in fourth-ccntury Alexandria had sud-
denly arrived in late seventeenth-century England. The truth was
a little more complicated, as the hegemony of trinitarian belief
had been on the wane lor some lime. Most of the material for the
succeeding chapters has been garnered from works of apologetic
and polemical theology; but it would be a mistake to conclude
from this that there were no indications that the doctrine of the
Trinity was in trouble in other areas as well. Only an overly
restricted notion of theology would limit this investigation to die
purely formal material found in the controversial books and
pamphlets. To gain a fuller insight into the fate ofthe doctrine of
the Trinity during the seventeenth century we must take account
ofwhat mightbe labelled '‘popular religion’: How did the popula-
tion at large appropriate the doctrine of the Trinity; il’they did at
all? How was devotion to the Trinity expressed? How were the
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persons of the Trinity pcrccived? How was the doctrine taught,
thought and celebrated? What impact did the controversies have
at grassroots? Answers to such questions are not readily obtained,
and it would be difficult enough to respond to diese questions on
behalf of our own society. 1lhe passage of time has obscured
matters still further, but by examining a wide variety of material
we may obtain some impression of the broader picture vis-a-vis
the doctrine of the Trinity. Through examination of catechisms,
prayer books, hymnaries, art and iconodasm, poetry; diaries and
proposed revisions to the Liturgy' of the established Church, we
can savour some of the flavour of seventeenth-century piety in
regard to the Trinity. Although this chapter makes no excuses for
being impressionistic arid tentative | believe it is a useful introduc-
tion to investigate the marginalization of the doctrine that took
place early modern England.1

The Practice o fPieiie

Can we know how people prayed then, what words they used,
whatsentiments they echoed? The sheervolume of printed prayer
booksis daunting and seems to preclude any'generalization, buta
partial solution to this difficulty’' may' come by examining the most
popular works of the period. We may' assume that these ‘best-
sellers’were most influential in forming popular private piety, and
the task is made easier by a survey undertaken by C. John
Sommerville. He isolates, by printing and reprinting, the most
popular works of the day and then proceeds to analyse these
works paragraph by paragraph to assess the concerns ofpopular
piety' at the time.2

The Reformation did not mark anything like a complete rup-
ture with the spiritual heritage ofthe past. Augustine’s Confessions"

1 Among the «indiesofpopular religion should be rioted Barry Reay. Popular Culture m
Stw ilttnth Century Englartd(T-ondon: Croom Helm, 1985),and Keith Thom as, Religion and the
Decline o fM agic: Studies in Popular Beliefs m Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century England (London:
Penguin, 1971;. as well as studies devoted to particular periods, c.g the Civil War.

"C.John Summerville, Popular Religion in Restoration England (Gainesville: University of
KJorida Press, 1977).see pp. 9-19. Somrtierville makes some reference to the period betdre
the Restoration. | have augmented thiswith Horton Davies, Worship il Theology in England
(> vols.; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Piess, 19G1--7.3}, ami H. S. Beimeu, English
Hooks und Rcailers, 1603 1640 {Cambridge: Cambrdgc University Press. 1970).
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a Kempis' imitation and works by St Bernard remained highly
popular. Suitably sanitized versions of the exercises of Ignatius
Loyola and the meditations of Francis de Sales were provided for
Protestant readers. Other works by Andrewes, Taylor, Baxter and
Baker were widely read."* T he trinitarian overtones ofthese works
are clear: according to Sonimcrvillc ‘these devotional manuals or
guides to spirituality, however much they differ in the methods
they inculcate orin their theological emphases, all express a robust
conviction of the reality of God, ofthe finality of Christ’s revela-
tion of his love, of the interior transformation wrought by the
Holy Spirit’.*

O f particular note from the earlier part of' our period is the
work of the Puritan Lewes Bayly {d. 1631), Bishop of Bangor. The
Practice of Pietie was one of the most reprinted works of
spirituality John Bunyan for one admitted it as a great influence
on his life. Arguing that, there can be no true piety without know-
ledge of God, Bayly spends nearly sixty of his opening pages
exploring the doctrine ofthe Trinity. His exposition examines the
three persons and the nature of' their unity. Bayly informs his
readers that in the Divine Essence ‘the divers manner of being
therein are called Persons’, and that

a Person is a distinct substance of the Godhead. There are
three Divine Persons the Father, the Sonne and the Holy Ghost.
These three Personsarc not the scvcrall substances, but three dis-
tinct subsistences; or three diversmanner of being of one and the
same substance, and Divine Essence. So that a Person in the Godhead,
is an individuall understanding and incommunicable Subsistence,
living of it selfe, and not sustained by another.

This plurality in the Godhead Is neither accidental (something
extraneous or variable), nor essential (there isonly one essence), but
personal, and the persons are to be regarded as alius and alius not
aliud and aliud. These three persons are distinguished in three
ways: by name, by order and by action. Bayly then proceeds to
give what is in effect a summary grammar of the Trinity.3

The divine persons may be distinguished by name. The first

5Sec*. Davies. | t pj>. 81- 2,and 69rI".
1Davies, I, p. 78.
«LewesBayly, The Practice ofP ittie(London: 1631).pp. 5,6.
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person is named ‘Father’, firstly in respect lo his natural Son, and
secondly in rcfcrence to rhc elcct adopted by grace. The second
person is named ‘Son’ because of his eternal begetting from the
Father. The third person is named 'Holy Spirit’ because he is
‘spired’ from the Father and the Son and makes holy llie elcct of
God. Thus in a few words Bayly links very effectively the imma-
nent Trinity (God as God exists in his self) and the economic
Trinity (God as God appears in the economy of salvation). The
doctrine of the Trinity is not conceived as some arcane piece of
information about the immanent life of God, but rather is an
exposition of that life as experienced by the Christian. The
internal reladons of the persons make an impact on the lives of
believers. The Father is father ofthe elect who makes his children
by adoption through die sanctificatory power of the Holy Spirit.
The believer does not put hisor her trust in some undifferentiated
God, but is caught up into the life of the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit/’

The divine persons may also be distinguished by order. The
Father is the first person, having neither his being nor his begin-
ning from any. The Son is the second, being the only begotten of
die Father. In respect of his essence he isofhimselfbut in respect
of his person he is begotten by an eternal and incomprehensible
generation. The Holy Ghost, the third person, proceeds from
both and receives the whole divine essence by spiration. In respect
of these distinctions the Father is logically before the Son whom
he begets, and both are before the Spirit whom they spire. But
Bayly insists that this priority of order does not. imply that one
person is superior or another inferior. Order is not at the expense
of the coequality of the persons; they are equal in every essential
respect.: -

Finally, the divine persons may be distinguished by their
internal actions. Their external actions ad extra, although attrib-
uted to one person, nevertheless are actions ‘after a sort’common
to them all. However, the internal actions - begetting, being
begotten, proceeding - are peculiar to each person. These are
‘incommunicable Actions; and doe make, not an cssential accidmial,
or ratonalL but a real distinction betwixt the three Persons'. The

" See Bayly. pp. 7-8.
5See Bayly, pp. 7T8 -12.
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Father is not the Son, nor the Holy Spirit. The divine essence is
common to all three, therefore there is a Unity in Trinity and
Trinity in Unity. Bayly concluded by reminding his readers that
rhe Trinity is a mystery to he adored and worshipped rather than
‘curiously searched by reason'. K

This elalwrate trinitarian grammar, it should lie stressed, was
the beginning of one of the best-selling prayer books of the age.
Why was this long preamble included? Towards the conclusion of
his exposition of trinitarian doctrine Bayly gives his reasons for
insisting that the doctrine must be known. Firstly, it helps us dis-
cern the true God from false gods; we need to know that we are
addressing ourselves to God and not to some phantom. Secondly,
the knowledge of the Trinity we gain from contemplation of our
salvation inspires us to greater awe and love. Thirdly, having some
knowledge ofthe mystery will stir usup to imitate the divine Spirit
who sanctifies us. Finally, this knowledge will ensure that we have
the right conceptions of God and not gross, blasphemous imagin-
ations such as those who ‘conceive God to be like an old Man
silting in a chare: and the blessed Trinity' to be like that tripartite
Idoll, which the papists have painted in their Church-windowes’.
In sum, a proper understanding of the Trinity removes idolatry,
focuses prayer and encourages true devotion and knowledge.**

The prayers provided by Bayly arc very long-winded by our
standards. However, they constantly address the Trinity by name
and have a definite trinitarian dynamic. Bayly does not exhibit the
timidity of later divines in talking about and to the Trinity, and he
isnot afraid of using some vivid metaphors to bring this dynamic
out. For instance, the warming effect of the wine at Holy Com-
munion can be seen as a warming of the soul by Christ, and a
reminder that wc have been given the Holy Spirit to drink (a
reference to 1 Cor. 12:13). This Holy Spirit is what makes usone
with Christ.10

Though the majority of earlier works share the same flavour,
none of the ‘best-sellers’ after the Restoration were as studiously
trinitarian in their outlook. Richard Allcstrcc (1619-1681), Regius
Professor of History at Oxford from 1663 to 1679, reminded his

" Bayly,p. 17;seepp. 15 19.
' Bayly,p.52;sec pp.50-52.
10Sftt: Bavly, p. 604.
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readers that acknowledgement of the true God was a duty
imposed by faith. This God was Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier.
The persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are revealed in
Holy Scripture and to be accepted as true."

Jeremy Taylor (1613-1667), Anglican Bishop of Down and
Connor and a celebrated devotional writer, preceded his collec-
tion of prayers with a discussion of Christian ‘Credenda’, includ-
ing the fact that

God being one in nature, is also three in person; expressed in
the Scripture by the names of ‘Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’.
The first person is known to us by the name of “The Fatherof
Our LordJesus Christ’. The second person is called “The Son,
and die Word of the Father'. The third is The Spirit and
Promise of die Father’. And these are ihrec and one after a
secret manner, which we must believe, but cannot understand.

Given this Credenda itisnot surprising to find that one ofthe first
acts in the ‘agenda’ of prayer is that ‘when you first go off from
your I>ed, solemnly and devoutly bow your head, and worship the
Holy Trinity, the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost’.22

Thomas Ken (1637 1711), Bishop of Bath and Wells, later
deposed for his refusal to accept William of Orange as King in
place ofJames IT, produced a prayer book for children, which
provides prayers to the Holy Child, and also one for the help of
the Holy Spirit in reading the Scriptures correctly. The High
Churchman, John Cosin (1594—1672), who became Bishop of
Durham at the Restoration, published a prayer book with an
amended form ofthe monastic offices of Terce, Sext and None. Tt
was fitting to pray three times during the day, he argued, ‘in rever-
ence ofthe BLESSED TRINITIE".-'

While it would be wrong to suggest too great a shift in the
substance of devotional material, it is notable that the best-sellers
of the period alter the Glorious Revolution in 1688 are not so
‘spiritual’ in tone. One of the leading books ofthe day was more

N Richard Ailcstrcc, The WholeDutyofMan (London: 1659), see pp. 4 6.

‘Jeremy Taylor, The Goidm C/rvzf, in The. Whole Works o f/he Right Rtu.Jnrmy Tayh>t{|1H
vols.: I/Mulon: Moyes, 1828), X \- pp. 12, 33.

I Thomas Ken. A Manual: fPraymfir lise o fthe Schobm o f Wmtiht&ur College (London:
1675),see p. 11.John Cosin. A Collection ojPrivate Devotions(London: 1555), p. 5.
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concerned to indulge in anti-Roman polemic and present an apo-
logia for the Church ofEngland, rather than provide a trinitarian
exposé of prayer.14Perhaps a further straw in the wind was the
popularity enjoyed by the books of the Quaker and founder of
Pennsylvania, William Penn (1644 1718). Penn had fallen foul of
die authorities for his alleged anti-Irinitarian sentiments. This
general shift is reflected in Sommerviile’s synthesis. He notes an
increase in stress on the anger of God after the Restoration and a
down-playing of Christ and the Holy Spirit. Sommecrvillc also
claims that some of the best-sellers show a distinct confusion
about the persons of the Godhead. The emphasis on the Father,
which some have detected in the piety ofthe Protestant reform, is
clearly in evidence, while ‘the Holy Spirit was not a subject of
interest in its own right, and what little mysticism the literature
expressed was not associated with the person ofthe Spirit’. The
memory of the fervent pneumatology of some of the Civil War
sects may well have contributed to this distancing from the Spirit
and, in a country that was still very sensitive about the legacy of
the Interregnum, anything that smacked of such manifestations
o f‘enthusiasm’ was highly suspect.3

The Christian's ABC

The next chapters will concentrate on disputes and controversies
between those with some theological sophistication. While the
works generated were of considerable: influence, they were obvi-
ously notread bythe bulk ofthe population. Nevertheless, through-
out. the period the communication of basic instruction in the
Christian faith was a constant concern, and we need to examine
how the doctrine ofthe Trinity was presented in popular teaching.

Here we face similar problems to those we encountered in
investigating devotional works: the amount ofwritten catechetical
material is vast. But again we are fortunate in having a reliable
guide. In his magisterial work, The Christian’s ABC. lan Green

1William Stanley, Thel4ailh ofa Chureho fEnglandtMan,2nd edn (London: 1673).

Sommecrvillc,p. 80; see pp. 76-8, 86. Somtnerville tabulates the resultsufliis research
in «n Appendix. The most popular ofail subjects dealt with in die material Ls‘The person
of God’ (BlJ Unfortunately there is no way of telling troin die title of this category; nor
f:oin the. lext,whai exactly Summerville means by such a phrase.
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freely admits that the material oforal instruction is now unrecon-
structable, but argues that the literature isan indicator ofthe lone
of catcchcesis at the period. His book contains an exhaustive list of
printed catechetical material. He himself investigates a limited
number ofbesi-sellers. W hat follows is an investigation of some of
those that reached die ‘top twenty’. Once again a general pattern
emerges, which conforms to that which wc have already detected:
as time progresses, the presentation of the Trinity becomes less
vivid and more defensive, and the Trinitarian imagination
contracts.lb

W illiam Perkins' Foundation, published first in 1595, was one
ofthe most popular works in the first halt'ofthe seventeenth cen-
tury- Perkins (1558-1602), Fellow of Christ’s College, Cambridge,
and a leading Puritan divine, was concerned to make his read-
ers ‘doers’ rather than just ‘hearers' of the Word, and his
exposition of the Creed was geared to that end. He taught that
'There is one God, creator and governor of all things, dis-
tinguished into the Father, the Sonne, and the holy Ghost’, and
claimed that this is the plain teaching of Scripture. We conceive
God, says Perkins, ‘not by framing any image of* him in my
minde, (as ignorant folkes doe. that think him to be an oldc
man sitting in heaven) but | conceive him by his properties and
his workes’. God is distinguished ‘into the Father which beget-
teth the Sonne, into the Sonne who is begotten of the Father,
into the holy Ghost who proecedeih from the Father and the
Sonne'. The rejection of”pictorial images of God is a theme
that we will examine shortly; for the moment it is important to
note that Perkins set the tone for further catechetical projects by
insisting that the Trinity are differentiated by ‘properties and
workes’. I

This differentiation was echoed in other popular catechetical
works. Richard Bernard stated that Cod ‘is but one substance,
yet distinguished into three, the Father, Sonne, and holy Ghost,
which distinction is in person, propertie. and manner ofworking’.
S. Egerton, writer of the best-seller during the period 1610-1630,

" lan Green, The Christian'sAB C (Oxford: O xford University Press, 1996). .See his ‘Intro-
duction’for the significance ofcatcchisrns lor ProicsUtuism in gcnt-ral, and for an outline
of his mrtho(k>1"’j<y£nil uirari.s of analysing material.

‘mW illiam Perkins, The Foundation o fChristian Religion: Gathered info Six /M iuiples (London:
1595),p. >B3.
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was keen to emphasize the continuing work ofthe Trinity: Christ
sanctified our nature 111 his person and continues to sanctify us
daily by the Spirit. Baptism in given in the name of the Trinity
because it is through this sacrament that we come to share com-
munion with the three persons in one God. Another author illus-
trates his teaching by highlighting the trinitarian dynamic of
prayer: the Holy Spirit moves, the Son mediates, and the Father
hears.'8 From the same period another catechism similarly illus-
trated the works of the three persons from Scripture and from
Christian experience, but included a caution against the deficien-
cies of worldly analogies. The whole matter was ‘very myvsticall,
and therefore hath bred many heresies in some’. Most authors,
when appealing to scriptural warrants, appealed to theJohannine
Comma (1Jn 5:7), a text whose authenticity was to be fiercely
disputed in later years.r’

The most popular catechism of the entire first half of the
seventeenth century; John Ball’s Short Treatise, again emphasized
the importance ofproperties and works in discussing the Trinity.
Itis the property of the Father to be of himselfand beget the Son,
itis the property ofthe Son to be begotten, and ofthe Holy Spirit
to proceed from both. Their works arc those of decree, creation
and providence. Ball is keen that his readers understand how the
word ‘person’is used of the Trinity:

A person generally taken, is one intire substance, not common
to many; endued with life and understanding, will and power. A
person in the God head is the God head restrayned, or dis-

tinguished by his personall propertie ... The whole divine
nature being indivisible ... is common to all three persons
Father, Sonne, and Holy Ghost .. . therefore whatsoever doth

absolutely agree to the divine nature, or is spoken ofthe divine
nature by relation to the creatures,, that doth agree likewise to
ever\'person in Trinitie . .. Every person in Trinity is equal! in
glory; and eternitie . .. and there is a most neare communion
and union between them, by which each one is in the rest, and

Richard Bernard. A Double Catechism [Cambridge; 1607), p. 14. S. Egcrton, A B¢
Method nj Calethcwg (Tandon: Hi!5;, sec pp. 7 8, 15 This latter work was originally
published in i594. Geon»o Browne, An Introduction tOViebeanii//umanihellxjndon: 1(5]3),50«*
p. 13.

John Mayer, The English Caiechisme Explained, 3rd odn (1*ondoit: 1623). :>. 25.
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with the rest...and every one doth possesse, love, and glorifie
each other ... working the same things.2

During the Civil War a different tone can be detected creeping
into catcchcesis. A more defensive note is found in the catechism of
the royalist divine, Henry Hammond (1605 1660). Written in
1646, Hammond makes a pica for non-scriptural items in the
Liturgy, such as the Te Deum, becausc they praise the Trinity. The
Gloria Patn likewise should be retained. Hammond warns against
the Arian form ofthe doxology which gives glory tothe Father, by
the Son, inthe Holy Spirit. He deplored the setting aside of creeds
as some of his Parliamentarian opponents were advocating as a
recipe for ‘turning God and Christ, and all the Articles of the
Creed outofmen’s brains’2l

This defensive tone can be detected in two popular catechisms
that appeared after the Restoration in 1673. Their exposition of
the doctrine was also much drier and less imaginative. Richard
Sherlock defended the doctrine against objections, while Edward
Boughcn thought it necessary to defend the origin and use ofthe
Creeds. A year latter, another catechism argued that the Trinity
could indeed be found in the Scriptures, but the only text
advanced in favour of the claim was ihcjohannine Comma. The
format found in the catechism ofJohn Wallis (1616 1703), the
champion oforthodoxy in the 1690s, could not but have contrib-
uted to diis aridity In this work questions aie put that require a
‘ves’ or ‘no’ answer. The teaching on the Trinity is reduced to
answering in the affirmative that there are three persons, and that
eachis God.2

The rising tide of unease with the doctrine of the Trinity is
reflected in a catechism of 1690. Thomas Jekyll acknowledged
doubts about the authorship of both Apostles’ and Athanasian
Creeds, but argued that even if they are not the actual composi-
tions of their titular authors, nevertheless they are gleaned from

7Riohn Bail, A Short Treatise ContayningAlithe PnnopeU Growth o fChristian Religion (f.ondon:
1633),p. 50.

a Henry tfaminnnd, APracticaICaItchitone(London: 1646),p. 2V; Seepp. 25, 26.

v>Richaui Sherlock, The Priruipks o fHoly Christian Religion (London: 1673), see pp. 271
Edward Roui*lirn, A Sfior: Exposition o fthe CaUxhism (London: 1673).John W orthington, A
Form o fSound Words(London: 1674),see p. 2.John Wailis, A Briefeand Earn Explanation o ftht
Shatter Catufasm, 9th cdn (Dublin: 1683).
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their writings. It can be proved from Scripture that each of the
three persons are ascribed attributes that belong to God alone and
arc therefore divine. Reason is brought into play to counter the
argument that the doctrine destroys the natural notion of the
unity of God. For earlier authors the Trinity was a mystery
beyond reason, to be adored by faith and experienced in Christian
life, for Jekyll the Trinity rests on arguments revolving around
notions ofthe divine being. The tract isorthodox in terminology,
but trinitarian sentiment is missing and the prayers appended to
the book have little trinitarian rhythm or content. 24

By the turn ofthe century the legacy ofthe controversies ofthe
previous decade are clearly evident. Peter Ncwcome concedes that
atheism is a bare possibility, but argues that even if that were true
it would still be beneficial to believe. Newcome stresses the unity
of God. The persons within the Godhead are distinguished by
properties and operations. The properties arc cashcd out nega-
tively: the Father is the Father not the Son. The mystery is
incomprehensible but credible because of the witness of revela-
tion. Reflecting the disputes ofthe decade, Newcome insisted that
the persons are not mere names or forms, a person is a ‘singular,
subsistent Intellectual Being’, not an accident, quality; energy- or
operation of God. But lor all its carefully chosen language,
Newcome’s catechism does little to develop a lively sense of the
importance ofthe trinity in the life ofthe believer.24

These were the standard best-selling catechisms of Church of
England divines. In the next chapter we will examine the anti-
trinitarian Racovian Catechism and the two catechisms ofJohn
Biddle. They undoubtedly7had an influence on certain thinkers, as
we shall find them referred to at various times, but their popular
impact was slight. One ofthe most popular English Catholic cat-
echisms. published in 1637, devoted a significantnumber ofpages
to discussion of the Trinity. Thomas White, a friend of Thomas
Hobbes, claimed that what in others is a ‘thing’ is a '‘person’ in
man. A person is initially defined as a ‘rationall or intelligent
thingl but this is quickly amended as ‘person' and ‘tiling’ are not
interchangeable. Even things can be both one and three, and the

MThomaslJckytl, A Briefand Wain Exposition oflhe Chunk Catechism (London: 1690). see
pp. 13, <4. For the prayers see pp. 75-7. The Holy Spirit is noL mentioned.

11 PeterNe.weonie, A CatecheticalC omeo fSermons r the Whole Year (2 vols.; London: 1700).
I, p. 30?; see |>|h 158,37 -8.
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very lame illustration of a three-cornered table is provided as an
example.. While substantially revised his catechism for its second
edition in 1659. Originally the discussion of‘person’took place in
the contextofthe hypostatic union, and a discussion ofthe Trinity
followed. By 1659 W hite discussed the concept o f‘person’ first in
the context of trinitarian doctrine and then proceeded to the
hypostatic union. This may well be an indication of a growing
awareness that ‘person’was becoming a problematic term in the
context of the Trinity by this time.2*

The Hymnes and Songs o fthe Church

For much of our period parts of Morning- and Evening Prayer
and Communion Sendee may have been sung or chanted, but
outside this ‘ordinary’ the only fare was metrical psalmody. The
collections of metrical psalms often included versions of the Te
Deum and the Qukunque Vult{the Athanasian Creed, so-called from
itsopening words).

Before the Restoration, non-scriptural hymns were regarded by
most with suspicion as being ‘relics of Popery’. However, the ori-
gins of English hymnology are to be found in the early seven-
teenth century.-11t was during thisperiod that the firsthymn book
appeared for Church ofEngland congregations. George W hhcr’s
Thu Hymnes and Songs of the Church was quite an ambitious
endeavour. The hymns and songswere composed by Wither while
Orlando Gibbons provided the tunes, but the project was doomed
from the start. Wither had fallen ioul of the Stationers’ Company,
who sought to maintain their monopoly on the printed word and,
despite repeated attempts to break out of their imposed strait-
jacket, Wither was unable to popularize hiswork.f

The bookincluded a metrical version ofthe Athanasian Creed:

2>Thomas W hite, A C<jtechiirn o f Christian Doctrine (Paris: 1659),p. 77; see pp. 76 9. A
facsimile of «rdilion o f 1-637 is available in D. M. Rogers, cd., Engtish RecusantLiterature
15M -1040, vol. 358 illkley: Scholar Press, 1977;.

?1Sccl). R. Watson, The English Hymn (Oxford: Oxford University firrss; 1997). Watson
aims to provide 'a study not a survey” ofhymnulogy from ihc scventftcntli ccntury to the.
present day.

t; George Wither. The.Hymnes and Songs o fthe Church (London: 1623]. An account of the
dispute, which saw the Stationers enter into an unholy alliance with the Puritans can be
found in Watson, p, 37.
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Those that will saved be must hold,
The true catholicke faith,

And keepe it wholly, ifthey would
Escape eternal! death.

Which Faith a Trinity adores
In One;and One in Three:

So, as the Substance being one,
Distinct the Persons be.

One Person ofthe Father is.
Another ofthe Sonne:

Another ofthe Holy Ghost,

And yet their Godhead one:
Alike in glory; and in their
Eternity as much: God

For. as the Father, both the Sonne,
And Holy-Ghost is such.

Verses 3 and 4 proceeded to outline that these three persons arc
uncreated, infinite, eternal and yet one. Verse 5 expounds the
proper predication ofthe terms ‘God' and ‘Lord’:

The Father likewise God and Lord,;
And God and Lord the Sonne;

And God and Lord the Holy-Ghost,
Yet God and Lord but One.
Forthough each Person by himsolfe,
We God and Lord confesse:

Yet Christian Faith forbids that we
Three Gods or Lords professe.

The subsequentverses hymn the Begetting ofthe Son, the Proces-
sion of the Spirit, the eoeternality and equality of the three per-
sons, the Incarnation and Redemption, and conclude with the
hope ofthe Second Coming.?2’

W ither also provided hymns for seasons and feasts, including a
translation of the Vera Creator which invokes and addresses the

-*W ither, ‘Song 43".
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Holy Spirit. ‘Song 59 was intended for Trinity Sunday and the
hymn stressed the limitations ofreason in the face ofthe mystery:

Those, oh, thrice holy Three in one,
W ho seeke thy Nature to explainc,
By rules to humane reason knownc.
Shall finde their labour all in vaine;
And in a shell they may intend,

Tin: sea as well to comprehend.

Faith’s objects true, and surer bee,
Than those that reasons eyes doe see.

The importance ofanalogy7isrecognized by Wither, and he draws
upon the traditional metaphor and imagery that as we shall see
was to be so disparaged by- Aderne in his directions for preachers:

Yet, as by looking on the Sunnc,
(Though to his substance we are blinde)
And by the course we see him ranne,
Some Notions we ofhim may finde'
So, what thy Brightnesse doth conceale,
Thy word, and workes in part reveale.

As the motion, light and heat ofthe sun, are distinct and yet there
isonly one sun, so likewise with the Trinity there is distinction and

unity:

Most glorious Essence, we confesse

In Thee (whom by faith we view)
Three Persons, neither more nor lesse,
Whose workings them distinctly shew:
And sure we are, those persons Three
Make but one God, and thou art He.

Having established the distinction in the Trinity, W ither outlines
their perichoretic or interpenetrative unity when acting ad extra:

Yet, though this M otion, Light, and Heate,
Distinctly by themselves we take;
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Each in t.he other hath his scat..

And butone Sunne we see they make:
For, whatso’erc the One will doe,

He workes it with the other two.

So in the Godhead there is knit

A wondrous threefold True-love-knot,
And perfect Union fastens it.

Though flesh and bloud perceive it not;
And what each Person doth alone,

By all the Trinitic is done.

Their Worke theyjoyntly doe pursue,
Though they their Offices divide;
And each one by himselfe hath due
His proper Attributes beside:

Each person is eternal and infinite in unity:

And neither Person aught doth misse,
That of die Godheads essence is.

This trinitarian devotion surfaces in other hymns, for example the
hymn for All Saints looks forward to the end of time when the
saints will be gathered into the company of Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.2

W hatever the merits of Wither’s writings as poetry; as hymns
they are quite valiant attempts to render the complexities of the
doctrine of the Trinity7 into a popular genre. His verse never
achieves the depth of feeling or flourishes of rhetoric that we will
find in Donne, but it does reveal a faith that was thoroughly trini-
tarian in flavour. Wither was obviously ‘at home’with the doctrine
of the Trinity much as Donne was, and in a way in which the
majority of later divines were not.

Once again, in hymnology we find further evidence that the
emptying of the devotional and emotional appeal ofthe doctrine

29 W ither iater »'xpaudcd hi*work into ihrw voiumes; the introduction to this Ilailduiah
states that the work is in three parts 'o mirror the Trinity. fi»r drrails of thi$ later work,
whichwaspublished in 1641,see Watson, p. 64.
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was accclcrated after the Restoration. Hymn books from (his
period are notreplete with hymns to the Trinity. William Barton’s
Four Centuries ofSelect Hymns published after the Restoration con-
tains some trinitarian doxologies:

To God the Fatherand the Son,
and Holy Ghost therefore
Eternal honour let be done,
henceforth for evermore.'s'

And also contains a poor verse on theJohannine comma:

Three witnesses there are above,
and aFl these three are one:

The Father, Son, and sacred dove,
One deity alone.

The living Father sent the Son,
Who by the Father lives:

And unto them that ask ofhim
the Holy Ghost he gives.3

But Barton simply lacks the spark of trinitarian feeling found in
Wither.

John Mason's Spiritual Songs from the last decade of the seven-
teenth century similarly contains a variety of trinitarian
doxologies:

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost;
The Father sent his Son;

The Son sends forth the Holy Ghost,.
For Mens salvation. 2

vl William Barton, four Cmlunts ufSelnctHymns (London: 1668';, ‘Hymn X LIX" in chc
second ocniury. If .should i1«: pointed out that the "centuries* arc "roups ofone hundred
hymns.

‘" Barton, century I, ‘Hymn X C\

11 {John Mason], Spiritual Songs {London: 16%), p. 7. Mason’s songs are thoroughly
scriptural. To modern minds not so steeped irt the Old Testament the results can be
unintentionally hilarious, as in ihr hymn (stillsung in a truncated form today) ‘How .shall |
singthai majesty’, whichcontainsthese memorable Sines: Thy BrightBack-paris, C) (iod of
Grace,/ | humbly here adore*. The book ofExodus was obviouslymore to tiic forciront of
the sivetitecnth-ccnturv mind than our own!
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Bui die spark ismissing here as well. The hymn to the Holy Ghost
does not really address the third divine person, and in general the
hymns arc empty ofreferences to the Trinity and devoid oftrini-
tarian dynamic, in the hothouse atmosphere ofthe 1690s this was
hardly surprising.

Batter my Heart

This general trend towards an emptying of the affective imagin-
ation in regard to the Trinity is also reflected in the poetry of the
Stuart Age. BenJortson in “The Sinner’s Sacrifice’ addressed him-
self to the Holy Trinity tenderly while upholding the central
aspects oftrinitarian teaching:

C) holy, blessed, glorious Trinity

of persons, still one God, in unity
The faithful man's believed mystery,
Help, help to lift

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, you three
All eoetcrnal in your majesty,
Distinctin persons, yet in Unity

One God to see.

The poem’s last verse is a very' skilful weaving of theology' and
triple triadic structure. The persons arc named by their attributed
works in the creation: ‘maker’, ‘saviour’ and ‘sanctifier’. lhc
present experience of the believer in the trinitarian dynamic is
then outlined as the persons are requested to ‘hear’, ‘mediate’
and ‘sweeten'. Finally, Johnson inverts the order of the Trinity
lo celebrate ihe trinitarian gifts to humanity: ‘grace’, ‘love’ and
‘cherishing™

My maker, saviour, and my sanctifier.

To hear, to mediate, sweeten my desire,

W ith grace, with love, with cherishing entire,
O then how blessed.®

“ BenJohnson, The Complete \>ms (cd. G. Parfit; New Haven: Vale University Pres?,
1982).
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George Herbert (1593-1633), one of the first Anglican poel-
divines, wrote of the Trinity several rimes. He tended to stress the
incomprehensibility of the Trinity, but in a way that is an invita-
tion to worship rather than a defence. In a poem entitled
‘Ungratefulness’ he writes,

Thou hast but two rare Cabinets full to treasure,
The Trinity, and the Incarnation:

Thou hastunlock’d them both,

And made them jewels to betroth

The work ofthy creation

Unto thyselfin everlasting pleasure

'Die statelier Cabinetis the Trinity

W hose sparkling’light access denies:
Therefore thou dostnot show

This fully to us, till death blow

The dustinto our eyes:

For by that powder thou wilt make us see/4

Again, likeJonson, Herbert does not simply state the bare bones
of the doctrine, but holds out the vision ofperichoretic life as the
Christian goal.

But clothing the ‘bare bones’ of doctrine is achieved pre-
eminently in the works ofJohn Donne (1572-1631), Dean of St
Paul’s Cathedral, London. Ifeverthere were a poet ofthe Trinity,
itis he. Donne’s reverence, love and imaginative feel for the doc-
trine in his preaching was noted in the Introduction, This flair is
given full expression in his poetry.""”

The Litanie’, which dates from the first, decade, of the seven-
teenth century, is based on the traditional Litany of Saints. As a
litany it opens with invocations to the Father, Son, and Spirit.
Each person is addressed with a petition for mercy and help. In
the fourth stanza Donne addresses the triune God:

O Blessed glorious Trinity,
Bones to Philosophy; but milke to faith,

34The WoikiofiitotgtHerbert(2 vols.; London: BdL 1859).
“John Donne, Complete English Poems(wi.C.A. Patrides, Tandon: Deni, I®M).
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Which* as wise serpents, diversly

Most slipperinesse, yet most entanglings hath.

As you distinguish'd undistinct

By power, love, knowledge bee,

Give nice a such selfe different instinct

O fthese letall mee elemented bee,

O fpower, to love, to know, you unnurnbred three.

The result is audacious: orthodox doctrine and startling imagery
are woven together in masterly fashion. The perichoresis of the
three divine persons is captured by the imagery ofentangled ser-
pents, and the two words ‘distinguish’d undistinct’ suggest almost
effortlessly what oceans of ink were to be unable to communi-
cate. The relative attributes ofpower, love and knowledge point to
this ‘distinguished undistinction’. The stanza ends with the plea
that the author be caught up into the life ofwhat. Donne refers to,
in a startling paradox, as the ‘unnumbred three’. The verse Is a
vivid testimony to the way in which doctrinal formulae, 'the bones
to philosophy’, can successfully couple with the devotional
imagination, ‘the milke to faith’. In some ways the whole history
of the progress of the doctrine of the Trinity during the seven-
teenth ccnuji-y is from Donne, who gives both ‘bones’and ‘milke’
to the valley ofthe dry bones found in the defences ofWatcrland
that we will examine in Chapter 6.

The same imagination shines in the Holy Sonnets. In ‘Sonnet
X1V’ Donne exclaims, ‘Baiter my heart, three person’d God’ and
the entire sonnetisaprayerto be ravished by the perichoretic deity.
The same desire forcommunion with the three personsis found in
'Sonnet XV I’, where Donne speaks o f‘hisjoynture in the knottie
Trinitie’. The adjective captures wonderfully both the difficulty of
the doctrine but also the inseparability' ofthe three divine persons,
and by extension those who are caught up into their love.

The years after the Civil War have simply nothing to compare
in trinitarian imagination. There has been much dispute about
the doctrinal tenor of the works of Milton. | will investigate
Milton’s De Doctrina Chmtiana in Chapter 4. In his book Milton
and ifie English Revolution, Christopher Hill comments sagaciously
that attempts to render Alilton orthodox tell us more about, the
anxieties of their proponents than Milton.3 Unfortunately his

<JChristopher HiJ. Milton and theEnglish Revoluaon (London: Faber & Faber, 1977), st:c p. |
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comment turns out to be a Parthian shot. Hill's own designs in
claiming Milton as ‘a radical heretic’ are clearly visible, and while
il istrue that Milton advocated ‘a more perfect reformation’, the
extent and scope of such a reformation in regard to trinitarian
doctrine is not ai all clear. It is difficult to decide the nature and
extent of Milton’s alleged heresy in regard to the Trinity, and
Hill’s attempt to read Paradise Lost and the Doctrina as symbiotic
partners is heavily contested. While the latter document seems to
have a distinct subordinaiionist lone. Paradise. Ij)st has to be judged
on itsown merits.3

The obvious has to be stated at the outset: Paradise Ix>stis not a
doctrinal treatise. As poetry it must notbe judged by alien categor-
ies. That there are three persons in the narrative is clear, though
the Holy Spirit is hardly treated. W hat is at stake in the debate is
the relationship between them. At certain points Milton can
sound thoroughly orthodox: the Son is "only begotten] the 'radi-
ant image’ of God's glory moreover ‘in him all his Father shone
substantially express’d’, he is both ‘God and man’. Other points
sound a more discordant note: ‘Thee next they sang of all
Creation first / Begotten Son, Divine Similitude’.?

W hatever the true nature of Milton’s beliefabout the Trinity; it
should be noted that even those who would defend Milton from
the charge of heresy see the trinitarianism of Paradise Lost as dis-
tinctly subordinationist. Milton, in common with many ofthose |
shall investigate in the following chapters, took Christian doctrine
to be clearest and purest near its source, and, again in common
with many others, saw a disastrous sea change occurring in
Christianity around the time of the Council of Nicea. Milton
perceived the teaching of the ante-Nicene Fathers to be the true
teaching of Christ and his Apostles. The understanding of that
teaching, which again it must be stressed was not strictly speaking
Arian, lentthe subordinationist tone found in his writing.3®

MSn: C.A. Pairides, Milton and Ac Cktisiian Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1966), and W. ]J\. Hunter, ed.. Bright Essence. Studies in M ilton's 'Theology (Salt Lake City:
UniversityofU tah Press. 1071).

Mjohn Millon, folra/lise lji.it (1/mddn: Penguin, book TM, lines SO, 63, 137, 3If>,
38-"5.

See Patridesforthe claim that Milton took up the revived subordinationistconceptual-
izations of the Cambridge Plaionists (p. 16). Hunter’s articles in Brigfct Essence reject the
charge of Arianism levelled against Milton by showing thatthe Son is generated from the
suhsUUu'e o flilt-. Fatherand no», as Arinswould haverit, 'out of nothiny".
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The same forces that we have found present in other areas of
popular expression seem to be at work in poetry too: a dis-
tancing from the doctrine, a dumbing down of the imagination,
a loss of trinitarian dynamic. While T must stress that my study
of popular religion is tentative and impressionistic, it does seem
that during the seventeenth century a decisive alienation from
the doctrine is occurring. This alienation is reflected in the
imagination. As the doctrine of the Trinity is eviscerated of its
popular appeal, the bones aie left to knaw on but die milk has
dried up.

Three Faces in a Knot

Given the alleged obliteration of images from English churches
during the sixteenth century, it may seem somewhat futile to look
for iconography of the Trinity. However the ‘stripping of the
altars’was not as total as is sometimes implied — the iconoclasts
ofthe Civil War certainly had a busy time removing the relics of
Popery'. Their accounts imply that most, though by no means all,
ofthe images still left in the churches before the 1640s were found
in stained glass. Are there any clues to be found about popular
devotion to the persons ofthe Trinity?10

W hen Paul Best inveighs against ‘the triple headed Cerberus
of the Trinity in the 1640s it is tempting lo dismiss this as a
piece of florid polemic. But when we find the sober Lewes Bayly
warning his readers not to conceive the Trinity as 4 tripartite
idolT we need to think again. Best’scomplaint has more substance
than would initially appear. Prior to the Reformation the most
popular method of depicting the triune God was the so-called
‘Italian Trinity*. In this image the Father, often wearing a iriple
tiara, holds in his hands the crucified Christ, over whose head
hovers the Spirit in the form of a dove. This image was widely
used. Sometimes the three divine persons were even depicted in
the form of three human persons: three men equal in stature,

4" Two useful accountsof (lieieotioeiasm ->the seventeenth ccntury .ire given in M arga-
ret Aston, England's Itvnxlatfy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), andJohn Phillips,
TheRejotmuéainto flmages(London: tiniverxily ofCalifornia Press, 1973)- Aston’s txiok refers
to a ‘restoration’ of images in the seventeenth ccntury, presumably under Laud, but
unfortunately does not deal with this.
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visage and action. The Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge has a
well-preserved alabaster depicting the Trinity in Lhis way. Devices
and symbols, such as triangles and interlinked circles, were fre-
quently used to express devotion to the Trinity.4l

If pictorial representation of the Trinity was common, objec-
tions to such portrayal had a venerable history. Wycliffe had
singled out images of the Trinity for attack: 'laymen depict the
Trinity unfaithfully, as if God the Father wasan aged paterfamilias,
having God the Son crucified on his knees and God the Holy
Spirit descending on both as a dove’. The Lollards were particu-
larly concerned aboutimages ofthe Trinity and inveighed against
them in their Twelve Conclusions. This opposition to images of the
Trinity grew during the Reformation period. Cranmer opposed
such representations, and conccrn was voiced about such images
tliroughout the reign of F lizabeth T.tw

It must be stressed that concern about images of the Trinity
was more than a rejection of images per se. It was not the pecu-
liar preserve of puritans or militant Protestants. O n the Contin-
ent, the Bishop of Meaux had selectively pruned images from
his cathedral, being especially concerned to remove any con-
nected with the Trinity.- Jeremy Taylor was particularly vexed
by such depictions. In his Dissuasivefrom Popery he reproved ‘the
custom of the church of Rome, in picturing God the Father,
and the most holy and undivided Trinity’. Taylor was acutely
aware that, such representations were hostages to fortune: ‘it
ministers infinite scandal to all sober-minded men, and gives the
new arians, in Polonia, and anti-trinitarians, great and ridiculous
entertainment, exposing that sacred mystery to derision and
scandalous contempt’. Taylor would not countenance symbolic
representation either. He reprobates Papists who, in Mass books
and glass, ‘picture the holy Trinity with three noses, and four
eyes, and three faces in a knot, to the great dishonour of God".
Taylor argued that the Holy Trinity never appeared in any
form, therefore it could not be depicted visually. As all represen-
tation of the essence of God is excluded, the Trinity cannot be

1 Sre Heather Child and Dorothy Co!«, Christian Symbols (London: Bell. 1971} for an
account of symbolism in regard to the Trinity, pp. 43 51. Holy 'trinity Church, Long
M clford. is noteworthy for its trinitarian rjrvic®s. including thr '‘Rabbil Window™.

Aslon,p. 15it; seepp. 131,335,432.

HSee Aston, p. 33.
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pictured, and no symbol can be found for that which has no
form.4

During the 1630s the ascendancy ofthe Laudian party led to a
limited revival ofimages in the Church of England. The extent
and content of this revival is still unclear, and we lack evidence
about the subjects portrayed. Some stained glass was commis-
sioned for sure, and the statue of die Virgin above the portico of
the University Church in Oxford, which contributed to Laud’s
conviction and execution, shows that glass was not the only
medium employed.John Cosin, in the vanguard ofthe restoration
of images, apparently had the font at Durham Cathedral decor-
ated with a dove to represent the Holy Spirit. Cosin was accused
of re-importing the Italian Trinity; and one of the canons of the
cathedral delivered ajeremiad againstdie bishop irs which he was
denounced for wearing a cope embroidered with an image of the
Trinity/"

W hatever the extent of this revival ofimagery, the reaction was
ferocious. In a climatc that was hysterically and pathologically
anti-Catholic such innovations could not be tolerated. There were
iconoclastic riots in 1640 and 1641, and in 1642 the Long Parlia-
ment decreed that ‘all crucifixes, scandalous pictures of any one
or more persons ofthe Trinity, and all images of the Virgin Mary,
shall be taken away and abolished’ 4>

One of the most zealous of the iconoclasts was William
Dowsing. His Journal’, recording his forays into the churches of
Cambridgeshire and Suffolk, makes interesting an-d sad reading.
Countless windows were smashed and images removed. Dowsing
listed his destruction with delight. Among those destroyed at Little
StMary’s, Cambridge, was a ‘picture’of God the Father sitting in
a chair, possibly an ‘ltalian Trinity*. Pictures in Trinity College

w' Taylor, Worh, X, pp. f75-6, 177: X1, p. 169. At thislauer point -can at**» be fourni a
specificcensure ofthe Italian Trinity.
See Phillips, pp. 352, i 7V. For the canonical diatribe, see Peter Stnari, Tfie lutiite ta>/
Down-fell o fSuperstitious Pofnsk Gercrwnm (Edinburgh: 1628). Smart's account is still bUsngly
funny, a¢ when he inveighs: »gains! the music ai llie Communion Service as a 'hydrous

noise'which renders ‘the greateat part ofthe service - 1no betterunderstood than ifii
were in Hebrew or Irish'! (p. 24).
**Davies,|Il,p 343. Aneyewitnessaccount, givinga vivid and graphic description of the

desecration practised, can be lound in Bruno Ryvcs, Angliaeruina (fn.p.] : 1647}. His account
can lapse into bathos as when he records the destruction of the organ at Westminster
Abbey, 'they brake down the Organs, and pawned the Pipes at several! Ale-houses for pots
ofAle’ (p.236).
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and the Round Church suffered the .same fate. At Teversham
there was a picture with four suns, three contained the Father, the
Son and the Holy Spirit, and the fourth the three persons in one
God. This 100 was destroyed. In another church Dowsing spared
an image ofthe devil as such images were not included within the
parliamentary deereell'

It is difficult to conclude with certainty what impact these
images, and their subsequent destruction, had upon their
beholders. It must also be emphasized that iconoclasm and anti-
trinitarianism are in no ways coterminous. Such images were
reviled by Best, an opponent of the Trinity, but also decried by
Bayly and Taylor, staunch trinitarian believers. For a culture that
was becoming symbolically densensitized such imagery may have
been a hindrance rather than a help to understanding The icono-
clasm is clearly consistent with the general trend towards a sup-
pression of the imagination in religion in general. However, in a
society that was still largely illiterate, the destruction of such aids
to devotion possibly removed what little handle the ordinary
believer could get on the doctrine.

The Mailer and Stile o fSermons

The vast majority of churchgoers would have heard at least one
sermon on a Sunday. Most, ofthese discourses perished as soon as
they were preached, and it is thus very difficult to gain a clear
picture ofthe standard fare on offer in most parish churches. The
celebrated and influential preachers had their sermons copied and
published, but these are hardly a representative propoition of
the whole. The nature ofordinary preaching and its references to
the divine personsis almost a closed book, but some hints are to be
tound.

There is general agreement that both the style and the content
of preaching changed quite drastically during our period. The
opening years of the Stuart Age saw the flourishing of the
so-called ‘metaphysical preachers'. Men such as Donne, Andrewes
and Jeremy Taylor were praised for their learning, wit and
rhetoric. Their sermons are replete with quotations, imagery and

‘m T/t* Oimfmdgr. jvurntd of William Dousing 1f/43 (transcribed by A. O. Moule; Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1926), pp. ?, 12.
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allusions drawn largely from ehe Scriptures but also from the
Fathers and Classical authors. They wished to move their hearers
to action and did so by linking doctrine and practicc in a seamless
whole. They appealed to the imagination, used allegory, and
played fairly freely with their text. The Restoration divines were
very different. Charles Il, having grown used to the briefer exposi-
tions of Continental preachers, prized and praised brevity and
simplicity of style. The Court preachers quickly caught on. The
concerns ofthe Restoration period also afiécted preaching. Any-
thing that smacked of fervour or ‘enthusiasm’was automatically
suspect — that sort of thing had led to the Civil War. Coolness
and rationality were valued. The Scriptures were cited less fre-
quently; and the Fathers down-played. Preaching became less
urgent and more urbane. Preachers bothered themselves with
moralism not with mystery, and natural explanation was preferred
lo supernatural. The 'plain speech' of the Royal Society affected
the preachers of high socicty. Preaching was valued if it was
rational, peaceable and useful There was little time for specula-
tion or celebration of mystery. Preaching towards the end of the
seventeenth century' became, in the waspish comment of one
recent commentator on the sermons of Tillotson, the expounding
of'Christian discipleship without the taking up ofa crossl Such a
climate was not conducive to any imaginative restatement of the
doctrine of the Trinity.48

A preacherslguide published in 1671 shows the direction ofthe
tide quite clearly. Preaching has fallen into contempt, the author
argued, precisely because preachers dealt too much with obscure
points of doctrine and not enough with everyday concerns. In a
sermon there should be no ‘obscure passages, or nice specula-
tions’, and the preacher must resist the urge to become 'a
Mystery-rnan\ Reason is the tool to confirm faith, not ‘Enthusi-
asm or bare tradition, both of them bad Nurses’. The emptying
ofthe imagination is categorically enjoined in a passage that deals
with trinitarian metaphors:

nor should you study to prove the Trinity in Unity {as some
have attempted) by the comparison of three folds in the same

Davies, 11: FromAndrcives lo Baxterand Foxi1975). p. 184. This paragraph relies heavily
on Davies.
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cloath, or by the three faculties or powers in the soul, which are
all one in essence, or by the similitude betwixt him and the
substance, light and heat ol the Sun. The truth of such articles
isnottobe made evident from comparisons, which prove noth-
ing, but from Scripture so interpreted by mostancient Councils
and Fathers.4*

That at least two of the censured metaphors are found in the
writing of the Fathers docs not seem 1o have struck the author.
Given such direction it is not surprising that the sermons of the
1690s are much less vivid and convincing than those of Donne,
whose sermons, while hardly ‘unreasonable’, arc testimony to his
conviction that the Trinity was a mystery 'not to be chewed by
reason, but to be swallowed by faith’.,0

A final clue to the content ofsermons, at least after the Restor-
ation, is ollercd by the diaristJohn Evelyn. His first record of
preaching against Socinianism dates from 1659, the next is an
account ofa sermon preached on Trinity Sunday in 1679. In the
1680s references are made more frequently and become a flood in
the 1690s as the Socinians ‘began exceedingly to broch their her-
esy more than everin England’. Evelyn’s accounts arc ofsermons
preached againstthe errors ofthe Socinians and Arians. The doc-
trine was expounded in defensive terms: it was a mystery; it
required faith not reason; it was the leaching of the primitive
Church. Evelyn gives no account ofany sermon that attempted to
integrate the doctrine into the affective life of piety, or demon-
strate its practical use. The mostimaginative response we find is in
an entry forJuly 1691 recording the creation of a new parish
church. The [»residing bishop told the congregation that the new'
church,

was to be dedicated to the Holy Trinity, in honour of the 3
undivided Persons in the Deity, & to mind their duty; in
giving equal worship to both the Father, Son, & Holy Ghost, &
steadfastly to cleave & assert, the Godhead ofthem all, accord-
ing to the faith of the Church in all ages, & now especially,

“John Artierne, DimHums Conmning the M atin and Stile of'Sermons (r<l John MacKay:
O xford: Blackwell. 1952),pp. 3,4, 6, 25-6.

v'Quoted in David Nichols. ‘The Political Theology oflJohn Donne’, ‘fhwlogual Studies
49 (1988),pp. 45 66,(57).
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that Arianisme, Socinianisme. & Athéisme, began to spread
amongstus/'1

The Rhythm, of the liturgy

Theological reflection that, neglects the study of Liturgy runs the
risk of serious distortion. Investigation of’the actual practice of
public worship helps the historical theologian in his task. Indeed,
‘the study of the aspiration and adoration of entire Christian
communities and communions isa profound clue to the interpret-
ation of religious life at any period . .. it is as important as the
consideration of the ideas of individual theologians’. It might
even be said that ‘the true history ofthe Churchis. ..the history
ofitsworship’®2

During the Stuart Age the Rook of Common Prayer was under
attack on two fronts. Before die Civil War it was seen by many as
too 'Papist’, a perception that culminated in its proscription on 3
January 1645. This ban was circumvented by numerous strata-
gems, and its Liturgy was freely available throughout the Com-
monwealth period. 1The very minor revisions of 1662 and 1689»
and the more profound aborted reforms proposed at the outset of
the Restoration, sprung from concern with the ‘Papist’ nature of
the prayer book.

The more interesting and less predictable attack was that
mounted in the early eighteenth century by the maverick scholar
William W histon and the leading theologian Samuel Clarke, who
were much more concerned to ‘correctlthe doctrinal errors ofthe
prayer book.'4 (1 will investigate the theological writings ofboth in

" TheDii>yoflohn Evelyn(cd. E. S. Do lkcr; London: Oxford University Press, 1959), 19
May 1695. 19July 1691; sec die entries for 13 February 1659, 15June 1679, 2July 1699,
26 May 1700.

“ Davies, 111: From Halts and Wesley to M avrict {1961}, pp. 6-7. See footnote 9 for the
claim of Roger Lloyd about the ‘true history ofthe Church',which Daviesendorses.

y>That this was the case is ably demonstrated by Morrill and Spurr: see, for instance,
Spurr's first chapterdealing with the Interregnum .

‘mThe depth ofthe BCP’s trinitarianism can be seen in the following briefoutline. The
practice of’repeating the traditional doxology ‘G lory be to the | ather, and to the Son. and
to the Holy Ghost' at the end of each psalm is a dear example of the Prayer Book’s
trinitarianism. As it stood, the forin ofthe doxology rendered each person equal praise and
honour. T hr Litany;whichwasto Lh*rrctcd evrry Sunday, W rdnesday and Friday, invoked
the three divine persons individually and collectively. It slated categorically that there were
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Chapter 6.) Their proposed reforms and adapted Liturgy
reflected their subordinationist theologies. Whiston’s eccentric
nature was amply displayed in his liturgical provisions, which he
laterrecalled had been the immediate occasion ofthe first ofseveral
entanglements with the Bishop of Ely» unhappy with his omission
of three ofthe four opening petitions ofthe Litany and the com-
plete abandonment ofthe Athanasian Creed.51

Disturbed by the coequality implied by the iorm of the dox-
ology used at the end of the metrical psalms, he proposed a
revision:

To God the Father, through the Son,
And in the Holy Ghost,

Be Glory now, and everpaid,

By us, and all his Host.5*

Great poetry it is not, but it neatly illustrates the purely economic
Trinity advocated by one who saw' himselfas a ‘Primitive Chris-
tian’. His revised Liturgy expunged the Athanasian Creed alto-
gether, deleted the Preface for Trinity Sunday; and altered the
words of baptism and other ordinances to reflect the subordina-
tionist tendencies of his thought. Whiston was no mere rationalist,
paiing down the liturgical formulae: amongst other proposals
he advocated a return to the first Prayer Book of Edward the VT,

‘three Persons and one Cod'. The Apostles’ Creed was read every morning and evening,
and the Niccne Creed recited during the célébraiiotiofthe Holy Communion. The Atha-
nasia» Creed was tu hr melted on thirteen setdays an instruction deeply resented and
disoheyrd in certain circles. The Preface for Trinity Sunday was emphatic:

W ho art on«- God, one Ixird: notone only Person, hut three Persons in one Substance.
For thai which we believeofthe glory ofthe Father, the same we helieve of the Son, and
ofihc Hijly Ghost, without, any diilcfcic«' or inequality.

Th« blessing givtrn at the conclusion ofthe Communion was explicitly trinitarian, as were
the formulae for baptism, the giving of the ring in marriage, and absolution at the Visit-
ation of the Sick. The layingon ofhandsatdiaconal, presbytcral and episcopal ordination
was given ‘in the name ofthe Father, and of the Son. and ofthe Holy Ghost'. At this
conferral oforders the VeriiCreator sequence, an explicitinvocation ofthe Spirit, was sung.
As well as this explicit trinitarian language the liturgy possessed a trinitarian ethos. The
feasts of Christmas, Frnircost and Trinity Sunday were celebrated, providing ample
opportunity forreflection upon the Incarnation, the Spirit, and the mystery of the Trinity.
The ordinar\- Sunday's ofthe yearwere counted as ‘Sundays after Trinity’.

r William W histon,C fmilianily Reviv'd, ;4 vols.:London: I1V11j.1, see pp. xci, Ixxv.

f>W histon, 1,p. cxxix.
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and the use of oil in baptism. In Liturgy, as in writing, he was
concerned only with die reconstruction of what he took to be
‘Primitive Christianity’. Several of W histon’s suggestions cropped
up again and again in proposed revisions of the prayer book
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.”

The proposed revision of Samuel Clarke was more rationalist
in tone: the Liturgy needed reform to make itacceptable to right-
thinking men. His copy ofthe 1662 prayer book, preserved in the
British Museum, has all its trinitarian formulae struck through.
Clarke did not publish his proposed revision but circulated it pri-
vately Prayer isdirected to ilie Father alone. The Athanasian and
Nicenc Creeds arc omitted, and the Apostles’ Creed amended
with a comma to read ‘I believe in God, the Father Almighty'.
The doxologv is changed to ‘Glory be to God by Jesus Christ
through the heavenly assistance of the Holy Ghost*. The Preface
ofTrinity Sunday is deleted, and all trinitarian formulae amended
in a subordinationist direction.Jj Although the proposals of
YVhiston and Clarke had little direct influence upon the Liturgy
ofthe Church of England, the latter's proposals were to be influ-
ential in the development of non-trinitarian liturgies outside the
established Church.™

We have found dear evidence then that the seventeenth century’
marked something of a watershed in popular appreciation and
appropriation of the doctrine of the Trinity. In the following
chapters we shall examine some of die causes lor this decline in
trinitarian imagination, and investigate some of the arguments
and disputes that eroded the trinitarian hegemony ofdoctrine.

J' For Whiston’x Liturgy and some interesting comparisons, sec W.Jardine (Jrisbrookc,
Anglican M lurgkto fthe Sevtni&eiiih and Eighteenth Centurie' (London: SPCK,, -938).

VISee R. C.D.Jasper, Pnnw Book Rtuiiion in England /(90 0-/900 (London: SPCK, 1954),
[>p. 2 3. Against ?hisbackground W atedand's spirited defence ofthe Athanasian Creed is
more understandable. The wry modestrevisions ofthe Piayer Book iai 1689 had reduced
the numberoftimesitwas to be recited during ihe year from thirteen to five. There had
beensome discussionofitsremoval altogether in an attemptto conciliate the nonconform-
ists but the proposa- was defeated. Welt into the nineteenth ccntury the suitability' ofthis
crced forpublic worshipwas stilla bone of‘contention.

BSec A. Elliott Pcaston. Tfv I*nyerBoot Reform Mtmemmtin the XV U Ith Century (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1&40).



CHAPTER TWO

The Rise, Growth and Danger of
Socinianisme

The chaos, confusion and torment generated by the English Civil
War is well captured in the lapidary title of Christopher Hill’s
book, The. World Turned Upside Down. Hill and others have skilfully
presented us with the turmoil that engulfed much of the British
Isles during ‘the English Revolution’*The crucial importance of
religion in the conflict has been rccognized increasingly 111 recent
years, leading.John Morrill to insist that this period sees not the
first modern revolution but the last war ofreligion. Anarchy, con-
fusion and disorder reigned in Church and state, and religious
disputes were die most powerful motor behind the civil conilict.
The English Reformation had never produced the ultra-radical
eruptions that occurred in Mdunster and elsewhere on the
Continent, but the English Revolution was to eclipse them. Civil
chaos provided a catalyst forthe advancement ofvarious ‘deviant’
doctrines, opinionsand practices in religion. Dogma, moral teach-
ing and the interpretation of Scripture were examined, questioned
and rejected as never before. The breakdown of any effective
censorship meantthat heterodox views could be canvassed almost
with impunity, and tracts and invectives poured from the
unregulated pressesin abundance.l

"Christopher Hill, The World Turned. UpsideDown (London: Temple Smith, 1972}. A very
useful bibliography for Civil War material can be found in Mark Kishlansky. A Monarchy
ltanetnnl(f.pnd<m: Prnguii:, 1997), pp. 3.53-6.John Morrill emphasizes Lhe importance,
ofreligion in hLs essays, many of which arc collectcd in The .Nature o flhe English Revolution
(London: Longman, 1993}. The impactofthe conflictupon, and developmentoi,religious
genresis traced in Nigel Smith, fij*terafureand Resolution in England 1640 1660 (London: Yaic
University Press, 1991).
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There had been some chinks in the trinitarian consensus in
the previous centuries. The Lollards were unhappy with popular
depictions of the doctrine in iconography. A priest called
Assheton had been corrected by Archbishop Cranmer for his
alleged unorthodoxy in regard to the Trinity. Bartholomew Legate,
a preacher among (lie Seekers, and Edward Wightman, the last
person to he burntior heresy in England, had both been executed
in 1612 for their anti-trinitarian views among other tilings. Bui
these were isolated incidents and, in the case ofpoor Wightman at
least, more the product ofieeble-mindeness than the resultofany
systematic denial ofthe doctrine. The 1640s were different. It was
in this turbulent decade that the seeds of future trinitarian con-
flicts were sown. Some links, such as the rcpublication ofJohn
Biddle’s works in the early 1690s, are obvious. Others are not
quite so blatant but provide clear evidence that the controversies
of the 1690s were the re-emergence of a theme that had been
heard unmistakably fifty years before. The issues found in the
disputes of the later decade — the interpretation of Scripture, the
limits of reason, the role of tradition, the implications of toler-
ation, the intelligibility ofdoctrinal language — can all be found
in the 164-Osand 1650s. One of the aims of this book is to correct
the neglect of antecedents that nearly all who have sought to
examine the controversies of the 1690s have been guilty of.
Although | do not agree with their theological conclusions, the
sharper historical insight exhibited by Unitarian apologists such
MacLachlan, and Wallace before him, must be given proper
acknowledgement. To root the conflicts ofthe 1690s in the period
surrounding the Civil War is not to commit the fallacy ofposl hoc
ergopropierhoc found in some historical theology, but simply to insist
that the topography of these later controversies surrounding the
doctrine of the Trinity is already abundantly clear during this
earlier period and in particular that the word ‘person5occupies
the central place in the dispute.’

2 H.john MacLachlan, Amnianim in Seventeenth Century England (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Pres.s, 195!). The 'Introduction'in Ole PeterGrell,Jonathan I. Israel and Nicholas
Tyacke, cds., F/oin PemecuOoti in Toleratiiti (Oxford: Oxford University Piess, 1991), P. 5.
especially, is not guilty of such ncglcci and Grell is very perceptive when he notcS
thai anti-trinitariaiiism in England was bom at this time. Robert Wallace, A/ab® iiiaran
Biography (3 vols.: Ix>ndon. 1850).
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Liberlinisme and tearful Anarchy

In 1646, as the conflict in the country was entering a new and
decisive phase, a splenetic diatribe against religious error
appeared under the delightfully rabid title of Gangrama. Its author
was Thomas Edwards (1599-1647) who had been an uncom-
promising Puritan from his early youth and had fallen foul of
Archbishop Laud at the outset of his clerical career. He was
renowned for his violent temper and speech as his vituperative
and satirical Gangraem clearly shows. As a convinced Presbyterian,
Edwards believed in the continued maintenance ofan established
and inclusivist Church, and his fury was partly directed at the
Independents, who favoured congregational Church government
unconnected to the state. But Edwards* main target was the
extremist sects flourishing freely in the anarchy of civil war, and
Gangraena vented his spleen on the strange doctrines, unorthodox
teachings and bizarre pracliccs of his contemporaries. He des-
pised the lay loaders, o f the sects, lamenting the ‘swarms... ofall
sorts of illiterate mcchanick Preachers, yea of women and Boy
Preachers’. He despaired of the situation, ‘for we instead of a
reformation, are grown from one extreme to another, fallen from
Scylla to Charybdis, from Popish innovations, superstitions, and
prclacticall Tyrrany, to damnable heresies, horrid blasphemies,
Liberlinisme and fearful anarchy'. Parliament had recently Issued
directions for the destruction ofany religious images remaining in
churches,and Edwards warmly applauded the iconoclasm, but he
feared that the sects presented a greater danger and reminded its
members that ‘you have broken down images ofrhe Trinity . ..
we have those who overthrow the Doctrine of the Trinity’.
Gangraenawas a clarion call to action/

Edwards provides a catalogue of errors preached in the pre-
vious four years, especially in London, that he himself had
heard or had on good account. Some are relatively trivial, such
as the preacher who exhorted men to receive the Lord’ Supper
with their hats on. Some strike the modern reader as ludi-
crously funny, such as the jeremiad delivered against the
eating of black puddings based on Old Testament proscriptions
connected with the consuming of blood. But others were far more

1Thomas Edwards, Gangrtma (London: 1646). ‘The Episdc Dedicatory', no: paginated.
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serious and far reaching, among them four errors touching on the
Trinity:

8. That right reason is the rule of Faith, and that we are to
believe, ihe Scriptures, and ihe Doctrine ofthe Trinity, Incarna-
tion, Resurrection, so far as we see them agreeable to reason,
and no further.

24. That in the unity of the God-head there is not a trinity of
Persons, but the Doctrine ofthe Trinity, believed and professed
in the Church of God, is a Popish tradition and a doctrine
ofRome.

25. There are not three distinct persons in the Divine essence,
but only three offices; the Father, Son, and holy Ghost are not
three persons, but offices.

26. That there isbut one Person in the Divine nature.1

W hat is most remarkable about this list is that it provides a
concise catalogue of nearly every major component in the dis-
putes surrounding the doctrine of the Trinity for the next 90
years. Conflict over the role and scope ofreason, the desire for a
fuller and more perfect Reformation and the total rejection of
anything that smacks of tradition, the neo-Sabellian interpret-
ation placed on the doctrine by Hobbes and others, the Unitar-
ian mono-personal deity, are all major themes that will occur
again and again in our narrative. The seeds of the later disputes
were clearly being sown in ihe 1640s. The doctrine of the Trin-
ity was becoming a contested matter: by 1644-, for instance, the
Baptists in Bristol openly debated whether or not God was one
person/'

Edwards was rueful about the very future of Christianity given
that ‘within these last four years in England there have been blas-
phemies uttered of the Scripmres, the Trinity; each person ofthe
Trinity, both of Father, Son, and holy Ghost’. Turning his lire
once more on his Independent quarry, he concluded with a pleato
Parliament lo reject their request for toleration, which lie feared
would simply open the floodgates of error. (The same argument

*Edwards, pp. 19, 21 Thr numbers iirfnre earn rrHcct tlicirorder >»the text.
'See Rail Morse Wilbur. A History o/'lJnitarianum (Cambridge. MA: Harvard University
Pré«. 1952),p. 190.



38 'Nke and flot Disputes'

was to be used by Anglican opponents of religious toleration after
the Restoration.f

The errors reported by Edwards were allocated to various sects
in Ephraim Pagitt’s Heresiography. Pagilt (1575—1647), a skilled lin-
guist at Christ Church, Oxford, who at one stage liad translated
the Book of Common Prayer into Greek, had been a strong
royalist at the start of the Civil War but had come to see Preshyt-
erianism as the only antidote to the rise ofthe Independents. He
lamented that no sooner had the Roman yoke been thrown offat
the Reformation than ‘Behold suddenly a numerous company of
other hereticks stole in upon us like locusts’. Like Edwards he was
appalled by the lay leadership of the sects and inveighed against
the fact, that ‘shoo-makcrs, coblers, button-makers preach’.7 The
religious disunity now manifest caused Samuel Rutherford, who
had come south as a Scottish member of die Westminster
Assembly; to lament that ‘not onely every City, but every family
almost haih a new Religion'.;lJJohn Taylor expressed his contempt
of the ‘swarme of sectaries’ and their ‘mechanick preachers’ in
satirical vein:

These kind ofvermin swarm like Caterpillars

And hold Conventicles in Barns and Sellars,

Some preach (or prate) in woods, in fields, in stables,
In hollow trees, in tubs, on tops oftables,

To the expense of many a tallow Taper,

They tosse holy Scripture into Vapor.-'

Pagitt accused fourgroups ofholding heretical viewsofthe Trin-
ity: the Anabaptists who believe that 'Christ is not true God, but
onely endued with more gifts that other men’; the Familialists (sic)
wiho claim that *flisridiculous to say God the Father, God the Son,
God the Holy Ghost; as though by saying these words they should
affirme to be three Gods’; the Socinians who deny that Christ is

liEdwards, j> 37.

‘E. Pagitt, lleresiogrtiuky, 2nd cdn (London; 1645), The Ptdace’. Heresiographyisa com-
panion volume to Chwtianograptiy,which catalogued those Churches that did not share the
errorsofRome.

8Samuel Rutherford, A Sermon Prtached before liu Right Honourable House oflords {T-ondon:

p.6.
‘John Taylor, A 'Summe o fSectaries (Jn.p.J: 1641!. p. 7.
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truly God and hold that the Trinity isrepugnant to the Scripturcs;
and the Antitrinitariam or new Arians who ‘deny the Trinity of
Persons’ and reib.se to accept that Christ or the Spirit are of' the
essence of God. Pagitt was indignant with his fellow Protestants
because even ‘the Papists worship God in Trinity; and Trinity in
Unity; whereas some of these sectaries blaspheme the holy Trin-
ity'. Citing the executions of Bartholomew Legate and Edward
Wightman in 1612 for their alleged anti-trinitarianism, Pagitt
urged the magistrates to use similar measures to destroy the sects
and their preachers.10

Anti-trinitarian teaching and anti-trinitarian groups are thus
clearly present in the England ofthe 1640s. But from where did
such sentiments originate, who were the propagators of such
views, and why were such opinions being advanced? During this
period anti-trinitarian ideas seem to flow from two sources, often
intermingled but distinguishable. 'The first was the spread of Soc-
inian ideas from the Continent. The second was a home-grown
product born out of the marriage of biblicism and nascent
rationalism. Tt is to the first of these sources that we now turn.

Italian Atheism

Throughout the seventeenth century ‘Socinian’ was a stock part
of the abusive rhetoric of much religious debate. It functioned
much as the. word ‘red* in 1950s America or ‘fascist’ in our own
society. It was used emotively rather than descriptively; and
accusations of‘Socinianism’”have to be treated with great caution.
Having said that, by 1640 Socinian thought and teaching was
definitely permeating certain sections of English society.

The Socinians proper derived their name from the eponymous
Faustus Sodnus, a free-thinking humanist born in Siena in 1539.
Faustus had been introduced to radical thought by his uncle
I>aclius. Both Socinii exemplified the spirit of Renaissance
humanism and individualism of northern Italy, hence ilscharac-
terization as ‘ltalian Atheism' by Francis Cheyneii, one of its bit-
terest opponents.1 Finding himself under threat because of his

w Piagitt, pp. 12, ftf>. 121, 17ii; sacp. 123.
mFrancis Chcyncll, The.Man o fHonour Described (l.oii<lon: 1643), p. 2ft.
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radical views in his native province, Faustus Socinus settled first in
Basel and then, again out of concerns for personal safety made
his way to Poland, which at this time was far from being the ultra-
Catholic country it later became. The liberal regime of its ruler,
Sigismund TI, provided a refuge for many ‘dissident' believers,
much as Holland was to become a few years later. In Rakow
Socinus founded a college, which developed and disseminated his
controversial teaching.

The Socinians refused to accept any authority other than that
of Scripture, and they insisted that disputes about the meaning of
Scripture were 10 be settled by reason alone. Their combination
of these two convictions has led to them being characterized as
‘evangelical rationalists*, and led them to reject original sin, depict
the sacrifice of Christ as purely exemplary and not propitiatory,
and insist over a century before Kant that all beliefs had to be
morally cashable. Above all they were renowned and vilified for
their anti-trinitarianism, and indeed ‘Socinian was used as a
synonym for Unitarian during much ofthe seventeenth century.l

In 1605 the college at Racow had produced a catechism in
Polish, known ever alter as ‘the Racovian Catechism'which aimed
to be a compendium of Socinian teaching. Amongst other things
it. taught that Christ was not divine, that the Holy Spirit was not a
person, and that God was oneperson not three. T he catechism was
soon translated into latin, and in 1609 it arrived in England
compléte with a dedication toJames I, whom the Socinians mis-
takenly believed to be a model of religious toleration. James was
appalled and the book was burnt by the hangman.M

The Racovian Catechism divided knowledge of God into two
apes: truths that were considered essential to salvation and those
diat were merely conducive to it. The unipersonality of the deity
was deemed to fall into the latter category; itisconducive but not
essential to salvation to believe that God is one person. The cat-
echism argued that God can only be one person in tins vein: the
essence of God is one, by definition there cannotbe two or more
gods; a ‘person’is an individual intelligent essence; therefore the

‘”For a briefintroduction 10 Socinus and Socinianism. see Bernard Reardon, Religious
Thoughtm the Reformation (London: Longman, 1984), pp. 230-6. A much fuller account, of
die history ofSocinianism can be fourni in Wilbur.

Catecfuiis ecclesioutm quae irt reg/io Poloniae (Racoviae: i009), hermnaflerreferred 1o as the
'Racovian Catechism".
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individual intelligent essence, which we call 'Cod’, must be one
person and only one person. Those who affirm three persons in
the Godhead do so because they misunderstand the Scriptures.
Texts cited in favour ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity are rejected by
the catechism as inadequate. According io the catechism the word
'‘God’isused in two ways in the Bible: one for the Almighty God,
and the other forthose who arc invested with his power and act in
his name. Ignorance or confusion about this usage, along with
other unscriptural influences have produced the erroneous doc-
trine of the Trinity. Although those who believe in a trinity of
persons can still be saved, to believe that God is one person is
more conducive to salvation; trinitarian belief is dangerous for sev-
eral reasons: it overthrows God’s unity; it obscures God’ glory; it
subverts the way of faith by not allowing to the Son and the Spirit
their secondary operation in the role of salvation; and finally; it is
one of the main stumbling blocks for the conversion of the
heathen, who think that Christians believe in three Gods. The
Socinian grammar of divinity holds that the ‘person5o0f God is
the Father. Christ Isa human person, albeit one who has been
elevated by the divine power of God to be a mediator between
God and humanity and the Holy Spirit is not a person but a
personification ofGod’s actions. 4

It is important to grasp what is going on here. Socinianism is
best seen as an exegetical position, and the Racovian Catechism
was arguing that trinitarian language was unreasonable, but also
that it was unscriptural. Socinian roots in Renaissance humanism
led them, along with much early Protestantism, to be impatient of
what they saw as scholastic niceties and thus to reject reflections
that were at pains to examine how the word ‘person’ functioned in
its trinitarian context. Whereas in much scholastic discussion of
the Trinity, and indeed in Augustine, ‘person’ had been used as a
formal term to enable Godtalk to continue, the Socinians took it
as a material description. The change in perspective was fatal for
the doctrine of the Trinity. If God was one then he was one
individual person. For them the doctrine of three persons in one
God was tantamount to asserting that, there were three individuals

Racovian Catechism, p. 32; sec pp. «!, 42. The catechism dismisses the possibility of
more than one person in the Godhead: 'Hoe sane w*l 'nine patere poiesi,quod essentia Dei
sicuna numéro. Qua propter piurcs numéro personae in ca esse nuflo paeto posaunt, cum
persona nihil aJiud sit, nisi essentia tndividua intelligent’
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in the Godhead and hencc three individual gods. The words of
the doctrine were not to be found in the Bible, and in the after-
math ofthe Reformation it made perfect sense to the Sociniansto
see the doctrine ofthe Trinity as yet another manifestation ofthe
anti-Christian designs of the Roman Church, and to hail Socinus
as 'the Reformer ofthe Reformers’. 2*

A Mystery o flniquity, Three Headed Cerberus

Given the inauspicious welcome meted out to the Racovian Cat-
echism, it should not he surprising that the historically verifiable
course of Socinian thought in early Stuart England is hazy. The
catechism and other Socinian literature could hardly expect wide
orovertdissemination, butby the 1640s views very similarto those
contained in the catechism were being canvassed and, equally
importantly, denounced. Accusations of Socinianism had been
flung in the previous decade against Ohillingworth by the Jesuit
controversialist Edward Knott. Ohillingworth (1602-1644) had
been an early ally of Laud but, troubled by doubts about his per-
sonal salvation, became a convert to Catholicism in 1630. His
experience inthe seminary in Douai drove him back to the Church
of England within the year. In 1636 Knott cited Chillingworth’s
views on the role of reason in the interpretation of Scripture as
evidence of his Socinian tendencies. Although Knott was very
keen to press home the claim that. Socinianism was the logical
progression of Protestantism, a move that was to become a stand-
ard part of Catholic polemic, the tract itself is short of concrete
evidence and slurs Chilingworth by inference and innuendo.
Chillingworth’s classic rejoinder, The Religion of Protestants, a Safe
Way to Salvation, enshrining the principal of free inquiry, was a
denial of Knott’scharge and concerned to testthe extent and limits
ofreason and Church authority rather than trinitarian doctrine.10

IiMaoLachlan’s book has a verse in the page facing the Prct'acc that capwrcs this
sentiment well.

Tolantd Eabyhm; /teil*axil Vela hillieius,
CalL'inusmums, scdJundainmta S-xinus.

16 Matthew Wilson (pseud. ;or Edward Knott) in A Direction to be Observd bp VJV.([n.p.j:
1636).
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Anti-trinitarian apologists such asWallace have often wanted to
claim Lord Falkland as the first Socinian in England, but caution
needs to be exercised, as these partisan studies are explicitly driven
by the desire to establish the pedigree of unitarian theology. It is
quite probable that in places like Great Tew; Falkland’s seat, there
was access to both written and verbal accounts of Socinian doc-
trine, and the Grand Tour undertaken by the sons ofthe English
nobility may have put some ofthem in touch with radical theo-
logical movements on the Continent. Many Socinians had settled
in Holland after being driven into exile from Poland, and while
MacToachlan vastly overstates his case by claiming that Holland
was ‘the bridgehead ibr the Socinian invasion of England’, there
was undoubtedly a steady trickle of Socinian books and ideas over
the channel. It is also clear that certain Polish Socinians visited
England on several occasions, and some sent their sons lor educa-
tion there. Of course this does not provide conclusive evidence
that those they visited were Socinian sympathizers, nor, by the
same token, that those who owned Socinian books agreed with
their content. Opponents of Socinian thought were also becom-
ing well aware that radical questioning was underway in certain
quarters by the 1640s. In the opening-year ofthe decade, Convo-
cation had passed 17 canons aimed at cauterizing movements and
tendencies deemed to be heretical and subversive. | he fourth
canon explicitly repudiated Socinianism, and while the canons
themselves had no impact, axthey were deemed ultra vires by Par-
liament, they are a clear indication of the alarm felt by the
ecclesiastical establishment. The popular appeal of Socinianism
proper was slight but, whatever its numerical strength, Socinian-
ism was to become a constant concern to authorities in Church
and state.T7

Anti-trinitarian view's were not confined to the clergy. One of
Gangraends targets, was Paul Best, a friend ofJohn Milton. After
studying at Cambridge, Best had travelled extensively in Poland
and Transylvania. There he had imbibed Socinian views and

1 1Robert Wallace, Antitrinitanan Biography (3 vols.; London: li/ll W hitfield, 1850).
Another ninetccnth-ccntury unitarian author 13 less ideologically driven in tracing the rise
of unitarian thought in England; Gaston Bonet-Maury, Early Sources of English Unitarian
History (ir. F.. P. Hall; Tandon: British and Fvreign Unitarian Association, 1884}. lionct-

M aury argues that the 'foreigner’ churches’ wm: the main ports ofentry of uni;arian
ideas into England where, he believes, they found very fertile soil.
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become a devotee of Unitarian theology. According to Edwards,
Best had described the Trinity as ‘a mystery of iniquity: three
headed ccrbcrus [. . .| a tradition of Rome’. Best’s Mysteries Dis-
covered, written during his imprisonment for blasphemy, certainly
justified Edwards’ concern. The critique of trinitarianism
expressed, the interpretation ofJohn 1:3 as referring to the new
creation, and the denial of the personality of the Holy Spirit,
indicate more than passing acquaintance with the writings of
Socinus and his followers. Best elaborated his creed:

| believe the Fatherto be God himself. .. and the Son is our
Messiah ... whom God made Lord and Christ ... And the
holy spirit is the very power of God ... or die Father God
essentially, the Sonne vicentially, the holy spirit potentially . ..
but for the Son to be coequall to the Father, or the holy spirita
distinct coequall person 1 cannot finde ... And that of three
coequall personsto be buta Chappell ofRome.®*

Best construed trinitarian language as unscriptural: talk ofthree
persons must mean three individuals and hence three gods. More-
over, the doctrine of the Trinity stands in the way of the conver-
sion of infidels because they see it plainly to be a doctrine that
asserts three gods. Offering an account ofthe corruption ofScrip-
ture contained in it, Best outlines its genesis and introduction by
the ‘semi-pagan Christians of the third century in the Western
Church’. Best is well acquainted with the standard orthodox
replies that attempt to justify talk of three persons but dismisses
them:

As for that which is commonly answered that God is not div-
ided but distinguished into three equall persons, [it] is as much
as ifthey had not a real!, but only a relative and rational being
or existence, as if essence and existence differed in God, or in
anything whose kind consists in one individual: for hypostatical
union or communion ofproperties, they are but reall contradic-
tions, and the: frog like croaking of the Dragon, the beast and
false prophet.11

Edwards, p. 38. Paul Best. M ?sterns Discovered ([n.p.J: pp. 4 ;i
Best,pp. 11, 14.
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Bestrested hiscase by appealing to Scripture and Scripture alone
as the right rule of faith: ‘lot us labour to reconcile Scripture by
Scripture, and by no means admit of an absurd sense'. He
thought it clear that one God must have one essence, one exist-
ence and hence be one person; to speak of three persons would be
to introduce three existent* sharing the same essence. And this
cannot be true, argued Best, becauscin God existence and essence
arc one. Best is not an original thinker but he exhibits definite
traits amongst certain religious radicals: the insistence upon scrip-
tural language, the impatience of analogical and formal linguistic
usage, biblical literalism, and ofcourse anti-Roman polemic/0

A more nuanccd example of the widespread disintegration of
theological sensibility in regard to the Trinity is provided byJohn
Fry. In 1647 Fry {1609 1657}, a member of Parliament,' had
heard of a minister, possiblyJohn Biddle, in prison on charges of
anti-trinitarianism. Fry’s interest placed him under suspicion of
unorthodoxy, and he himselfwas accused of denying the divinity
ofChrist. Fry’spamphlet in defence. T h AccuserSluimd, reveals the
growing unease surrounding the use of the word ‘person’ in
regard to the Trinity. Fry declared himself

altogether dis-satisfied with those expressions of three distinct
persons, or Subsistences in the Godhead ... Truly I do not
believe Jesus Christ to be God, after the manner which some
hold him forth, for according to my understanding of their
words and expressions, they hold forth three Gods, and | would
fain know how it can be demonstrated, that there can be three
distinctpersons, or subsistences in one entire being.2

Fry’s comments are all the more interesting as he claims to be
orthodox: 'l do and ever did, since 1 knew anything of Divinity,
really believe, Thai the Father is God, the Son is God, and the
Holy (ihost is God, and that these three are equally God ... and
yetthere are not three Godsbutone God’. It was the implications
of the language of person’ that disturbed Fry Tie exhibited a
‘common sense’ conception of person thinking it property used
only of man. Fry feared that using it of God could not but lead to

w'Brsl, p. 9;and stcp. 8.
‘John Fry, The Accusa Shaind(London: 1618;. p. 15.
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tritheism. His understanding and argument, are worth quoting at
length:

1shall briefly speak to that gross and carnal Opinion of three
distinct Persons, or Subsistences in the God head, and con-
clude Persons or Subsistences, are Substances, or Accidents, as
for the word Person, [ do notunderstand thatitcan properly be
attributed but to man; it isout. ofdoubt with me, that ifyou ask
the most part of men what they mean by a Person, they will
either tell you ’tisa man or else they are not able to give you any
answer at all: & the word Accident, f suppose none will attrib-
ute that to God; lor according 1o my poor skill, that word
imports no more but the figure or colour, &c. ofa thing, and
certainly no man ever saw the likeness ofGod, as the Scriptures
abundantly tcstific; and therefore neither of the words, Person
or Subsistences, can hold forth such a meaning as Accidents in
God

Athanasius in his Creed saith, T here is one Person of the
Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Ghost;
others say; That there are three distinct Subsistences in God:
Well, these three persons or Subsistences, cannot be Accidents,
neither do | think the meaning is of any: Then certainly they
must be Substances; if so, they must be created or uncreated,
limited or unlimited, then the person of the Father isa Crea-
ture, the person of the Son a Creature, and the person of the
Holy Ghost a Creature, which 1think none will affirm; if they
are not created or limited, then they must be uncreated and
unlimited, for 1 know no medium between crcatcd and uncre-
ated, limited and unlimited: If they are uncreated and
unlimited, then there are three uncreated and unlimited Sub-
stances, and so consequently three Gods. For my part, 1finde
no footing for such expressions in Scripture: and 1think them fit
onely to keep ignorant people in carnal and gross thoughts of
God, and thereiore | do explode them out ofmy Creed.""

It. is important to understand the difference between Best and

Fry if we are to grasp the complexities ofthe process surrounding
the demise of trinitarian thought and imagination. Best was

72Fry; pp. 21,22-3.
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opposed to the: very doctrine of the Trinity, Fry was not. Fry’s
problems are more linguistic and conceptual than credal. lie states
clearly that he accepts whathas been handed on to him about the
Godhead of Father, Son and Spirit. It is the language used to
expound this beliefthat troubles him, especially the word 'person’
which he felt was misleading, unscriptural and dangerously close
to tritheism. We are also witnessing once again an impatience with
die scholasticjargon and the deadening ofanalogical imagination.
Parliament itselfgrew impatient with Fry, and although no action
seems to have been taken against him directly, his pamphletand a
subsequentanti-clerical work were both ordered to be burnt.

The Rise., Growth and Danger oj Socinianisme

A key figure in the religious controversies was Francis Gheynell
(1608-1665), an avowed and belligerent Presbyterian, who had
been a divine aL the Westminster Assembly. On the capture of
Chichester by Parliament in 1644 he had successfully secured the
retention of Ghillingworth, by now in chronic bad health, at the
town and spared him the journey to London. This action was to
provide little reliefas Cheyncll took advantage of his charge to
torment him about his theological views. At Chillingworth’s
funeral Cheyncll flung The Religion ufProtestants into the grave and
denounced its author as both a crypto-Papist and Socinian sympa-
thizer."* In 1647 Cheyncll was one ofthose charged by Parliament
with the reforming of Oxford University and undertook this
commission with a fervour and tenacity that earned him the
hatred of many. This was only increased by his subsequent
interposition as PresidentofStJohn’s College.

In 1649 Cheyncll published The Rise, Growth and Danger o fSocini-
anisme. In it he charted the genesis of Socinian thought in Italy
and Poland, its waxing strength in England, and the dangers it
posed to true religion. His book was intended as a call to arms
against this new, insidious menace. Despite his undoubted fanati-
cism, Gheynell was no lonely crazed maverick obsessedwith grem-
lins of his own imagining, for the threat of Socinianism was also
by now very real in many English minds, and the existence of

li See Francis Cheynefl, CkUungiumtitnam \imti (London: IOH), for these charges and a
dcfenco ofhis conduct ai the funeral.
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large amounts of Socinian and anti-Socinian literature from this
time is eloquent testimony that Ghcynell and others were not
tilting; at windmills.'4

Cheynell’sintemperate zeal isclear in hisbook, and throughout
the heat ofthe moment can still be felt in the force ofthe polemic.
He saw the root ofthe Socinian creed as an illegitimate extension
of reason; some of the scholars at Oxford had lost their faith by
their ‘vaine curiosity5and were ‘mad with reason’. At the outset
of his investigations into the university he had quickly found
evidence of Socinian sympathy.” The Epistle Dedicatory’ of
CheynelTs book recounted the seizure ofa manuscript belonging
loJohn Wcbbcrlcy at Lincoln College during a visitation in 1648.
Webbcrilcy was one ofseveral in the university suspected of read-
ing and disseminating Socinian literature. The manuscript turned
out to be the translation of a Socinian book, which Webberly
claimed was solely for his own use. However, it contained an ‘Epis-
tle Dedicatory’, and Chevnell wryly commented thai ‘I never
heard ofany man yetwho wrote an Epistle to himself’.

Sharing a common contemporary perception, Chevnell
believed that a battle was taking place for the soul of Protestant-
ism itself. In many ways his book reflects the ‘conservatism' ofthe
Parliamentary cause, and the popular abhorrence of ‘innovation’
in religion. Chevnell was convinced that Laud, the recently exe-
cuted Archbishop of Canterbury, had connived at the growth of
Socinianism by asserting that ‘reason by her own lights can dis-
cover how firmly the Principles of Religion are true’. Cheynell
feared that I™aud had been playing a double game, for ‘Arminian-
ism is a lair step to Socinianisme’, a. suspicion shared by other
opponents of Arminian teaching.26 And ifit was clearto men such
as Cheynell that the High Church ritual and religion of Laud was
not pure Protestantism, it was even more clear to them that nei-
ther was that of the Socinians who had the temerity to claim that
they were the true heirs of Luther and Calvin. Cheynell was well

m'Fifancis] Cheynell, 77;* Riit, Grmvlh and Danga o fSxinianisme (London: 1643). See
MacLachlan, Socinianism, chapter V1II, tor rhe wide-spread distribution o f Socinian litera-
ture. csp. pp. 124-7. 1 hc DJs'BlabelsCheynella ‘fanaticl
Cheynell, 7 he Rise, p. 24.
y'Chryndl, TheRiw,pp. -40, Foramodern examination ofihcsi: suspicions, see Carl

O. Rangs ‘ArroiniuS and Socinianism’. in Ts.c'n Szczucki, ed., Socinianim (Warsaw: PWN.
m %



I'lk Rise, Growth and Danger o fSocinianisme  ¥3

aware that Socinus ‘pretended .. .to be Reformer ofthe Reform-
ers, nay of the Reformation itself. These pretences simply
strengthened his conviction that the ‘Dcvill hath done more mis-
chiefé in the Church by counterfeit Protestants ... than by pro-
fessed Papists’. The Socinians, he warned, denied the resurrection
of the dead, original sin, and baptismal regeneration; ‘they
advance the power of nature and destroy the power of grace’.
Above all else he highlighted their opposition to the doctrine of
the Trinity, and denounced them as latter-day Noetians for main-
taining ‘that there was but one person in the Godhead’.*

God Is the.Name o fa Person

It is not clear il' Edwards had John Biddle, ‘the Father of the
English Unitarians’, in his sights when he had denounced those
who asserted that God is one person, but Biddle seems to have
been the first to utter such sentiments in English. He is also the
most systematic English anti-trinitarian writer during this early
period, and his influence was the most far reaching. Although his
workswere not great in volume, his influence proved considerable.
They were reprinted in the early 1690s, andJohn T.XDcke, amongst
others, was obviously acquainted with them.

Born at Wooton-undcr-Edge in 1615, after attending the local
grammar school in Gloucester, Biddle proceeded to Magdalen
Half Oxford, from where, he graduated in 1638 and returned to
take up a place at his old school. Some years later,on 2 May 1644,
he was brought before the Royalist magistrates of the city on
account of his heretical views. This resulted in the first of many
periods ofincarceration, at the hands ofboth Crown and Repub-
lic. A contemporary story tells ofthe young Thomas Firmin, who
was to be highly instrumental in the propagation of anti-
trinitarian literature in the closing dccadc ofthe century, interced-
ing lor Biddle with Cromwell during the Protectorate. Cromwell is
supposed to have dismissed Firmin as a ‘curl-pate boy\ The story
is almost ccrtainiy apocryphal but it seems as if Firmin was
instrumental in securing a pension of £100 for Biddle during his
exile to the Scilly Isles. Biddle eventually died in prison in I<ondon

Chcyncll, The Rise, pp. 19, 7, 25. 5.
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in 1662. He was not alone in causing conccrn to the authorities in
Gloucester. In the same yearJohn Knowles (ft. 1646-1668) had to
answer charges regarding his alleged dental of the divinity of the
Holy Spirit.

Biddle’s published writings, most of which were condemned
and burnt, were expansions of his personal confession of faith
before the Magistrates on 2 May 1644:

1. 1 believe there is but one Infinite and Almighty Essence,
called God.

2. 1 believe, that as there is but one Infinite and Almighty
Essence, so there isbut one Person in the Essence.

3.1believe that our SaviourJesus Christis truly God, by being
truly, really; and properly united to the only Person ofthe Infin-
ite and Almighty Essence.2

In a work denying the deity of the Holy Spirit, Biddle
expounded his understanding of person’and how he believed it
was properly to be used ofGod. He dismissed those who argued
that the Holy Spirit is distinguishable from ‘God’ if we speak
'personallylbut not ifwe speak ‘essentially*. Such a distinction he
derided as unscriptural, and argued that itcould not be conceived
except by entertaining the notion of two separate things in one’s
mind:

Tfthe person be distinct from the Essence of God, then it must
needs be something; since nothing hath no accident and there-
fore neither can it happen to it to be distinguished. If some-
thing, then either some finite or infinite thing: if finite, then,
then there will be something finite in God, and consequently,
since by the concession ofthe adversaries every thing in God is
God himself, God will be finite; which the adversaries them-
selves will likewise confess to be absurd. If infinite, then there
will be two infinities in God, to wit, the Person and essence
of God, and consequently two Gods; which is more absurd
than the former. Thirdly, to talk of God taken impersonally, is
ridiculous, not onely because there is no example thereof in

wSee llie OldD,\F>and Jfav IXNBankleson Finnin, and Knowles.

Quvicci in MacLachlan, Socinianistn, p. 170,
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Scripture, but bccause God isthe name ofa *Person, and signi-
fieth him that hath sublime domination or power: and when itis
put for the most high God, itdenoteth him who with Soveraign
and absolute authority ruleth over all; but none but a person
can rule over others, all actions being proper to persons: where-
tofore to take God otherwise than personally, is to take him
otherwise than he is, and indeed to mistake him.

* By Person, 1 understand, as Philosophers do, suppositum
intclligens, that is an intellectual substance compleat, and nota
mood or subsistence; which are fantastical and senseless terms,
broughtin to cozen the simple.3

This statement needs careful examination. Tn it Biddle reduces
language to material description alone, there isno place for words
to function asformal concepts to aid reflection or clarification.
W hat is conceived as separable in the mind must be a materially
separate thing. To use the word ‘person* is to speak ofan absolute,
separate and independent existent. There appears to be little
appreciation or acceptance that the language of ‘person’ could
be used analogically” for Biddle sees ne» important difference in the
way in which ‘person7isused ofGod and how itisused ofmen or
angels. This is well in line with a growing privileging of the
univocal in language in general and Biddle's radier peculiar scrip-
tural literalism in particular: Biddle’s literal reading of the Scrip-
tures led him to conclude inter alia that God had emotions, had
limited knowledge of future events, and even possessed a body of
sorts. (This last claim seems very peculiar to modern ears but was
not exceptional in the seventeenth century. Stephen Nye, a lead-
ing player in the controversies of the 1690s, recalled late in life
how he had argued two of Biddle's disciples out of their crude
anthropomorphic understanding of God. Hobbes too insisted
that God had some sort of body.)3L And again, like Best and
others, he saw himself as completing the process begun at the
Reformation:

"John Biddle. A7/ArgunmLiDraurtoui o fifte Scripturr. in The Apostolicalniui True Ofmlim
Oj>isernwgthe Holy 7ra«fr(Ix>ndon: 3653).

Ste.phr.ci Nye, The KxpHcatiun o f ihe Articles o ftht: Dioine Unity, lhe Trinity, und Incarnation
(London: 1715), see pp. 181F. Finnin and H cdworth - the two disciplesin qursiiun -were
apparently conccrncd that a beliefin the universality ofCod's presence would render him
present in the ‘privy’and other insalubrious! places!
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For though Luther and Calvin deserve much praise for the
pains they took in cleansing our Religion from sundry idol-
atrous Pollutions of the Romane Anti-Christ, yet are the dregs
still left behinde, I mean the Crass Opinion touching three
Persons in God. Which error not Oncly made way for those
Pollutions, but lying at the bottome corrupteth almost the
whole Religion.*2

Biddle was at pains to highlight the dangers of Trinitarian
doctrine in an exposition that bears more than a superficial
resemblance to the dangers catalogued in the Racovian Catechism.
First, the doctrine ‘introcluceth three Gods, and so subverteih the
unity of God’. Secondly, ‘it hindereth us from praying according
to the prescript of the Gospel, because we are directed to pray to
the Father, through the Son, in the Holy Spirit'. Thirdly, the
‘Tenet of three Persons in God prohibiteth us to love and hon-
our him as we ought. For the highest love and honour is due to
him who is the most high God. But such love and honour can be
exhibited to no more than one Person.' Fourthly, "this assertion
of three persons in God, thwarteth the common notion that all
men have of God. For our very understanding suggesteth to us,
that God is the same with the first cause of all things, onely
being of himself, and all others from him/ Fifthly; ‘this error
is the main stumbling block that the ancient people of God,
the Jewrs, for entering into the Church of Christ' (this latest
objection reflected the debate about the readmission of Jews to
England taking place in the 165Us). Finally, the country had
entered into a solemn league and covenant for the Lord, and the
Lord's honour would be best served by recognizing that he is
only one. X4

Biddle then proceeded to outline his Christology. Christ is a
human person; he does not have a divine nature. He is ‘God’ in
the sense that he isunited to the Almighty God. Biddle, unlike the
Socinians proper, did not deny that the Holy Spirit was a person.
However,the Holy Spirit wasan ‘Angellical person’, the ‘principal
Minister, and not a divine person in any way; Biddle maintained a

Biddle, A ConfisatM of Faith Umhing ibt Holy Trinity. Acwnting to the Scripture.
(London: U>48|, ‘Prefacr’; sei-pp. 2 >
Biddle, A Confession o fFaith. ‘The PivJa«:’.
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trinity ofpersons he simply denied that there was a trinity of
divine persons/’

Imprisonment only strengthened Biddle’s resolve to propagate
what he saw as the true biblical faith. It also gave him opportunity
for writing and translating. He produced two catechisms, one for
adults and one for children. These used only scriptural language
in expression. In the former he explicitly rejected what he labelled
any ‘mystical’ interpretation of Scripture, by which he meant any
other than a literal sense. Such mystical interpretation led only to
error and Popery. The language used in exposition ofthe doctrine
ofthe Trinity was dismissed as ‘a baffle on the simplicity of Scrip-
ture’, Sounding rather like a present day Jehovah’s Witness, he
pointed out that nowhere in the Scriptures can phrases such as
"subsisting in three persons’be found.3%

Biddle’srepeated critiqgue ofthe orthodox position on the Trin-
ity had three main strands. First, he rejected it as unscriptural. In
several treatises he challenged his opponents to find in Scripture
the technical trinitarian language they used. Secondly, somewhat
in common with the Socinians, he believed thatdisputes about the
meaning ofthe Scriptures were to be resolved by the use ofreason
alone. There was to be no appeal to the Fathers or to tradition in
interpreting texts as these could only play into the hands of
Papists. Finally, while the doctrine of the Trinity uses the word
‘person’to generate a real but not absolute distinction. Biddle will
not permit such usage: ‘persons’ are concrete tilings not formal
concepts, and the assertion that God is three persons is tanta-
mount to asserting that there are three absolutely separate gods,
much as Peter,James andJohn are three separate human beings.

The Divine Tnrnity

Such a frontal attack on the prevailing doctrinal orthodoxy was
obviously going to draw considerable fiak. One of Biddle’s first
critics was Nicholas Estwick who in his PNEUMSI'OLOGLA ora
Treatise ofthe Holy Ghost disputed Biddle’s arguments against the
deity of the Holy Spirit. Estwick presented eight syllogisms

MSee Diddle. A Confessiono jfaith, pp. 27,50,44.
"John Biddle, A tmjoldCatechism(London: 1654),'Fretate’.
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designed to show that the I Toly Ghost is God. He conceded that
there were scriptural texts that distinguished ihe Holy Spirit from
God, but he denied Biddle’s conclusion that the Spirit was there-
fore not God. Estwick realized thatpart of the problem lay in the
shifting referents of the word ‘God’, and he made an attempt, to
son out its grammar. He chided "Biddle because ‘There is a falla-
cious homonymie of’the word jCod] [@] which hoc make’s fre-
quent use of to abuse his Reader’. He went on to note that the
word ‘God’ can function essentially when the attributes of God
arc described or when a work ad extra is noted, but it can also be
used properly of any of the three persons of the Trinity. Estwick
concluded that there is a proper and legitimate distinction to be
drawn in speaking of God essentially and personally: ‘There is a
rcall distinction, and there isa disdnction in regard ofour rational
conception. The formeris denied and die later is asserted touch-
ing the nature ofGod.” The divine nature only actually exists as it
subsists in the three persons although we are able to form a con-
ception of the divine nature in our minds, as it were apart from
the three persons.

Essence denote’san absolute substance, but a Person is referred
to another; that is communicable, this is incommunicable ...
the person beget’s, is begotten, and proceed’s, but the divine
Essence neither beget’s, nor is begotten, nor doth it proceed;
one Person is not predicated of another, tht- Father is not the
Son, nor is the Son the Father but the divine Essence is
predicated ofevery Person/"

Estwiek’s remarks presume an understanding of language that is
not simply materially descriptive, unlike Biddle who conceives
language as a univocal tool.

The growing concern about heterodox opinions motivated the
authorities at the University of Oxford to ask their newly imposed
Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity, Francis Cheyncll, lor a refu-
tation of Socinianism and a defence of orthodox doctrine. This
request cchocd one fiom Parliament for a refutation of Socinian-
ism in general andJohn Fry in particular. The Divine Tnunity o fthe

MiNicholas Estwick, TNEYM ATOAOT IA vra Trudaro fOuHoly Ghost(lI/»tuluii: 1648),
>p. 35, 3fi; 39.
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bather. Son and Holy Spirit, published in 1650, was the response. A
remark in ihc 'Epistle Dedicatory’, staring that ‘since the begin-
ning of the year 1645 there have been many blasphemous books
to the great dishonour ofthe blessed Trinity printed in England’,
provides further evidence that the events of the 1640s seemed to
contemporaries a major catalyst in the development and advance
of radical critiques of trinitarian doctrine. The book is so unlike
Cheynell’s previous works scholarly, fair, balanced, clear, well
written, and so lacking in splenetic polemic — that T suspect it
may well tie the work of an acadcmic ‘ghost writer at the uni-
versity What is also notable is that, unlike many other books
emanating from the orthodox camp during this period, there are
chapters dealing with the soteriological and practical dynamics of
trinitarian belief?7

The book repays close examination. Its opening two chapters
defend the use of philosophy in divinity thus aiming to legitimize
the use ofone ofthe major tools that will be used in later chapters
to explicate the doctrine ofthe Trinity. Philosophy alone is insuffi-
cient, for the Trinity can only be known by revelation, but the
third and fourth chapters insistthat it can help in establishing how
we should think and talk about the Mystery Chapters 6 and 7
examine the key issue of what it might mean to say that the
persons of the Trinity can be distinguished but not divided, and
are united butnot confounded.

Chapter 6 examines the grammar of ‘person’ in general and
grammatical rules governing the trinitarian use of the word in
particular. For the most part itis concerned with the relationship
between the concepts of ‘person’ and ‘nature’. At the outset
Cheynell insists ihat the word ‘person’ is not applied in the same
way to God, angels and men. Some initial points are then made
about persons in the Trinity: the divine persons are more than
mere relative properties as some would claim, they are three sub-
sistences in the Godhead; each person is a ‘peculiar manner of
subsisting superadded to the Divine nature, fit] doth make a true
distinction between the father and the othertwo Subsistences, but
it make no Composition at ail*. This remark must not be mis-
construed, this superaddition isa formal not a substantial claim: it
is not the case that first we have the divine nature and then the

" Francis Cheynell, The Divine Trimily o f,iht Falhti, SonandH oly Spirit{Txuidon: 10.W1.
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ditérentiation of the persons is added to it. When wo speak of
each divine person we are speaking- at least of the substance,
essence and nature ofGod,58

The Boethian delineation ofperson as 4n individual substance
ofrational nature’was then expanded by Ghcynell to yield a new
definition: ‘a person is an undivided substance, an understanding
substance, a complete, incommunicable, independent substance,
which doth not depend cn anything else by way of inhaesion,
adhaesion, union, or any other way, for its sustenation’. Personal
properties belong in some way to the person concerned but these
properties are not to be abstracted from the divine nature, to do
so would be to destroy the divine simplicity. The word ‘Godlcan
be predicated of all three persons. We must be cautious: ‘when
we describe the divine nature, wc should not abstract il from the
three Persons; and when we describe a Divine Person we should
not abstract him from rhe Divine nature'/*

Some very important ground rules are being established here:
while w-e can of course direct our attention to the divine nature or
a particular divine person, wc should notspeak in such a way as to
give the impression that the divine persons and the divine nature
are separable in reality. Much depends on the particular focus of
our investigation. According to Cheynell, we speak of relative per-
fection when we focus on the threewho are one because it is the
relative properties that are important in such discourse, hence we
speak, for example, of the perfect begetting of the Son; whereas
when we focus on the onewho is three we speak of absolute perfec-
tion, so we can say that the Godhead itselfisnotbegotten. He was
confident that many ofthe puzzles posed by those who oppose the
doctrine of the Trinity would fall away if we are clear about the
grammar used when speaking of die persons and of the God-
head.4 To make matters clearer, and because there is no parallel
in nature for the type of language we are using, Cheynell urged
that we always speak of a divine person rather than simply of a
person, and claimed that ‘A Divine Person Is a spiritual and Infinite
Subsistent, related indeed to those other uncreated Persons, which
subsist in the divine nature with, but distinguished from those

dlCheynell, The D ime Triunity,p. 70;sre p. 63.
i9 Cheynell, The Divine Trdufiy, pp. 72,80.
luSee Cheynell, The Divine Triunity, p. 06.
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coessential persons by its peculiar manner of subsistence, order oi
subsisting, singular relation and incommunicable property’.4

Granted then that we sometimes speak in terms of the persons
and sometimes in terms of divine nature, how can we distinguish
the persons and the nature in a way that is both adequate and
accurate? Gheynell saw this as the most difficult question in the
whole of Divinity, and indeed the way in which tins distinction is
made and understood separates orthodoxy from the opposing
errors oi' tritheism and Sabcllianism. Our first clue comes from
the fact that we can speak of the Father and the Son as being in
‘relative and friendly opposition” the Father is not the Son but
nevertheless related to the Son by virtue of being Father. The
second important clue we have is that, while the divine essence is
predicated of each and every person, the persons cannot be
predicated of each other: the Father is God, the Son is God, the
Holy Spirit is God, but the Father is not the Son nor the Holy
Spirit, and the Son is not the Spirit. The relations that hold
between the persons are peculiar to them and not common to the
divine essence, so in speaking of ‘begetting” we are speaking ofan
internal relation peculiar to the divine person ofthe ‘Father’ not
ofthe divine essence of‘God’, fn other wiords it is the Father who
begets, not the divine nature. Likewise it is the Father who begets,
not the Son or Spirit. This should not be taken as implying a
material distinction between die persons on the one hand and the
di\nne nature on the other. We must not think ofGod as being in
any way compounded ofnature and subsistence.4

Gheynell now feels that be is in a position to answer the Socin-
ian ‘grand objection’, which construes in this way: every person is
a substance, il’there arc three persons subsisting then there are
three divine substances, and therefore the Godhead is either a
compound of subsistence and nature, or there are three gods.
Gheynell answers that indeed every divine person is a substance
but they are the same divine substance. By their peculiar relations
the persons are distinguished but this implies no compound in the
Godhead because a compound demands a material distinction
between nature and person that is simply not there in God.
According toJunius, an earlier theologian in the Protestant reform

" Chryiictl, The Divine Triunity, p. % .
1 Chcynrtl, The Divine Tnunily, p. 102; see pp. 10(V 2.



68 A and Hot Disputes’

whom Cheynell cites with approbation, the divine persons can be
present to the mind in three ways: as essential, as personal and as
relative. Thus, for instance, the second person could be considered
as ‘First Cause’, asJesus Christ, as the ‘begotten one’.13

There are important différences between created and uncre-
ated persons. Created persons arc of a finite and dependent
nature; uncreated persons are infinite and independent. Created
persons arc compounded wilh nature; uncreated persons have an
indivisible nature. Created persons have a nature that is numeric-
ally differentiable; uncreated persons share the same, singular
nature. Created persons have different understandings, wills and
powers; uncreated persons have the same understanding, will and
power. Created persons occupy different places and are limitedly
present; uncreated persons are omnipresent. Created persons
have different accidents; uncreated persons have no accidents.
Created persons differin temporal location, uncreated persons are
coeternal. Thus when using the word ‘person’ ofmen and God
we must be aware of salient differences in the way in which the
word isused. To sum up: created persons differ because ofnatural
properties; uncreated persons share the same nature and differ
solely in personal properties.44

Having now dealt with the distinction to be observed between
‘divine nature’ and ‘divine person’, the seventh chapter of
Chcynell’s book deals with the distinction between the divine per-
sons. The Trinity was revealed in Christ and transmitted to us
through the Word of God: ‘If any man in Athanasius his time
asked how many persons subsist in the Godhead they were wont
to send him to theJordan. “Go say they toJordan and there you
may hear and see the blessed Trinity.” > The persons ofthe Trin-
ity can be distinguished in several ways. The inward actions
proper to them, such as begetting and being begotten, differen-
tiate them. (These actions do not imply a change in God, as the
Socinians argue, because they are eternal not temporal; the Father
unchangeably begets and the Son is eternally begotten.) The per-
sons are distinguished by their order - ihi: Father is the source and
origin ofthe Son and both ofthe Holy Spirit although this order
should not be taken in any sense that would imply the Father’s

“ Sec Cheynell, The Dirim "Inanity, pp. 138 40.
" Srr Cheynrll, Ttu.Diriru- Triunify, pp. 144f.
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superiority. They are distinguished by their personal properties;
for instance, the Father alone is the first principle ofsubsistence in
the Godhead. All the distinctions Gheynell draws are formal and
real, but while they are not purely notional they do not imply a
material distinction in God. If (he three were materially distinct
then there would be three gods, ifthey were only notionally dis-
tinct there would be one God under three different aspects.4*

The exposition up to this point isconcerned with the grammar
of trinitarian belief, but Cheyncll was equally well aware of the
soteriological dimension of the doctrine and die practical signifi-
cance of die mystery of the Trinity, for the life of faith is
expounded in chapters 8 and 9. These chapters are a lucid and
compelling account ofthe role that the Trinity plays in the life of
a believer. A man may ‘savingly believe in Christ’and worship the
true God only ifhe accepts this doctrine as the true Christian one.
That God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are the properobjectof
faith is clearly shown in the Scripturcs and thus the Father, Son
and Spirit are also the proper object of worship. We worship all
three as God butnot assome deity ‘out there’, Cheynell’s practical
pneumatology highlights how the lives of the believer and the
Trinity intermingle through the Spirit. It is the Spirit who is at
work in the proper interpretation of the Scriptures. It is the Spirit
too who is at work in believers and brings them to explicit beliefin
the Trinity. It is the Spirit who helps us Lolove the Father arid the
Son. The world was created by the Trinity and we are elected to
salvation, our re-creation, by the Trinity. All the soteriological
actions that take place in a believer's life are the work of the
Trinity. Amongst these the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s
Supper are pre-eminent.™

The book’s final chapter was a call to action steeped in
Chcyncll’s Galvanism. The first conclusion of natural theology,
that there isa God, isnot enough to make one a Christian. The
first principle of Christianity is that this God is Father, Son and
Holy Spirit. We only have access to the Father through the Son
and Holy Spirit. Socinians and the like who do not accept this

basic faith must be rcjcctcd and cxcludcd from the Church. Tfwe
do not adore God as Father, Son and Spirit then to all practical

4. ChcyncU, TheDivine Triunit?, p. 185,and seepp. 185-90, 195,227,236,273, 248.
Clicyncii, The Divine Inanity,p. 250, and ser pp. 270l., 323, 315", 396.
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intents we are atheists worshipping a false god. The civil magis-
trates must use their powers to help stamp out such error.77

The Divine Tnunify is a remarkable book. Tt is balanced, clear
and still very readable. It draws its strength from die scholastic
tradition but, in contrast to many other scholastic works of the
period, its présentalion is lively and compelling. Tht: author is
alive to the subtleties and nuances of language. Above all what
comes across is the author’s realization that talk about the Trinity
has to be underpinned by a suitable grammar. Cheynell isacutely
aware of how the nuts and bolts of trinitarian language interact
and modify each other. The book isa compendium of scholastic
thought in Protestant, refraction. In an age that often tried to draw
a trichotomy between Scripture, reason and tradition. The Divine
Triunity made a bold attempt to synthesize all three. But it is for its
attention to the soteriological dimensions of the mystery that
Cheynell’s book deserves to be remembered. It marks, | believe,
one ofthe last real attempts to deal with the Trinity as a practical
matter. Many later orthodox apologetics lack the soteriological
vitality of’ Cheynell’s exposition and his deep appreciation ofthe
Holy Spirit. The suspicion of'enthusiasm’ that became endemic
in English life after the Restoration was to prove die death knell
for pneumatology, and with it any real sense ofthe importance of
the Trinity for the life of the believer.48

The Metropolitical Seat o fSocinianism

Despite legal measures such as the ‘Draconic Ordinance’of 1648,
which sought to extirpate the problem by proscribing strict pun-
ishments for those expressing critical views of the doctrine, con-
cern about anti-trinitarian heresy continued to grow throughout
the years of the Protectorate and Commonwealth. Other books
appealed to refute the writings of Biddle and the Socinians. In
1655John Owen, the imposed Dean of Christ Church, Oxford,
and Vice-Chancellor ofthe university, at the request ofthe Coun-
cil of State, published his Vindicae Evangef/icae. The main objects of

Chcyncl:, TheDivine 7rimity, sec pp. 420, 424.
Sri- R. A. Knox, EnUtusiasm: A Chaptet ai the HixUiry o fReligion (London: Collins, 1987?)
for a classicaccount ofthis phenomenon.
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his attendon arc the writings of Biddle, as requested by his com-
missioners, but the work also tackles the Racovian Catechism and
shows a deep knowledge of Socinian writers. In his ‘Dedication’
Owen noted with shame that Biddle’s book has attracted such
attention on the Continent that it is assumed that ‘Heresy hath
fixed its metropolitical seat here in Englandl Owen felt the force
of charges that we should feel uneasy with the use of extra-
scriptural language as a means of talking about the Trinity. He
saw' that the writings ofthe Schoolmen could be part ofthe prob-
lem, fired as they are by ‘boldness, Atheistical curiousity, wretched
inquiries, and babling’. They have departed from the simplicity of
Scripture in their illegitimate quest for understanding and have
possibly contributed to the heresies that are now rearing their
heads. Owen even admitted that there isa basic plausibility in the
Socinian argument, given that words, such as ‘Trinity’, ‘Person’,
‘Essence’ are not found in the Scriptures. Owen’s arguments are
largely drawn from Scripture and much of the book is devoted to
dry exegesis and refutation. However, he allowed the legitimacy of
using non-scriptural language to explicate the meaning of Scrip-
ture, and also argued for the value of tradition, not as an ancilliary
authority to be sure but as context for the correct interpretation of
the Scriptures. Tn the words of Carl Trueman, Owen’s latest biog-
rapher, ‘the Greeds act as heuristic devices which facilitate, the
unlocking of Scripture’s teaching’. The Vindicae like Cheynell’s
Divine Triunity, is driven by soteriological concerns first and dis-
cusses the ontology of the Trinity in that light. Two years later
Owen developed his thoughts in a more mystical direction when
he published ()JJcommunion with God the Father; Son, and Holy Spirit.4l

In the same year as the Vindicae, Estwick published his second
attack on Biddle. In Mr. Biddle's Confession o fFaith, Touching the Holy
Trinity Biddle was described as la Ringleader ofthe Samosatenian
and Macedonian Hereticks’. Estwick endorsed Owen’s perception
of the sordid reputation England now enjoyed on the Continent

’John Owen, Vindicaenxiagehcae [Oxford; 1656). ‘The Dedication’,'To the Reader, pp.
4(>,60; seep. IR. Carl Tnirman, Clams of truth:John Oum'i trinitarian Theology (Car-
lisle: Paiernosier Press, IUGii),p. 30. Trueman’sbook isadmirable in rescuing Owen from
his obscurity and misrepresentation, and also showshow die whole of Owens theology is
thoroughly trinitarian. Howew.r, | still frrl romjirllcd to agree with ehe Old £t°YR that “hi?
sty'e is somewhat tortuous and his method unduly discursive, so that his works are »lien
tedious readingl
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for heresy and unorthodoxy. Estwick’s methodology is the same
tedious point-by-point reply that he had adopted in PNEUMATO
IOGIA; however, he acknowledges his debtto Gheynell and wisely
directs his reader to The Divine, Iriunily. Much of his reflection is
indebted to this work and is simply an echoing ofCheyncll.

Estwick outlines the notion of '‘person’ at work in his reply
during his opening remarks. A person is ‘an individual subsistence
in an intellectual nature' and is used here as a ‘restrained theo-
logical notion’. This qualified definition Is then illustrated by way
ofcontrast. A person has understanding, twenty men are persons
while twenty sheep are not. Aperson isindividual, twenty men arc
not one person. A person is incommunicable, thus the divine
nature although singular is not a divine person as it is com-
municated to Father, Son and Spirit. Divine persons are not
distinguished in essence, and the divine persons are not really
separable from the divine nature. We must take care in talking not
to give the impression that the divine persons can be materially
distinguished, although the divine persons are real and not merely
a fiction of reason. We know the Trinity solely by revelation;
reasoning from effects alone would be insufficient, aswe could not
decide if they arc the work oi’a God who is one person or three.
Biddle iswrong to argue that three divine persons are three gods
because three human persons are three separate individuals. He
makes this mistake because he does not take into account the
difference between divine nature and human nature. Although
God Ls singular this singularity is essential not personal; the
essence is affirmed ofall three persons, but personhood cannot be
affirmed of the essence itself, and thus it is incorrect to speak of
God as one person.™

Estwick then dealt with Biddle’s arguments about the dangers
of trinitarian belief (see above, p. 52). To say that God is three
persons does not subvert the unity of God. We can pray to all
three members ofthe Trinity singularly, but even when addressing
one in particular the other two are implicitly involved. Echoing
the teaching of Aquinas, among others, Estwick argues that the
O ur Father’ is addressed to all three persons. Itis the irinitarians
who worship the true God revealed in the Scriptures as three

Xk Nicholas Escsvick, Mr. Biddle's Confaiion ojFaith 'lour.hingihfHoly Trinity (I/»adorn 1656),
‘The Dedication’, p. 9; see pp. 10, 31, 12.
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poisons, and ihc Socinians who have constructed an idol. And
while God isindeed the first cause, this description isproper 10 the
Trinity integrally and does not belong to one person alone. The
Trinity may well be a stumbling block forJews but, rather than
jettisoning what God has revealed, they must be brought to
believe in the God who has been shown as Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.8

Throughout the following pages Estwick illustrates the gram-
mar of 'person’ used in the context of the Holy Trinity. ‘The
plurality of Divine persons introduceth not plurality of Gods, lor
all three have one and the same individual, infinite Essence,
though they have not after the same manner’. The Trinity is a
relationship of alius-alius not aliud-aliud\ someone to someone as it
were ratherthan something to something. The general rule is that
personal properties are proper to a person, whereas essential
attributes are common to all three. A ‘Person is that Quod est, as
the thing that is, and the Nature isthat Quo est, whereby it is such
a being’.

Biddle’s errors, according to Estwick, stem from two main
sources. First, he has exalted reason far above its actual capaci-
ties; in doing so he has brought dowf the Scriptures to the level of
reason rather than letting the Scriptures raise and enlighten rea-
son: ‘most of their arguments against the Trinity, are built upon
this false principle, that we are after the same manner to judge
hereof', of God’s infinite being, as of a finite Creature’. Secondly,
Biddle constantly uses semantic tricks to score his points and
refuses to pay sufficient attention to the context in which the word
‘God’ is being used in a sentence. The same sleight of tongue
whereby he argues that if the father Is God then the Son cannot
be one can also generate the argument that ifJames isa man then
Peter cannot be. Estwick sees Biddle’s refusal to accept the distinc-
tion between speaking of God personally and essentially as merely
capricious.®

Concern about heterodox teaching in regard to the doctrine of
the Trinity was not confined to the well educated and theologic-
ally literate. Nicholas Chewney’s polemic, A'TPEZIAPXAloTA Cage

wEstwick, Ate Biddle's Confession o f Faitft, see pp. 21, 45, 44. Cf. Biddle’s arguments
against the Trinity,p. !f>.
“ Estwick, Mr. Riddle's Confession o fFaith, pp. 91). K 7,402: see pp. 121),Hi.
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ofUndean Birds was aimed at the popular end of the market, and
while the book was short on argument it was rich in amusing
invective. Ghewney provides some ‘Cautionary Tales’ior herelies,
conjuring up a parade of those who have denied the Trinity and
consequently came to a bad end. One was strangled by a relation,
another castrated, one threw himself into a well, and many have
been struck by incurable diseases. The book warned against the
abuse of reason and concluded with a plea that only those prac-
ticed in the art ofdivinity should delve into the depths offaith.

The roots of subsequent trinitarian controversies then can
clearly be found during the turmoil ofthe English Civil War. The
emergence of books concerned with ‘the Rise, Growth and Dan-
ger of Socinianisme’, coupled with manifest contemporary fears
of (his and similar errors, propels one to the conclusion that the
164<)s marked a watershed in the history of the doctrine of the
Trinity as we find for the first time in England incontrovertible
evidence of systematic attacks upon the doctrine. The social
upheaval of the war produced an environment in which previ-
ously unutterable (and possibly unthinkable) thoughts flourished.
The defacto collapse of censorship meant that ‘deviant’ views
could be canvassed as never before. The Racovian Catechism, for
instance, was reprinted in London in 1652. The catalogue of
errors provided by Edwards is remarkable in that it outlines the
kernel ofnearly every future heterodox position vis-a-vis the Trin-
ity for the next hundred years. The link between the turbulent
period of the Civil War and Commonwealth and later contro-
versies about die Trinity was apparent to some contemporaries
too. Humphrey Pridcaux forone had no doubt dial the problems
of die 1690s had their roots in die sectaries of the 1640s.i4 It is
important to stress that the roots of the trinitarian disputes of the
last decade of the seventeenth century pre-date the Restoration
and scientific revolution, and are ikeofogicalin origin." *

Wc can also now observe the beginning ofa significant shift in
the focus and understanding ofthe nature oflanguage. There Lsa
move away from the imaginative and the analogical towards the
univocal. Contemporary evidence for this shift isshown in part by

y*Nicholas Chcwucy, ATPEXZ!AP XAl ora Ca& ofUnclean {Tendon: 1656).
J' Humphrey Pridfraux, ThtIrtitdlaiutr u flvipiiSlurc(London:
See GrelS's ‘Introduction® for confirmation of this claim, lor the effects of the break-
down in censorship,sec Barry Coward, 'The ShiartAge (London:Longmans, 1980),pp. 207f.
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a growing impatirncc wilh the icchnical language of scholastic
philosophy in certain quarters. W hatever its shortcomings, such
scholastic language did enable the construction ofan understand-
ing beyond the purely material, and one of the reasons for the
reappropriation of scholasticism by Continental Protestantism
was its usefulness in combating the radical reformers.”1The emer-
gence ofan attitude to language that privileged the univocal was
bound 10 preclude the exercise ofimagination needed to engage
fruitfully with the doctrine of the Trinity. This 'flattening’ of lan-
guage was to increase as the ccntury progressed and was to have
dire consequences for the doctrine ofthe Trinity-'

Finally, the word 'person* clearly played a crucial role in these
early disputes, which already centre around the way in which it is
to be used in talk about God. None ofthe early opponents ofthe
doctrine of the Trinity denied that God was personal, but they
rejected as absurd and dangerous the claim that. God is three
persons. To men such as Best and Biddle the claim was blatant
tritheism, to a man such as Fry it was simply baffling. Upholders
of the doctrine refuted the charge of tritheism and sought to
demonstrate how the word 'person’ was to be properly used and
understood when speaking of the “Trinity. They tried to show the
similarities and differences implicit in speaking of divine persons
and human persons. They strove to show how the divine persons
could be differentiated by relation, action and origin, without
being divided materially and were thus defending the accepted
grammar of trinitarian orthodoxy. But the fact remained that
seeds of anti-trinitarian thought had been sow'n and were to
sprout in abundance during the subsequent decades.

‘1l1am indebted to Dr Richard Rrx Toribis point,

®mThisdrivrto univotity hasbeen charted in Aiiici* Funkr.nstcin, 'l hfology <wd ihe Sdcntijic
Imagination: From Ih/: X1i/ldU Ages lo tht Sevenlemtk Cenlury ‘Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 198f>), see especially the first two chapters. Ftinkenslein describes the process as one
of'‘dc-mclaphorisation' and 'dc-symbuiisaikm".



CHAPTER THREE

A Strange Wheemise Concerning the
Blessed Trinity

The legacy ofthe Civil War was to be the dominant component
oftiie political and religiousagenda for the rest ofthe seventeenth
ceniury. Such a violent ‘experiment* branded the thinking and
formed the fears of the generation who took part in it. The sub-
sequent quest for stability was paramount but not easily fulfilled;
(here were simply too many conflicting views about, the causes of
the war and its lasting legacy. As people tried to understand the
personal trauma they had undergone, their questioning extended
beyond themselves to the body politic: What had happened to
cause such a sickness?

In our own day we ponder the extent to which machines can
think and how far we ourselves couEd be described as thinking
machines, and the language ofcomputing Isoften used to describe
the human mind. Tn rhe seventeenth ccmury the machine meta-
phor was employed to shed light on the human body. One thinker
however was concerned to see how far the body politic could
be likened to a machine. Howrdid its component parts interact?
How was itto be kept together? And ifreligion had proved such a
destructive force, what was its proper function? The materialism
and determinism that characterized his answers meant that
Thomas Hobbes {1588 1679) was to be execrated by his con-
temporaries, even if he shaped the form oftheir replies far more
than they realized. And the influence oftheology on Hobbes and
ofHobbes on theology is now' being recognized, not simply for his
time but for our own. Wc ought not ncglccl the writings of the
'‘Beast of Malmesbury’ about the doctrine ofthe Trinity,1

1Brief’introductions to Hobbes and his thoughtindude Richard 'luck, llobbts {Oxford:
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I will begin by examining the highly disputed question of
Hobbes’ own beliefor lack thereof, and then proceed to investi-
gate his understanding oftheology and its place in his writings in
general and then his reflections about the doctrine of the Trinity
in particular. After studying the exchanges provoked by this 1 will
conclude with an analysis and evaluation of Hobbes5speculations
about the doctrine ofthe Trinity.

That he Was a Christian ’lis Clear

W hatwas ‘clear’toJohn Aubrey has remained obscure ever since.
Arguments about the true nature of Hobbes’ beliefs have con-
tinued unabated from his day; and even now there isno consensus
about their sincerity; origin or proper interpretation. Some have
concluded that Hobbes’ writings represent a subtle and subversive
atheism, others have argued that Hobbes is simply an eccentric
believer. The dispute about Hobbes’ religious convictions is quite
fascinating, but the survey and analysis that both primary and
secondary literature deserve are well beyond the scope of this
chapter. 1 can only outline briefly the evidence that leads me to
support those who depict Hobbes as an eccentric believer/

Oxford University Prose, 1989) and A. I* Martinich, Thomas Hobbes (London: -Macmillan,
1997). Quentin Skinner, Reason and Rhtlanc in the Phikaophy o fHobbes (Cambridge: Cam -
bridge University Press, 1996),providesan exhaustive bibliography ofllobbesiana. Skinner
is keen io ‘re-conned’ Hobbes, who has iov often been portrayed as the Mclcltizedck of
philosophy: 'a lonely cmincncc, a thinker “without ancestry or posterity” “ (p. 7). Hobbes”
legacy tor theology is sketched in M artinich, 'Thomas Hobbes (pp. 22-3}, but would repay
furtherinvestigation- For Hobbes’ own works | have adopted two methods ofreference: the
majority ol English works cited and all Latin works art*, to I>e found in ;he editions of Sir
W illiam Moleswonh, 7 he English Works o fThomas Hobbes (11 vols.; London: 1839- 45), and
7 hornos Hobbes ... opera philosophies quae TMiiaa saipsit omma (5 vols.: London: ?839-45),
referred to respectively as E.W. ami L-it7 in the text. Because the. English version of
lilnalhan is so readily available in many different editions, the references to this work are
edition neutral and made by chapters and, where applicable, marginalia. A useful chron-
ology of Hobbes’ writings can be found in A. G. N. Flew. ‘Hobbes', in D.J. O Connor,
ed., A CriticalHistory o f Western Philosophy (New York: Macmillan, 1985), pp. 153-69. It is
not hard Jo imagine that Hobbes' own experience of the English Civil Warwould have had
a similar effect upon him as the Thirty Years W ar had on Descartes and Leibniz: cf.
Stephen Toulmin, Cosmtfmlis(New York: Tin- Free Press. 5990),esp. chapters2 and 3.
2 S. 1. Mint2, The Hunting o fleviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962}

situates Hobbes in a broader historical contcxtand contains an appendix which providesa
chronological catalogue ofseventeenth-century anci-Hobbcsian literature. In the lasc thirty
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The sheer volume of his writings concerned with theological
matters, ancl his deep knowledge of Scriptures, Church history;
and Anglican credal and liturgical formulae manifest Hobbes’
abiding interest, in religion. The focus of Hobbes’ interest is
undeniably the political and social cilcct ofreligion, but his writ-
ings often touch on issues that have little direct bearing upon the
sociology ofreligion. As one of his more sympathetic commenta-
tors has argued, ‘T he secularist interpretation would have more
force if Hobbes never said anything constructive about religious
issues ... butjust the opposite is true’.- His idiosyncratic expo-
sition of religious issues laid Hobbes open to the accusation of
heresy, still a serious charge in the seventeenth century, and he
had little doubt about the incendiary desires of some of the
bishops in his regard. ‘If Hobbes were a complete unbeliever his
readiness to publish what he musthave known to be unacceptable
opinions needs to be explained. There is simply an economy in
reading Hobbes in a way that accepts that he meant what he said.
This isnot to deny the subtleties and deliberate ambiguities o fthe
text, which must be taken into account. But to see Hobbes as
presenting a deliberate yet occult destruction of the Christian
religion, as Leo Strauss has argued, pushes one to the bounds of
credibility. Are we really to take over half the Leviathan, for
instance, as an elaborate, sophisticated yarn? One commentator
has gone as far as dismissing such attempts as ‘esoteric’ because in
his view they rely on too fantastic a reading. And | think there is a
great deal of truth in Christopher Hill’s jesting comment that

years there has been a reappraisal of Hobbes’ religious beliefs. According to iVter Gcach
"the obstacles lo a proper understanding of Hobbes’ religious position mainly consist in
calumny and ignorance’: Peter Gcach, The Religion ofThomas Hobbes', Religious Studies
17 (1981}, pp. 549-58 (549). Gcach concludes that ilobbcs was a Socinian. The boldest
acicmptto extract Hobbes from the atheists' pantheon is. A. P. Martinich, The Two Godsof
Uviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), which provides a briefsynopsis
of the state ofplay between ‘religious'and 'sccular' interpretations (pp. 13-15). Martinich
reads Hobbes as a wcll-intcr.tioncd, if somewhat cccentric. apologist for the Christian
faith, and cautions against uncritical accepJaiux of the judgements of Hobbes' con-
temporaries. For the usesofihe won! 'atheist/ at thus lime,sre pp. 19f

IM artinich. The Two Gods, p. 203.

‘Hobbes believed that Bishop liramhall of Derry would have happily lit the pyre
under him: 'Hut mark his I-ordship’s Scholastic charity in these last words of this period:
such bald presuTnpfwti requireth mother manrctr of amfuUiiimt. This bishop, and others of his
opinion, had been in their element, if they had been bishops in Queen Mary’s lime.’
E.W IV p.317.
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Hobbes’ views were so heretical that he makes an unlikely
atheist.5

Many of the arguments for Hobbes’ unbelief have rested from
the very first on the assumption that materialism mustimply athe-
ism. While certain forms of materialism are atheistic, it does not
follow that all materialism is so,and too many commentators have
simply assumed the conncction. Hobbes was a materialist; the
Hobbesian Universe admits ofno non-material reality. Given this,
his repeated affirmations of God's corporeality are surely
intended to assert that God isreal. IfGod were not corporeal ihen
he would be a figment, a ‘phantasm’, ofthe imagination. Hobbes’
materialism was not crudely anthropomorphic: God is ‘a most
pure, simple, invisible spirit corporeal. By corporeal | mean a
substance that has magnitude, and so mean all learned men, div-
ines and others, though perhapsthere be sonic common people so
rude as to call nothing body, but what they can see and feel.” It
musL be stressed that belief in God’s corporeality’ was not
exceptional in the seventeenth century. Biddle for one espoused a
far cruder beliefthat God had a body, which he believed to be the
understanding ofthe Bible.6

Even ifone were to convict Hobbes of atheism, an investiga-
tion of Hobbes’ theological thought is still important. According
to Raymond Polin, the real problem is not the truth or falsity of
Hobbes’ atheism, but the role that God and the Church have in
Hobbes’ philosophy Hobbes' writings on the Trinity reflect an
understanding of the word ‘person’and throw' light on his use of
the word in other contexts. Even if Hobbes wen; an atheist, his
writings on the Trinity are still important, as both they and the
sharp responses of his critics contribute to the contours of the
broader story we are telling. Conversely, greater knowledge about

I Loo Strauss, 7 nePoliticalPhilosophy o fHobbes (Oxf<>«1:Clarendon Press, i936),chapter5.
J.G. A. Poeock, ‘Time, Historyland Esehatology in the Thought of Thom as Hohbivs’, in

pp. 148-201, describes these types ofargument as ‘esoteric’ (pp. 160r.}. Christopher Hill,
Purilmism and Revolution (London; Penguin, 19851, p. 285. The main dirust of explanations
put toward for llobbcs' atheism arc analysed in Wallis li. Glover, ‘God and Thomas
Jlobbecs’, in K. Brown, ed., Hobbes Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, !965),
pp. 141 68 (esp.pp. 146 9).
>F.W ., 1V;p 313, and see note 31, p. 51-
Raymoild Polin, H/ibbes, dieur! teshommes {Pans: Presses Universitaire de France, 1981),
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thc.se debates and disputes can help ns understand Hobbes better.
W hat follows is intended as a contribution to the continuing
re-connection, contextualisation and elucidation of Hobbes’
thought as well as discovering more about understandings of the
doctrine ofthe Trinity in the mid-seventeenth century."

Lethim Take a Schonle-M an into his Hands

Before we can investigate Hobbes’ reflections on the Trinity we
need to establish some preliminary pointers about his understand-
ing of the nature of theology. His departure from accepted
theological expression was undoubtedly one ofthe reasons for the
execration of his contemporaries, but the vehemence of their
feelings is not an immediate indication of the value wc should
place upon their judgements. When Hobbes is attacked tor his
theology other concerns are clearly not far from the surface. His
biting artti-clericaJism alienated the ecclesiastical establishment,
and the divines were enraged by his portrayal oftheir teaching as
an adulterated amalgam of the wheat of biblical faith and the
tares of false philosophy His critics also sometimes conflate
acceptance ofa doctrine with the arguments advanced for it. The
so-calledJohanninc Comma (1Jn 5:7) isa ease in point; Hobbes,
along with the Catholic biblical scholar Simon, denied the
authenticity ofthe text and received opprobrium for doing so. We
need to be more cauuous than many ofhis contemporary critics:
to reject an argumentis not to reject a doctrine.'l

As we noted previously, during the mid-seventeenth century we
see signs of a growing impatience with the subtleties of scholastic

I According lo Patricia Sprinborg.'Hobbes’s eccentricdoctrineofihe Trinity isa further
employaientofthefienona fiction'; Patricia Sprinborg, 'Hobtw.s on Rrligion’, in Tom Sorcll,
cd, The Cambridge C<mfrariim lo Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (99ft), pp.
346-80 (360). See M artinich, ThomasHohbts, pp. 44—9, for an examination of this fiction in
(he foundational realm o fpolitics.

ISrr hvialfom,ch. 44. He also denied that the use ofihe plural in the phrase from Gen.
1:26, Met. us make man after our own image', implied pluralism in God. He cited Cardinal
BeL!aniline as an ally; ‘neither I nor Bcllarminc put these words) out ofthe Bible, butwc
bodi put them out of the number of good arguments to prove ihe Trinity; fur it is no
unusual thingin Hebrew ... And we may .sayalso ofmany othertextsofScripture alleged
to prove the Trinity, that thrv arr not so firm as thal high article rW juirrth/ An AtiSiDtt 10
Riship R/umhidl, F.W ., IV, p. 31V. For an analysis of the controversy surrounding the so-
calledJohannine Comma sec the Appendix ofthattide in Raymond Brown, The Epislksof
John (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1983).
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discourse, fuelled in part by ihc privileging of the univocal in
language. Hobbes himself was a keen advocate of everyday
speech in philosophy, and constantly jeered at the tags and labels
of the older scholastic method. The stylish polemic found at the
end of the eighth chapter of Leviathan hit. ecclesiastics, theologians
and universities alike:

There isyetanother faultin the Discourses ofsome men; which
may also be numbrcd amongst the sorts of Madnessc; namely;
that abuse of words whereofT have spoken before ... by the
Name ofAbsurdity. And that is, when men speak such words, as
put together, have in them no signification at all. .. And this is
incident to none but those, that converse in questions ofmatters
incomprehensible, as the Schoole-men ... But to be assured
their words are without any tiling correspondent to them in the
mind ... let him take a Schoole-man into his hands, and see if
he can translate any one chapterconcerning any difficult point;
as the Trinity; the Deity; the nature of Christ; Transubstanli-
ation; Free-will, &c. into any ofthe moderne tongues, so as to
make the same intelligible . . . When men write whole volumes
of such stuifc, arc they not Mad, or intend to make others so?10

Such impatience was not confined to Hobbes, as we have already
seen, butitlbund in him an eloquent and formidable ally.

We mustalso be cautious in evaluating the strong apophaticism
in Hobbes' theological thought that siands in marked contrast to
the confident rationalism of many churchmen. Some have seen
this as an indication of covert atheism, but apophaticism is hardly
the mark of an unbeliever. As the philosopher Peter Gcach has
noted, ‘Hobbes' agnostic expressions about knowledge of God’s
attributes have been one reason alleged for accounting him
an atheist: but these sentiments can be easily paralleled Irom
Maimonides’ Guide to the Perplexed or from either Summa of
Aquinas’. Hobbes may well be tapping into a deeper stream
of Christian thought than is often realized.ll

1 Leviathan, ch. 8.

1 Gcach,p.551. Forllobbcs’theological antecedents, secJeffrey Barnouw, 'The Separ-
ation of Reason and faith in Bacon and Hobbes, and Leibniz’« Theodicy', inJohn W.
Yolion, ed., Phiiowpky, Hetman,and Siena w \he Seiienkenlh am! Eighteenth Centuries (New York:
University of Rochester Press, 1990), pp. 206-27. Barnouw’s basic contention :s that
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However, the extent of his apophaticism should not be under-
estimated. He suggests that we can have no natural knowledge of
God beyond the fact that he exists: "Arid whereas we attribute to
God Almighty, seeing, hearing, speaking, knowing, loving, and the
like; by which we understand something in the men to whom we
attribute them, we understand nothing by them in the nauire of
God ... The attributes therefore given unto the Deity, are such as
signify either our incapacity; or our reverence.”20ne ofhis more
acute contemporary critics was to challenge him on the implica-
tions ofthis denial, but for the present we should simply note that.,
if Hobbes shares Biddle’s impatience with scholastic modes of
thought, he most certainly does not share in his crude, literalism.

Much of his apophaticism rested on his conception of phil-
osophy which ‘is such knowledge ol eilects or appearances, as we
acquire by true ratiocination from the knowledge we have first of
their causes or generation: And again, of such causes or gener-
ations as may be from knowing first their efiects’. The method of
science and philosophy is seen to be one of resolution and com-
position. Complex ideas can be broken down into simpler ideas
and the propositions resulting from these can be matched to sense.
For this reason philosophy excludes theology: ‘The subject of
Philosophy, or the matter it treats of, is every body of which wc
can conceive any generation ... or which is capable of com-
position and resolution. Therefore it excludes Theology, | mean the
doctrine of God. eternal, ingenerable, incomprehensible, and in
whom there is nothing neither to divide nor compound, nor any
generation to be conceived.”I1 The table ofknowledge in chapter
9 of the leviathan does not include theology, and he sees no possi-
bility for natural theology, with the seeming exception of the
demonstration of the existence of God. Our human categories
break down completely when we try to describe God or ascribe
attributes to him.

Hobbesis pare ofa tradition that strctchcs back through Bacon co Ockham. This tradition
stressed the need for a separation ol lhitliand reason to preserve the former.’l his analysisis
in accord with that of Mariinirh, who sees Hobbes as an inheritor of the nominalist
tradition of Ockham; see M aninich, The 7iva Catis, pp. 208if. Hobbes' apophaticism may
have been driven by rhis desire co separate with and reason. That Hobbes isthe inheritor
of’such a tradition is also lorcciully argued by Glover.

" The FJmmtso fl'ut-. F.W ,t1\, p. 60.

'*'Thomas Hobbes, De Co/pore, in 77ie Elements of Lent, cd. J. C. A. Gaskin (Oxford:
O xford University Press, i 994), pp. 186, 191.
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However, we are not completely in the dark, we are able to talk
ofGod because of his gratuitous revelation. It is in that revelation
alone that we are given knowledge of the Trinity. Although he
would not have seen himselfas a theologian, nevertheless Hobbes
was driven to write about theological matters because of their
political implications- His reasons for addressing theological mat-
ters in the Leviathan are given in The Prose Life where he states that
he desired to ‘deal with theological matters in the text, because the
administrative structures and powers of the Church were in abey-
ance, and of no importance’ as the result of the Civil War. In
doing so ‘he took great care not to write in any way against the
sense ofsacred scripture, or against the doctrines ofthe Church in
England, as established by royal authority prior to the outbreak of
the war'. 4

in talking about Cod, Hobbes urged circumspection and cau-
tion about language and its use. He saw the main error ofthe sort
of scholastic theology practised in the universities to be the appli-
cation of inappropriate categories to the Godhead, and its main
sin a blase assumption that, it could do so. Hobbes countered that
we cannot dispute the nature of God because God’s nature is not
within the scope ofour natural powers. '

This insistence on the incomprehensibility of God is reaffirmed
several times in Hobbes’ writings, ancl his works arc littered with
attacks upon the prevailing scholastic method and his perception
ofits inadequacies. Hobbes was undoubtedly drawing on his own
experience as a student at Magdalen Hall, Oxlord during the
opening decade ofthe ccntury 1o dismiss the philosophy practised
in the universities at thattime. | he ‘scholasticism’he attacked was
specifically that which had developed in the latter sixteenth cen-
tury, and the authors in his sights were not so much those of the
Middle Ages but their more recent commentators. The Leviathan
passage quoted above about the absurdity of scholastic language,
for instance, attacked Suarez by name.

Hobbes was clear then that the function of theological

1’.John Aubrey; Pmirlift in Hobbes, 7he EUnwti*oflm *, p. 248.

I1See F.W., TV p. GO and I, p. 217. Hobbes was very sceptical aboul (he value of
argiimrnts of what might !>r labriicd natural theology: ‘As for arguments from natural
reason, neither you. nor any other, have hitherto brought any, rxcrjii ihr creation» cha* has
not made itmore doubtful to many men than itwas before.' Considerations upon theReputation,
llIpalfyf Aloimers, am iReligion fTAiwn/iv Hohhrs I-11, 1V, p. 428).
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language was not to provide a description ofGod. lhe Scriptures
alone provide us with knowledge of God’srevelation, and he held
that our language about God is purely doxological in character:

men that by their own meditation, arrive to the knowledge of
one infinite, Omnipotent, and Eternall God, chose rather to
confesse that he is Incomprehensible and above their under-
standing; than to define his Nature by Spirit Incorporeal!., and then
confesse their definition to be unintelligible: or if they give him
such a title, it is not Dogmatically, with intention to make the
Divine Nature understood; but Piously to honour him with
attributes, of significations, as remote as they can be from the
grossenesse of Bodies Visible.16

Given dus background then, what does Hobbes have to say about
the Trinity?

The True GodM ay Be Personated

Hobbes’ explicit writings on the Trinity can be found in the Eng-
lish and Latin versions of Leviathan, the ‘Appendix’ to the latter
work, his answer to Bishop Bramhall’s attack on Leviathan® and in
his narration on heresy. The concept of ‘person* is central to his
understanding ofthe doctrine. Given his general political agenda,
manifest in the Leviathan, it isnot surprising that Hobbes expounds
‘person’ with an eye on advancing his theory of absolute sover-
eignty. One of his main concerns is to differentiate ‘author’ and
‘actor’. An ‘actor isone who performs an action, an ‘author’isone
who authorizes it and is thus responsible for the action. This
device is developed to show how responsibility for the actions ofa
sovereign really belong to the subjects themselves: the sovereign
acts, but, by virtue of the foundational covenant, the subjects are
properly the authors ofthat action.

The definition of ‘person’ acccptcd by most of his con-
temporaries, as we have already seen, was that deriving from
Boethius: ‘an individual substance of rational nature’. This con-
ception was fundamentally static, whereas Hobbes” definition in

NULaiathm,ch. 12;cf. EW ., IV p. 61.
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Leviathan, focusing on actors and actions, convcycd a much more
dynamic understanding of the nature of ‘person’. Such dyna-
mism was in harmony with the emphasis that he placed on motion
as the primary concept in physics and philosophy. Chapter 16 is
entitled ‘PERSONS, AUTHORS, and tilings Personated’ and
commences with a definition o f‘person’.

A PERSON is he whose words or actions are considered, either
as his own, or as representing the words or actions of an other
man, or of any other thing to which they are attributed,
whether Truly or by Fiction. When they are considered as his
owne, then he iscalled a Natural}.Person: And when considered as
representing the words or actions of an other, then he is a
Feigned or Artificial/, Person.

So a person acts either on his own behalfor on behalf of others.
(The Sovereign is, in this sense, an ‘artificiall’ person; the
responsibility7for his words and actions lie with his subjects, he is
the ‘actor’but not, strictly speaking, the ‘author’of his actions.)

Hobbes then traces the etymology of the word ‘person’, noting
itsoriginsin the theatre ofancient Cirecce and its subsequentappli-
cation in Roman courts.4erson, isthe same that an Actoris, both on
the Stage and in common Conversation; and to Personate, isto Actor
Representhimselfc, or an other.”He consciously returns to a sense of
person thatpre-datesthe Boethian definition, thatfoundin Cicero’s
maxim: ‘Unus sustineo trés Personas; Mei, Adversarii, &Judicis'.
The actofpersonationhasawideapplication: ‘Inanimate things, as
a Church, an Hospital, a Bridge, mayr be Personated by a Rector,
Master, or Overseer ... Likewise Children, Fooles, and Mad-men
that have no use of Reason, may be Personated by Guardians, or
Curators... Anidol, or meer Figmentofthe brain maybe Person-
ated." And, in whatwas lo become one of Hobbes’ most notorious
passages, he extended his conception ofpersonation to render an
account ofthe three persons of the Trinity:

The true God may be Personated. As he was; first, by Moses;
who governed the Israelites, (that were not his, but God’s

people) not in his own name, with Hoc dicit Moses: but in

ch. 1<
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God's Name with Hoc dicit Dominus. Secondly, by the Son of
man, hisown Son our Blessed SaviourJesus Christ, thatcame to
reduce theJewes, and induce all Nations into the Kingdomc of
his Father; not as of himselfe, but as sent from the Father. And
thirdly, by the Holy Ghost, or Comforter, speaking, and working
in the Apostles; which Holy Ghost, wasa Comforterthat came
not of himselfe; but was sent, and proceeded from diem both.1®

To put it mildly this isnot the standard understanding of Chris-
tian orthodoxy* The persons of this Trinity seem to be those who
speak and aet on behalfof God, and seem to be his representa-
tives speaking and acting with his authority. These same senti-
ments were expressed in several other places in Leviathan as when
he states that ‘Moses ... was alone he, that represented to the
Israelites the Person ofGodV land in chapter 33 we read:

Forthese three [Moses, Christ, the Apostles] at several times did
represent the person of God: Moses, and his successors the
High Priests, and Kings of Judas, in (he Old Testament: Christ
himself; in the time he lived on earth: and the Apostles, and
their successors, from the day of Pentecost (when the Holy
Ghost descended on them) to this day.?

In chapter 42, in a section entitled ‘O f the Trinity’, Hobbes
gave his fullest exposition of what it means to say that God is
‘three persons’. Having just discusscd the transmission of*the Holy
Spirit by the Apostles’laving-on ofhands, Hobbes continued:

Here we have the person ofGod born now the third lime. For
as Moses, and the High Priests, were God’ Representatives in
the Old Testament; and our Saviour himselfe as Man, during
his abode on earth: So the Holy Ghost, that is to say; the Apos-
tles, and their successors, in the office of Preaching and Teach-
ing, that had received the Holy Spirit, have Represented him
ever since. But a Person, (as | have shewn before, chapt.[16].) is
he thatisRepresented, as often as he is Represented; and there-
fore God, who has been Represented (that is. Personated)

'm |jtvitiihan,ch. 16.
19Lemihan, ch. 40.
“ Leviathan,ch. 33.
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thrice, may properly enough be said io be three Persons; though
neither the word Person, nor Trinity be ascribed to him in the
Bible . .. But this disagrceth not, but accordcth fitly with three
Persons in the proper signification of Persons; which is, that
which is represented by another, Ibr so God the Father, as
Represented by Moses, isone Person; and as Represented by his
Sonne, another Person; and as represented by the apostles ... is
a third Person: and yet every Person here, isthe Person ofone
and the same God ... in die Trinity of Heaven, the Persons arc
the persons of one and the same God, though Represented
three different times and occasions ... To conclude, the doc-
trine of the Trinity, as far as can be gathered directly from the
Scripture, is in substance this; that God who is always One and
the same, was the Person Represented by Moses; the Person
represented by his Son Incarnate; and the Person represented
by the Apostles. As Represented by the Apostles, the Holy Spirit
by which they spake, is God; As Represented by his Son (that,
was God and Man), the Son is that God; As Represented by
Moses, and the High Priests, the Father, that is to say, the Father
ofour LordJesus Christ, is that God: From whence we may
gather the reason why those names Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
in the signification of the Godhead, are never used in the Old
Testament: For they are Persons, that is, they have their names
from representing: which could not be, till divers men had Rep-
resented God's Person in ruling, or in directing under him."1

Before we listen to the chorus of condemnation that greeted
such an eccentric exposition of the doctrine of the Trinity, three
points should be made in Hobbes’ favour. First, unlike Biddle
and other anti-trinitarians, Hobbes does notjudge the doctrine of
the Trinity to be meaningless, nor docs he dismiss it outright as
merely the deformed ofispring of a mistaken marriage between
Scripture and decadent metaphysics as others did. Given his
intense dislike of ‘scholastic’ language, it is ail the more note-
worthy that he did notdo so. This may well be a further indication
of the basic sincerity of his religious convictions and a sign of an
honest desire to render an understandable account of the Trinity.
Secondly, Hobbes makes some attempt to investigate the language

ch. 42.
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used of the Trinity in order to render it less opaque. If Hobbes
was prepared to accept the doctrine ‘on faith' then his exposition
may reflect genuine difficulties of understanding rather than a
desire to subvert it. Finally, he states quite clearly that tins con-
sideration ofthe Trinity is 'as far as can be gathered directly from
the Scripture’, and is thus an account of what has been labelled
the economic Trinity. He does not claim that his account takes full
account of subsequent Church teaching, and in later writings, in
response to criticism, he includes extra-scriptural material and is
more aware of considerations surrounding the immanent Trinity.

The Catching (//Leviathan

But as it stood itwas clearly an inadequate account ofthe doctrine,
as hisopponents were quick topointout. Asall three actors, Moses,
Christ and the Apostolic band, were not acting in their own name
butinthename ofGod, was the Trinity then merely a company of
‘artificial!" persons? To speak ‘iri the name of another means that
one is not that other, therefore to speak in the name of God and
even to exercise his power, does not mean that one is God. W hat
(hen isthe relationship between the personsand the Godhead? Arc
the persons eternal or temporal? Overall one is left with the sense
that there isone real person, the Father, who isrepresented by two
feigned or ‘artificialT personalities. These unanswered questions
recur again and again in the responses to lIsiiathan.

Attacks on such an exposition of the doctrine were swift, and
even Hobbes’ friends had major reservations about these passages.
A fellow exile in Paris during the Interregnum,John Cosin, the
future BishopofDurham,who had giventhe Sacramentto Hobbes
when he feared he was on his deathbed during a serious illness,
was quite candid in telling Hobbes that he thought the passage not
sufficiently ‘applicable to rhe mystery ofthe Trinity’. Others were
equally frank but far more damning in their criticism.2*

Alexander Ross (1591-1654), the Scottish Vicar of Carisbrook
on the Isle of Wight and a keen supporter of Archbishop I-aud,
sneered that Ilobbes had presented ‘a strange whccmsic concern-
ing the blessed Trinity". The main problem, Ross argued, was that

" E.W . iy p.317.
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Hobbes made the three persons of the Trinity names rather than
substances. The concept of ‘personation’ as used by Hobbes was
unhelpful and would, ifapplied consistently to the scriptural data,
yield far more than three persons. Ross defended the use oftech-
nical language in theology against Hobbes' attacks. The use of
terms such as ‘substanceband ‘subsistence’ in theology isno more
inappropriate or illegitimate per se than the technical language
deployed by lawyers and physicians in their disciplines.23

Seth Ward (1617 1689), later Bishop of Salisbury; in com-
mon with many ofhis earliest critics» was keen to refute what he
perceived as Hobbes’ materialistic atheism. This he saw arising
principally from the rehashing of Epicurean and Machiavellian
doctrine which he claimed to find in leviathan, and which led to
lack of surety and scepticism in matters of faith. In his book Ward
attempted to defend the traditional attributes of God, including,
ofcourse, his incorporeality. The book helpsto promote the grow-
ing impression that Hobbes was a dangerous man and that the
danger he posed was greatly compounded by the undeniable
beguiling style of Leviathan's prose. ’1

William Lucy {1594-1677}, who became Bishop of St David’s
in 1660, was in no doubt that Hobbes had ‘spoken very danger-
ously ofthe blessed Trinity’, and his critique rested on a very close
reading of leviathan. The divinity of C hrist, which Lucy took to be
the sotcriological bedrock of the Christian faith, was so threat-
ened by Hobbes’ treatise that he believed there was ‘no man ever
writing so destructively of the principles of Christianityl Lucy
read chapter 16 as a clear attempt to subvert the doctrine and
‘aymed at most profane and wicked purposes’. Echoing senti-
ments found in Ross, Lucy insisted that the contcxtuality of ‘per-
son’ is essential to its meaning, and varies according to its uses in
grammar, law and divinity. He rejected Hobbes use of the
Ciceronian definition as otiose. Given that Cicero says ‘sustinco’

r'Alex[ander] Ross, Leviathan D rain ou! with a Hook (London: 1653), p. .53;and sec ‘To
the Reader’and p. 54. tor an account ofcontemporary reactions io ljwialhuij, see Mint*,
esp.chapter 3.

m Sell-. Ward. A PhilosophicalEssay{Oxford: I-conaid Lichfield, 1ft52). The récognitionof
the lure of Hobbes' style was commented on hv .several contemporaries. It has received
masterful analysis by Skinner, who argues that not only did Hobbes ‘teach philosophy to
speak English' but also imparted to it ‘a particulartone ofvoice’ thatof (hr sane, rational
Meantwho through satire unmasks the faintly ludicrous positions of his opponents. See
Skinner, pp. 136-7.
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not ‘sum' il does not provide a sufficient analogy for the doctrine
of one God in three persons. Hobbes’ treatment of ‘person’ is
inadequate as ‘in words, we are: not alwayes to consider their
Etymologie, but how they are used'. As lor the claim that the true
God can be personated, Lucy comments that ‘this phrase gave me
an amazement: for | cannot call to mind any such expression
made either in Scripture, or Orthodox ecclesiastical writers’. A
protracted examination of the errors of Socinian exegesis and
teaching served to reinforce the impression that Hobbes was to be
corralled with those professing anti-trinitarian beliefs.70

As Many Persons as we Please

John Bramhall (1594 1663), the Protestant Bishop of Deny who
was to become Archbishop of Armagh in 1661, proved Hobbes’
most virulent and constant critic. Bramhall is best known for his
exchanges with Hobbes on free will and determinism, but he was
also highly critical of the latter’s writings on the Trinity. Hobbes
and Bramhall had met in Paris while both were in self-imposed
exile during the Civil War. Their first clash w>as unintentional but
set the scene for future conflicts. Hobbes had replied to an essay
the bishop had written on the matter office will and determinism.
FJe did not intend his riposte for publication, but, much to his
consternation, it was piraLcd and appeared in print. Bramhall was
understandably indignant at w*hat he took to be a breach of good
faith, and subsequent exchanges betrayed an acrimony that only
grew as the years progressed.™'

In 1658, while still in exile, Bramhall published a biting critique
of the religious doctrine found in the ljtviaffum. The Catching of

“*W illiam Lucy, Obs&tyaiions. Censura and Confutations o fNotorious Errors in Aft; Hobbes his
Im athan and a'tvtki< Bookes. To which Are Annexed, OccasionallAnimadversions on Some Writingso f
the Socinians, and such Haereticks; o fthe Same Opinions uilh him (London: E663), ‘The Epistle
Dedicatory*, ‘“To the Reader’, pp.272,275.280, 284;and seepp. 293-385 tor the attack on
Socinianism. Lucy’s book is also interesting in that it claims orthodoxy to be morereason-
able than SfX.iniaiii.sm, and is high ii! praise? for Lully.

abSee Flew; p. 1.6U. Their discussion on fiee will can be found in Vere Chappell, ed.,
Hobbes and Bramhall on Liberty and Necessity (Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy;
Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, lyyi?). The ‘Introduction’ >usefid in ccmtcxtual-
izing the exchange, and the unfortunate 'leaking’ uf the correspondence is dealt with a,
pp. ix- X.
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Ixmaihan took issue with Hobbes' materialism and also with his
reflectionsupon the Trinity. Bramliail contended that Hobbes was
trying to give an account of the unaccountable and seeking to
shrink the mystery of the Trinity to nothing. BramhaU ruthlessly
displayed the deficiencies of the account of the Trinity given in
Leviathan. The Flobbcsian concept of '‘person' as applied to the
Blessed Trinity led to ridiculous and heretical conclusions. Ifone
accepts Hobbes’account o f‘person’then

every king lias as many persons, as there be justices of peace and
petty constables in his kingdom. Upon this account God
Almighty hath as many persons, as there have been sovereign
princes in the world since Adam. According to this reckoning
each one of us, like so many Geryons, may have as many persons
as we please to make procurations."’

Furthermore the I"math/m implied that the persons of the Trinity
were merely constructions in time. Indeed it seemed as il’there
was a time before Christwhen the second and third persons ofthe
Trinity did not exist. Bramhall expressed the unease felt by many
others with Hobbes' account which seemed to render the persons
ofthe Trinity as ‘artificial!’ and temporal, and not the real, eternal
persons of Christian orthodoxy

Hobbes did not read BramhalTs book until nearly ten years
after its publication, but the stinging personal nature of the attack
coupled with (he antagonism between them was sufficiently
powerful to elicit one of his rare replies to a critic. An Answer to a
Book Published by Dr. Bramhall .. . called the. 'Catching of Leviathan’
attempted to defend what was written in Leviathan, and to gloss it
more acceptably. Hobbes recast his definition and exposition of
‘person’in an orthodox direction: 'A person (Latin, persona) signifies
an intelligent substance, that acteth any thing in hisown or anoth-
er's name, or by his own or another’sauthority/ This, he claimed,
was the way in which it was used in the best Latin authors, and
cited Cicero once more: 4Lnus sustineo tres personas, mei, adver-
sarii, et judicis.” According to Hobbes., this is the way 'we use the
word in English vulgarly, calling him that acteth by his own
authority, his own person, and him that acteth by the authority of

m'John Bramhall, The Gifc/iirfgtifdjiw lhan (Ix>mion:John Crook, H>58), p. 474.
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another, the person of that other’. He: proceeded to discuss the
Greek rendering of the Latin persona, echoing the unease of St
Jerome about the use of hypostasis:

The Greek tongue cannot render it; for tpoowmnov is properly
a face, and. metaphorically a vizzard of an acior upon the
stage. Ilow then did the Greek Fathers render the person as it is
in the blessed Trinity? Not well. Instead ofthe word person they
put hypostasis, which signifies substance; from whence it might
be inferred, that the three personsin the Trinity are three divine
substances, that is three Gods. The word npoownov they could
not use, because the face and vizzard are neither of them hon-
ourable attributes of God, nor explicative of the meaning of
die Greek Church. Therefore the Latin (and consequently the
English) church renders hypostasisevery where in Athanasius his
creed by person.®

Hobbes conceded that his exposition ofthe Trinity had been
infelicitously worded but denied that the bishop had spotted the
real problem. Even as it stood, Hobbes contended, it was not
impious. He had 'examined this passage and others of the like
sense more narrowly’and altered the text accordingly, when trans-
lating the book into Latin. The bishop is quite correct in stating
that there may be ‘as many persons of a king, as there are [»city
constables in his kingdom?’, but this is exactly where the applica-
tion ofthe word ‘person’ to the Trinity has to be treated with care.
The king and his personating constables are not ofthe same sub-
stance, unlike the "persons’ of the Godhead. The true definition
of person helps to explain how (rod is one substance yet three
persons.

God, in his own person ... created the world ... the same
God, in the person of his Son God and man, redeemed the
same world .. .the same God, in the person ofthe Holy Ghost,
sanctiiicd the ... Church. Is not this a clear proofthat it is no
contradiction to say that God is three persons and one
substance?2

2“Hobl>r.s,An Answer to a Book Published !/} Dt. Brumfuili, E.W ., IV, p. 310, 313.
Hobbes, An Answerto a Book Published by Dr. Brnmhall, E.W , TV pp. 317, 316.
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Hobbes saw his mistake in the. English Leviathanas writing ‘instead
of by ihe ministry o fMoses>in ihe person ofMoses’, and once he had
seen thiserror he corrected it in the Latin text.*0

Sollidtedfrom Beyond, the Sea, to Translate the Book into | Min

In this Latin edition of Leviathan, which appeared in 1668, Hobbes
claimed that he had been ‘solicited from beyond the sea, to trans-
late the book into Latin, and fearing some other man mightdo it
not to my liking7translated it himself. According to Tuck it was
translated specifically to answer critics. In any case, Hobbes had
obviously taken account of the barrage of criticism levelled
against his exposition oi' the Trinity and attempted to clarify his
thought. A close comparison of the English and Latin of the
offending passages yieldsimportant insights.:il

W hile the definidon ofperson in chapter 16 is similar, ‘Persona
est is qui suo vel alieno nomine res agit: si suo, persona propria
sive naturalis; si alieno . .. repraesentiva\ the subsequent passage
about the Trinity has been substantially altered. There isno men-
tion ofpersonation by Moses or the Apostles and the wording is
far more restrained, with Hobbes quoting the teaching of the
catechism of the Book oi'Common Prayer on the appropriated
works of the persons of the Trinity in his defence. The section at
chapter 33 is omitted, as is the offending section in chapter 42. In
addition to these corrections and omissions, Hobbes also pub-
lished a lengthy appendix to the Latin edition of the Leviathan
comprising three chapters, which dealt with the Niccnc Creed,
heresy and objections against the work.

The iirst chapter of this appendix is a systematic investigation
ofthe meaning of the Nicene Creed. Hobbes noted that the word
hypostasis is used neither in the Scriptures nor in the Nicene sym-
bol, but deferred a fuller discussion until the whole creed has been
expounded. After an examination of the derivation and meaning
of such words as hypostasis, ousia, substantia and ens, Hobbes pro-
ceeded to investigate their usage in the context of the Creed.

Slllobbcs, An Answer to a Book Publishedh Dr.Bramiuitl, L-W ., V. pp. 316, 3]7.
" An Answer lo u Book f'télufw/ h Ih Bramhaii, W., IV, p. 317. The Latin edition of
Imialh/m is ly hr. found in L-1V,IM. See Tuck, p. 89.
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Hobbes focused on (he significance of the word persona. He stuck
to the tenor of his previous explanations and quoted Cicero’s
maxim again: 'Unus sustineo tres personas, mei, adversarii, et
judicis.” He claimed dial this is the. understanding of ‘person* at
work in the Church of England catechism.

Hobbes’ understanding o f person* as an actor who can speak
and act on his own behalfor on behalf of another is clearly at
work: T)eus in persona propria creavit omnia; in persona Filii sui
rcdemit genus humanurn; in persona Spiritus Sancti ecclesiam
sanctificavii.' It should be noted that only the Father is referred lo
as acting as ‘in persona propria’, and that, given the Ciceronian
usage the othertwo '‘persons’could stillbe construed as something
akin to 'personalities’ or offices borne* by (rod.1’

Polemic is rarely far from the surface in the Hobbes’ writings,
and his concern at this point is made clear: tritheism. He feared
ihis was ihc inevitable result if the persons of the Trinity were
conceived as independent entities as a reading of the Creek
Fathersluse of hypostasis as substance could easily imply. Trithe-
ism was inevitable if one defined person’', as Bellarmint: and
others do, as an intelligent prime substance. To define person in
this way leads to conclusions that, are ‘contra fidem’, for if
the three persons were three such substances then there would
effectively be three gods. Hobbes accused Beltarmine of not
understanding the full force of the Latin word persona. According
1o Hobbes, to define ‘person’ in terms of prime substance is to
depart from the Greek mpoowmnov, for ntpoownov signifies face or
representation.5

Concluding his remarks. Hobbes noted that the words ‘person’,
hypostasis and “Trinity’ are not used in the Nicenc Creed, and
hypostasis is used in the Athanasian Creed only to paraphrase the
Nicenc Creed. These words moreover are not found in the Scrip-
tures and were introduced because of the pressure of heretics.
Hobbes cautions that they were not intended to solve the ‘riddle
of the Trinity or to improve upon Scripture. Echoing Augustine,
he argues dial we speak of ‘person’ solely to have some word
to use, and dismisses further philosophical speculation on the

Lalin Uniathan. LW ., Il1. j> 533; aw | see pp. M»ii). 533 Hj.
" Latin Léviathaii,LW ., Ill, p. 533.
" Larin Lrodithm,L W.ylll, pp. 533,534,
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mystery as fruitless. Returning to his. earlier justification for his
language, Hobbes asserted once more thai the Trinity should be
conceived solely in terms of the Scriptures, and nothing should
be admitted to its interpretation but vvliatcan be inferred from the
Scriptures.”

He is no (load Christian

These revisions of Leviathan did little to satisfy his critics. By now
they had the bit firmly between their teeth, and a campaign was
under way to deal with Hobbes and his teaching by force of law.
In 1666. in response to the (ireat Fire, a bill had been introduced
into Parliament to combat heresy, and there is little doubt that
Hobbes was one of its main targets. The recently re-established
bishops were keen to assert their authority and the writings of
Hobbes were one ofthe old scoresthat many of them wanted to
settle. The strength of feeling is best illustrated by the fact that
another abusive epithet was added to the popular store ofpolemic
when in 1669 a student at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge,
Daniel Scargill, was forced to make a public recantation of the
tact that he had 4gloryed to be an Hobbist and an Atheist”. A

in the following year, ScargilTs tutor, Thomas Tenison, pub-
lished a very cogent critique of Hobbes’ theology, The. Creed o fMr.
Hobbes examined. Tenison (1636--1715) wrote this, his first book,
quite possibly as a protection against mrnours that he himselfwas
a Hobbist. A man ofdistinct latitudinarian sympathies, described
by the diarist Evelyn as ‘that dull man*, Tenison was to become
Archbishop of Canterbury in 1695. Like many of his con-
temporaries, he realized that the leviathan was dangerous not only
for its content but also for its ‘handsomeness' of style. Tenison
drew up a Hobbesian creed, its first clause being: @ believe that
Cod is Almighty matter; that in him there are three Persons, he
having been thrice represented on earth’. Tenison proceeded to
make some telling remarks aboul this first clause. He questioned
and probed the extentand implications of Hobbes’ apophaticism.

" l.aiin bvioihant 111. pp. 535, 53I>.
D. Scarvrill. The Recw/Uition vfD aniti Scurgiu~Oambrklgt:: IJniwrsiLy Prt’ss. 1W»9).p. i.
See SprinRborg, p. 348, for the moves against Hobbes.
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While lie agreed that God isincomprehensible, he did not see this
as meaning that we cannot say anything about God. If it were
impossible to make any true statements about God then phrases
sucli as ‘God islove’and ‘be holy as God isholy’would be literally
senseless. Tenison draws two analogies to illustrate his point: the
blind can have some understanding of fire even though they can-
not sec it, and sailors have some knowledge ofthe seaeven though
they have not plumbed its depths. Hobbes bad denied that we
could ever have an idea of God because ideas result from sense
perceptions. Tenison counters ad hvminem that if God is in some
way bodily, as Hobbes maintains, then it is logically possible that
he could be the object of sense perception, and therefore, on
Hobbes’ own ground, we could have some conception of him.
Tenison then hitout atwhat tic considered Hobbes' overly restrict-
ive notion ofidea. Ideas are not necessarily images, and ideas can
exist without any pictorial imagery. Hobbes had confounded
image and idea.3

Tenison’s critique of Hobbes’ exposition of the doctrine of the
Trinity is typical of most contemporary responses. He was so
indignantat Hobbes' bold reinterpretation ofthe doctrine that he
claimed that ‘such an example of the Trinity, has not been
invented by any Heretick of the unluckiest wit, for these sixteen
hundred years’. Hobbes had produced a monster, for using
Hobbes’ conception of ‘person’ meant that there could well ‘be
rather a century, than a Trinity’. King Charles was as much a
trinity as God on the Hobbesian account because he was repre-
sented by three Lord Lieutenants in Ireland.30The same point was
made by the Earl of Clarendon, who accused Hobbes ofopening
the Godhead to ;as many Persons as any Body will assign to it’. He
accuscd Hobbes of demoting Christ to the position ofviceregent
of God, which is ‘degrading below the model of Socinus’. Claren-
don feared that Leviathan ‘would destroy the very Essence of the
Religion of Christ’, which Clarendon saw as Hobbes’ultimate aim
given that ‘he hath no religion, or that he is no good Christian’.w

1. Tenison, 'l he CreedofMr. Hobbes Examined (I-ondon: ffi70). “I he P-pistlc Dedicatory*,
p. 8 und see t[> ft-Hi, 2-1- 32. The point about image and idea will be more closely
examined ai the end ofdie ehaptcr.
* Tenison, pp. 38, 39,43.
Edward Hyde, A BriefView and Survey o fthe Dangerous and Pernicious Errors to Oaach und
Stale, in Mr. Hobbes's Booh, Entitled hwU han (Oxford: 1676), pp. 24*>,>,9,242.
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While lénison was aware that Leviathan had recently been pub-
lished in Latin, his criticisms reveal no acquaintance with the
revised text. A Latin rejoinder of 1673,J. Templers Idea Theologian
lJjviathanis, took account of Hobbes’ revisions but Found them still
wanting. Templer lambasted Hobbes as ‘the Hydra of Malmes-
bury’. a hyena imitating the voice of ihe shepherd. The book is
comprised ol two parts. Ihe first isa defence and explanation of
the right use of Scripture, the second is a syllabus of dogmatic
errors distilled from leviathan. Dogma V I11 asserts lhat ‘M oses is
die first person in the most Holy Trinity’. Templer was aware of
the correction ottered by Hobbes in the appendix to the Latin
leviathan, but deemed it insufficient. For Templer the root of the
problem lay not so much in the use that Hobbes makes of his
conceptofperson’, butin the definition itself. Hobbes’ etymology
istoo partial. The lexicon gives seven meanings to the word ‘per-
son’, and it is context that decides which one of these is in play.
According to Templer, Hobbes’ definition conforms neither to the
usage of the word in church, nor to forum or theatre. In theology
the understanding at work is Ihat of ‘suppositum intclligcns’.
Although Hobbes has expunged the offending sections o f Leviathan,
the retention of the definition of ‘person’ means that, errors can-
not but remain implicitly in the text. Finally Templer argued, the
Hobbesian definition of ‘person’ meant that, there must be four
persons in the Trinity because God existed before Moses person-
ated him.40

The criticisms made by Ross, Lucy, Tenison, Clarendon,
Templer and others were lo remain part ofthe standard attack on
Hobbes’ doctrine. Works were produced echoing these attacks
either whole or in part. In 1683, for example, four years after
Hobbes’ death, an obscure country parson,John Dowel, pub-
lished his critique of Hobbes’ theology. The title says it all: The
Leviathan Heretical. Dowel thought Hobbes guilty of at least two
heresies. Both have been touched on before: his teaching on
the corporeal nature of God, and his teaching on the Trinity. The
latter heresy derives from Hobbes’ refusal to countenance the
technical use ol’*person’ in theology, which yields trinitarian per-
sons that are temporal and not eternal. According to Dowel,
Hobbes sees God’s fatherhood commencing with the creation of

wJ. Trmplttr, 1Jfn fhmlogiae leniatiitinis (I.ondon; 1fj7j), p. 77;sco pp. 77-82.
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ihc world, his sonship with its redemption, Hobbes was by then
well beyond Dowel’s ultimate answer to the problem posed by
such heresy: the reinstatement. of De heretico comburendol*'

The True Intellectual System o flke Universe

My investigation of Hobbes’ opponents would be deficient if I
neglected a group who, while not mounting a frontal assault,
attempted to refute his conclusions by developing a subtle anti-
dote to his atomistic materialism. For the Cambridge Platonists,
Hobbes was simply the most pernicious example ofa general drift,
towards materialistic explanation. They sought to refute the basic
axioms ofsuch philosophical understandings, and, drawing on an
understanding formed by the neo-Platonism of Renaissance
authors, insisted upon the retention of the immaterial and the
spiritual as part ofthe universe. Human reason was a reflection of,
and participation in, divine reason; properly understood it led to,
rather than away from, religion. One of the lasting monuments of
their erudition was The. True Intellectual System o fthe. Universe>wriucn
by Ralph Gudworth (1617 1688), Master of Christ’s College,
Cambridge, and a key signatory of the decree banishing the hap-
less Scargill from the university. The work, published in 1678,
conveyed its clear intention by its title: itwas an attemptto provide
an ‘intellectual’, as opposed to a material, account ofthe universe.
For my purposes I shall note Cudworth’sexposition ofthe Trinity,
and also register two other trends of the thought of the
Cambridge Platonists found there that were to have a profound
efleet upon the future reception and understanding of trinitarian
doctrine.

Against a background in which some authors too often and too
easily equated rcvcrencce for reason with the method and tenets of
Socinianism, the Cambridge Platonists insisted that reason was
'the candle ofthe Lord'. Its proper exercise led one to, rather than

"John Dowel, The. ljtvialhan H m ikalilxmdon: 1683),see pp. 101 3, 111, 122.

w Ralph Cudworth. The True IntellectualSystem o fthe Universe (London: 167UJ. An account
ofihe Cambridge Platonists as a group and as individuals placing them in their intellectual
milieu isJohn Tulloch, Rational Theology and Christian Philosophy in England in the Seventeenth
Centuy j-i vois.; Edinburgh; Blackwood. 1872}. An examination of tht*ir mrthod tan Ur
fourni :n H. R. McAdoo, The Sf/iril o fAnglicanism (l.oiulon: Black, 19<>4), csp. chapters 3
and 4.
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away from, the teaching' of the Christian Church. The light of
Scripture and the light of reason were complementary not con-
tradictory. For some of their opponents this baptizing of reason
simply served to conhrm their suspicions that the Cambridge Pla-
tonisis were covert Socinians. One preacher attacked them in the
presence of the king, they ‘impiously deny both the Lord ... and
his Holy Spirit ... making Reason, Reason, Reason, their only
Trinity’41The manifesto ofthe Cambridge Platonisfsneeded to be
backed up by demonstration, and Cudworth attempted to show
how even that most, mysterious of Christian doctrines, the Trinity,
was actually more in accord with reason than opposed to it. It is
important to grasp that he did not intend to prove the Trinity from
reason, and did not deny that the Christian Trinity was revealed
only in the economy ofsalvation, but he did hope to show that the
‘trinities’ of the ancient world had a heuristic value that would
remove the doctrine from charges of intrinsic unintelligibility. He
argued that his approach might help those who saw the Trinity as
the 'Choak-Pear of Christianity’.4

At the opening ofthe seventeenth century the finding of vestigia
trinitatis was relatively uncontroversial. Donne and others dis-
cerned ‘applied irinitarianism’ in humanity, philosophy and even
physiology. According to Cudworth many such vestigiawere to be
found in the writings of the ancient philosophers and magi. There
were presentiments of the Trinity in the teaching of Zoroaster,
Mithras and Pythagoras. Tn pages (dense with reference and
argument Cudworth examined ‘trinities’ to be (bund in tin: writ-
ings of Ancient Egypt, theJewish Cabbala and Classical authors.
All these echoes of the Trinity were descended from a divinely
revealed pmca tkeologia or primitive theology shared by Hebrew
and Greek alike. Although this ancient Lr-revelation suffered
decline amongst the pagans, nevertheless the simple presence of
such vestigia told against those who argued that any notion ofa
Trinity is intrinsically incomprehensible. Cudworth then went on
to argue that the Christian Trinity is ‘nota Trinity of mccr names
or Words’, it is a Trinity of hypostases, subsistences or persons.

L Quoicd in Margaret C-Jacob, The Newlomms mid the English Revolution, 1689-1720
iBriyriion: Harvester, 1970;: p. 47.

" Cudworib, ‘Tho Preface u>ihc Reader.

1See Dennis R. Klinck, ** lisiigia Timiluki" i:iM an and hi>Worksin the English Renais
sancc’,Journalo fthe History ojldtas 42 (1081}, pp. 115 27.
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While accepting that the Trinity is a Mystery; h-e was equally
insistent that it isnot in plain contradiction to reason. Cudworth
argued, in a claim that proved highly contentious, that the ancient
Fathers saw 'Cod'as a common, universal substance. The Fathers
were homo-ousian not mono-ousian. The consubsianiialily ofthe
three persons referred not to one numerical essence but to one
universal essence. As we shall see in the next chapter, this under-
standing led critics to accuse Cudworth variously of tritheism,
Arianism or both.10

Two other legacies were to be bequeathed by Cudworth and
Lhc Cambridge Platonists to later disputes about the doctrine of
the Trinit}-' debate. The first was the relative diminishing of the
importance ofdoctrine in favour of morality; In this they were not
alone, as the rise of‘ihe latitude men’ clearly shows. As Cudworth
put it: *L persuade my self, that no man shall ever be kept out of
heaven, for not comprehending mysteries that were beyond the
reach of his shallow understanding.’4 The Cambridge Platonists
were insistent that divinity was for life notjust forargument. In the
hands of less subtle thinkers such sentiments w'ould lead to the
doctrine of the Trinity being dismissed as true but unimportant.
The second was the emergence ofthe self-referential category of
iconsciousness’. This emergence was to have profound con-
sequences for the way in which ‘person’would be conceived, and
disastrous results when such concepts were applied to understand
the doctrine ofthe Trinity.ll

1 am now in a position to draw some important conclusions
about Hobbes’ thought on the doctrine of the Trinity. All too
often commentators have based their judgements of Hobbes’
understanding of the Trinity solely on the passages that occur in
the English Itmahan, focusing on chapter 42 in particular. From
this they have quickly concluded Hobbes' rank heterodoxy; if not

"Cudworth, p. 558; see pp. 288, 18. GO1-12. See Sarah HulLion, ‘Tht* KeoplatnuU:
roots o fAnariism: Ralph Cudworth and Thcophihis Gale', in I-cch S/.r/ucki, od., Socmian-
im Warsaw: PWN, 1983), for acontemporary'sunease with Cudwoith’suse of Plato.

i in G. AJ. Rogers, ‘Tht* Other-Worldly Philosophers and the Real Whrfd: The
Cambridge Platonists, Theology and Politics', in G. A.J. Rogers.J. M. Vienne and Y C.
Zarka, cds., The Cambridge Plfttonish in Phiiosophicat Context (Dodrcclu; Kluwcr, 1997;,
pp. 3 23 (8).

"W e .skdl return lo ‘consciousness' in the next lwo chapters, but ihe origin of the
concept in ihe thought of Cudworth is strongly detended in Udo Thiel, ‘Cudworth and
Seventeenth Century Theories of Consciousness’, in Stephen Gaukio”er, ed., The. Ihrsf
Antiquity (Dodrccht: Kluwer, 1991), pp. 79-09.
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atheism, and their arguments for this conclusion often echo
Bishop Bramhall. Even his more sympathetic modern commenta-
tors seem keen to display his heresy. Gcach calls Hobbes a Socin-
ian, Pocock detects ajoachimiie, Maninich concedes that. Hobbes
may be a Sabellian. Perhaps a desire for such labelling is inevit-
able. but our evaluation of Hobbes' thought on the Trinity needs
to go further than slogans.4{

Tt is crucial to realize that Hobbes” writings do not yield one
unified understanding, and that the English Leviathan isnot his last
word on the Trinity. Hobbes modified his views in response to
criticism and, in later works, particularly the Latin Ijwiaihan, he
engages in a degree ofre-expression and reappraisal. One of his
earliesL explicit references to the doctrine, which occurs in De dve>
is not controversial at all. where he notes that the new covenant
was not established in the name of the Father alone but in the
name of Father, Son and Spirit’ The exposition given in the
English Leviathan is, as we have seen, far more contentious, and
generated immense heat in subsequent controversies. This is
modified in the Latin ljiviathan, both in the text and in its appen-
dix. In earlier works the Trinity is treated in the context of other
concerns. In the later works the Trinity is a primary focus for
Hobbes as he tried to defend himself from accusations of heresy.
It is important to acknowledge this change in focus, expression
and intention if we are to gain an accurate understanding of
Hobbes' writings on the Trinity.3L

Hobbes based his reflections on the Scriptures, and his trinitar-
ian theology is thoroughly economic in origin and expression.
He takes as given that the Bible reveals God as three persons,
and Hobbes attempts to explore how the one God could be three
persons. In doing so he develops his own eccentric trinitarianism.
But whatever its eccentricities, the exposition is grounded in the

Grach, p. af>2: Pr.cock, p. 18ft;Mar-inirk. The Twu Gods,p.205. M aninich’s [xjsition
confused. He wishes to portray Hobbesas "asincere,and relatively orthodox, Christian’ {p.
1}. Yet when discussing the Trinity, Martinich argues (hat ifwe concede that Hobbes’ views
arc Sabellian this reinforcesthe contention that Hobbes was a Christian brlicver: 'if Ho!>-
beswere a Sabellian, then he believed cr. the Trinity; and if he believed in the Trinity, he
was a sincere Christian’ {p. 205). To be a Sabellian is surely not to be ‘relatively orthodox'
as Martinichwould have it. it is to be plainly heretical

"L.11,11, pp. 376 7.
7 Skrnncrcommentson the ncglcct ofthe Latin Leviathan, p. 3, n. 15.
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economy of salvation, and thus Hobbes provides a counter-
example to those, such as LaCugna, who assert that reflection on
the doctrine ofthe Trinity had becornc non-economic Jong before
this time. Even the offending passages ofthe English Leviathan arc
scripturally based.®

The concept of 'person’ is very important. We saw in the last
chapter that men like Biddle and Fry. conceiving ofperson in the
classical way along the lines of 'individual intelligent substance’,
were unable to accept the statement that ‘God is three persons’. It
was either meaningless (Fry), or blasphemous (Biddle). It could
easily lead to a tritheistic understanding ofthe Godhead, as to say
that there were three individual intelligent substances in the (rod-
head seemed to imply that there were three Gods. Biddle and
others rejected the doctrine of the Trinity as idolatry’ Hobbes did
not. Hobbes used a different understanding o fpersonl albeit one
developed largely to service his political concerns, to try to under-
stand what the doctrine might mean. The elaboration ofthe word
‘person’ that takes place in Leviathan chapter 16 is mainly con-
cerned with the legal and political usage ofthe word, butitisin this
context of‘persons artificial]' that Hobbes extends his understand-
ing to the ‘persons’ of the Godhead. God is the author of the
actions of the three actors who represent him as three ‘artifieia.ll'
persons. Thus, according to Hobbes, to say that God isa Trinity is
the equivalent of saying that God is one agent who has, so the
Scriptures tell us, been personated three times in history. As we
have seen, this exposition ofthe doctrine was completely unaccept-
able to his critics. They disputed his definition o f'person’, pointing
out that.it was the truth but not the whole truth, and unsuitable for
application to God. They contended that the application of this
definition entailed a multiplicity of persons in the Godhead, and
they suspected that the Hobbcsian persons were temporal mani-
festations and not eternal realities. Given all this we may wonder
why Hobbes initially re-cast the doctrine ofthe Trinity in this way.

Three main reasons present themselves: Hobbes’ understand-
ing of the nature of thought and language, his atomism and his
politics. Hobbes’ account of the nature of thought played an
important role in determining how he conceived the Trinity His
account of thought is overtly pictorial: thoughts are ‘every one a

®See Catherine LaCugna, Godfor Us (New York: HarperCollins, 1991). pp. 12, 210.
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Representation or Appearance’ of external objects. A thought is
thus a mental image, and the train of thought is portrayed as a
succession of mental images. Hence we cannot speak much of
God as we arc unable to form suitable mental pictures. In fact, as
wc have seen, Scripture aside, the only tiling we -can say about
God is that he exists. Wc speak of God to honour him not to
conceive him.'l Words are signs that mark thoughts and are
depicted largely as names for things. The purpose of speech (by
which Hobbes often means what wc would label ‘language§ is to
‘transferre our Mcntall Discourse into Verbal; or the Trayne of
thoughts into a Trayne of Words’. Language thus seems to be
purely descriptive, and there appears little place if any for an
understanding that allows language to function in a formal, non-
descriptive way. Given this narrow understanding of language,
Hobbes may well have loll constrained to choose between two
interpretations of the phrase Ood is three persons’; either that
there are three materially separate individuals who can all be
called God, or one individual who carries three identities. The
former, blatant tritheism, was clearly unacceptable, so the latter
seemed more attractive. Any theory of language that sees words
only as signs- ihr thought-as-imagc will be unable to account for
usage that secs the possibility of language and understanding
functioning in a non-pictorial way 44

SEng'ish Leviathan, ch. I; and see ch. 1for an account of thought, and ch. 3 for an
account ofthe train ofthought. For ihc fluidity of ‘idea’” during this period, see Robert
McRae. ‘““ldea” as a Philosophie;:! Term in the Seventeenth Cci&uty*,Journalofthe Hi\loTy
ofldeas 26 (1965), pp. 175-iH).

‘mEnglish Ltviatfum, ch. A. Swift satirizes this understanding oflanguage when Gulliver
visits a school of languages on the island of Laputa;Jonathan Swift, Gu/liue/i Traoeh yed.
iVtrr Dixon andJohn Gh»l|<cr; london: 1967),pp. 230-1.Hobbes' ‘nominalism’
is one of the roots of his problem with the Trinity. I’ctcr Geach has spoken ofthe danger
chat any nominalist theory poses lo Christian doctrine, mentioning llobbes amongst the
nominalists, ar.d «he Trinity amongst the rndangcred doctrines. The root of the problem,
argues Gcach, liesin nominalist logic which subscribes to a version ofthe two-name theory
According to this iheosy: a statement isuue if,and only if, the subjectand predicate name
stand for the same thing. Names are believed to be the only logical category. Sueh a logical
theory is inadequate, according to Gcach, because it cannot account for relation. At the
level oftrinitarian theology relation is essential *oany understanding. The persons ofthe
Trinity do not possess relations, they are them. Gcach argues that :aity doctrine in which
relative terms essentially oc.«ur is bound to strain the two-name theory. Itisclearin the first
place lhal on a two-name theory there can I»e no relations no resanswering specially to
relative terms.' Peter Gcach, ‘Nominalism*, ir. Anthony Kenny, ed., Atpdnus"A (killtilion of
Cnival Essays(l.ondon: Macmillan, 1969), pp. 139 -52 (144). Butfor a caution on labelling
Hobbes a nominalist, see Flew, p. 160.
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Hobbes* writings also reflect the process by which the import-
ance of' relationality was being lost sigln of in many areas.
Throughout the seventeenth ccntury atomism exerted an influ-
ence on thought well beyond the realms of material science.
Descartes had already construed the person in radically indi-
vidualistic terms. The Cartesian ego could exist even ifthe rest of
the world ceased to be, a myth echoed by Hobbes. In science the
rediscovery of atomistic models had emphasized (he scparated-
ness of each part of the material universe, while in society previ-
ously unquestioned relationships were breaking down as the old
hegemony finally unravelled in the Civil War.3 Personal identity
was increasingly conceived of in individualistic rather than
communal terms, and Hobbes reflected this atomism in his social
theory: relationship was an external constraint forced on men
from fear of the state of nature, it was not seen as constitutive of
their identity. Human beings were prc-lbrmed individuals who by
force of reason bound and limited themselves for the sake of
peace. In this sense Hobbes’account ofsociety is atomistic and his
political science is a faithful application of the dissolutive and
compositive method he advocated for the natural sciences. It was
hardly surprising then that in this sort of climate a doctrine, such
as the Trinit>; that prized relations as constitutive of identity was
disconcerting.

Hobbes’ conception ofsovereignty could be described as polit-
ically unitarian. His sovereign is absolute and his power indisput-
able. Hobbes rejected any separation ofpowers; there could be no
other claims on the loyalty of the subject. The Church was thus
subordinated to the power of the sovereign, and its claims to a
higher or diflerent power denied. (This was one of the reasons
why Hobbes was keen to play down any claims that might be
made to supernatural powers such as prophecy or inspiration.). If
Hobbes allowed no differentiation in the earthly sovereign there
could be none in the heavenly sovereign either. 'l he earthly sover-
eign might, be represented and so might the heavenly one, but in
neither case could there be any real plurality. The political sphere
and the religious sphere mirror each other. This political uriitari-
anisrn reflected the emerging culture of the civic polity. The Pro-
tectorate and Restoration regimes were both concerned with the

Sw Kislilan.*ky. chaptrr I, for sidal relationships.



A Strange Wheemsie Concerning the Blessed. Trinity 95

establishment of stability and order, and while it would be mis-
leading 10 cast that environment as ‘absolutist’, it would be fair to
characterize the centripetal forces at work in the British state as
‘centralistl Although James Vs desire for incorporative union
between his two kingdoms was thwarted several limes during his
lifetime, the process of integration and subordination continued.
It was realized in all but name by Cromwell’s defeat of Scotland
and conquestoflreland in the mid-seventeenth century. The abo-
lition of structures such as the Council of Wales further indicate
the centralizing tendencies of the Caroline and Cromwellian
state. Once again the theological and political intertwine: ifpower
must be concentrated at the centre and ‘federalism” in any form
rejected, then a ‘federal’ Godhead becomes more unimaginable
and more inconceivable.™

None of these reflections is intended to cast Hobbes, by innu-
endo ifnot argument, in the guise ofa conscious but covert theo-
logical Unitarian. Although Geach has placed him in the Socinian
camp, and there are indeed elements of his thought thar could be
characterized in this way, notably his mortalism in regard to the
soul, Hobbes will not fit neatly into this category. In his later
writings the personhood ofthe Holy Spirit is emphasized to suf-
ficient extent to rule out the Socinian depiction of die Spirit as a
metaphor, it must also be noted that very, very few of his con-
temporary critics accuse Hobbes ofbeing a Socinian, despite the
fact that this had by now become a popular term of abuse. His
acceptance of the Nicene Creed separates him from Biddle and
many Sociniansproper who saw that symbol as the triumph ofthe
forces of philosophical paganism. The Racovian Catechism
explicitly rejects beliefin the three persons ofthe Godhead, Hob-
bes does not. While his account of the doctrine of the Trinity is
highly questionable, he nowhere rejects it, or calls it unscriptural,
or depicts it as the construction ofa decadent Church.

It could be argued that Hobbes”avowal o fJesus is the Messiah’

#Hl'or the problems associated with generating any meaningful concept of absolutism
applicable to England at this time, seeJames Daly The ldea of Absolute Monarchy in
Seventeenth Ccntury Eugiand\ 7 heHistoricalJournal 21 {1970), pp. 227 50. For the central-
izing tendency ofStuart [tnlitics, see Kishlansky, pp. 45. 201, 243. That this tendency lind
roots in Tudor polity can be seen in the suprcssion of Wales i:i 153f> ami (lie attempt io
obliterate its identity; see Adrian Hastings The Consfruciioti > ,f.Nationhood (Cambridge: Cam -
bridge University Press. 1997}, p. 72.



96 [Niceand HotDisputes’

as the unum necewtmum of Christian beliefreveals Hobbes’ latent
Socinianism. One could accept the statement that Jesus is the
Messiah’ without therefore being committed to accepting that
Jesus is divine, and ihe Racovian Catechism andJohn Biddle had
rcduccd the Christian faith to this slogan. However in De corpore
politico Hobbes had expanded this unum necessarium in a non-
Socinian direction: ‘And without all controversy, there is not any
more necessary point, to lie believed for man’s salvation than this,
thatJesus isthe Messiah, that is, the Christ...and all the explica-
tions thereofarc fundamental; as also arc all such as be evidently-
inferred from thence; as belief'in God the Father [and] belief in
Godthe Holy Ghost’.5 Beliefin the Trinity isthus contained in the
affirmation that ‘Jesus is the Messiah’.

In all this we should not underestimate the desire of Hobbes
and his contemporaries to avoid what they considered the very
real danger of tritheism. We saw in the last chapter how avowed
anti-trinitarians construed the doctrine ofthe Trinity as proclaim-
ing three separate gods. Some, such as Best, saw' the Trinity as the
tip of the iceberg of Catholic polytheism, and Hobbes himself
thought talk of the divine persons as ‘intelligent substances’ came
dangerously close to positing three gods.

Hobbes’ direct contribution to trinitarian thought was very
limited; ‘Hobbism’ became another slur to smear an opponent,
but the indirect legacy of Hobbes was probably greater than his
contemporaries realized. Hobbes' theological reflections drove
others to rationalistic refutations. According to Mint/., Cudworth
and More ‘tried to refute Hobbes with Hobbes’ own weapon,
logical analysis ... when they argued explicitly against Hobbes
they argued on his own ground, and thus gave further testimony
of the growing importance which rationalism assumed in English
thought during the latter part of the seventeenth century". Mintz
concludes that ‘the critics were satisfied that they had cut Hobbes
down to size; in fact they had yielded, slowly and imperceptibly,
but also very surely, to the force of his rationalist method’. This
process laid up further problems forthe future.8

The attention and prominence Hobbes gave to the Trinity, and
the interest and concern that his critics manifested about his

IV p. 174.
£Mintz, pp. 83, 149-50.
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understanding, arc dear indications that the doctrine was no mar-
ginal concern in the mid-seventeenth century. It has been import-
ant to note that Hobbes' exposition is thoroughly economic and
generated from Scripture. He does not dismiss the doctrine ofthe
Trinity bn! reinterpretsit- His use ofthe word ‘person’is pivotal in
ihis reinterpretation, signalling a departure from the common-
place, ‘Boethian* definition o f‘person held by most of his con-
temporaries and marking a new attempt to explore the Christian
doctrine of God. His concern to ‘translate’ the complexities of
scholastic jargon into the ‘vernacular’ of ordinary language is
quite apparent, but his theory oflanguage and thought, his nom-
inalist logic, and his unilarian politics prevented him from doing
so in adequate terms when it came to the doctrine of the Trinity.
The factthat he attempted to do so at all isa sure indication of the
importance the doctrine still possessed for him and for others in
their religious lives.



CHAPTER FOUR

So Many Wrong Trinities, and
More Everyday Increasing

By 1660 most Englishmen were content to welcome Charles N to
his throne. But. this ‘Restoration' meant much more than the inere
fact that England had a monarch once again. Amidst the common
reliefthere was a widespread belief, and a general hope, that the
clock could and would be turned back. The ‘experiment* of the
previous decade was to be terminated, the ancien régime revived,
and the old ways restored. The virtues of stability and hierarchy
were emphasized again and again. As part of this process of
reversion to previous certainties the Church of England was
restored to its place as tin* national Church, ecclesiastical govern-
ment by bishops reinstituted, and the Prayer Book again pre-
scribed by law as the only legitimate means ofworship.1
However, no matter how hard some tried, the clock could not
be turned back completely Many of those who had enjoyed dif-
ferent ecclesiastical structures and liturgical practices refused to
give them up and initially some on the Anglican side pressed for
accommodation and compromise. The Savoy Conference of
1661 brought together Anglican and Presbyterian divines, but in
the event dashed any hopes ofa broader ‘Comprehension’. The
conservative Anglicans triumphed. The Act of Uniformity, passed
in 1662, demanded ‘unfeigned consent and assent' to the Thirty-
Nine Articles ofreligion and the Prayer Book, the renunciation of
the Solemn League and Covenant, and the acceptance of the

1Many would argue ;haf thfrre were in effect two ‘Restoration Settlements’; the second,
ofwhich actofUniformity was part, iMfitigmuch murr conservative than the first. Sire
M ark Kishlansky, A Mormrky Transformed (London: Penguin, 1997), p. 216, 223-30. See
Stephen Toulmin, CosmoffoiSi (New York: The Free Press, 1990), p. 128.
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absolute necessity ofepiscopal ordination. As a result over seven-
teen hundred ‘nonconforming’ ministers were ejected from their
livings for their refusal to accept the requirements of the act,
many becoming the victims of poverty and petty persecution.2

Tn the same year a licensing act was passed which reintroduced
the censorship of books by the Church and universities, albeit after
their publication. It appeared, on the surface at least, that the days
of intellectual ferment might be over. But in reality the situation
was much more complex. Religious uniformity proved impossible
to enforce and churchmen found it impossible to stem the growing
Hood ofbooks critical ofthem and their teaching.3

The questioning spirit that had waxed during the 1650s could
not be supressed, and the growing demand lor ‘clarity’ and
‘reason’ in arguments of every sort extended into the realm of
theology. Popular belief and official doctrine continued to be
closely probed, examined and criticized. From the 1660s onwards
there was a growing tendency to downplay the importance of
doctrinal clarity in favour of moral rectitude, an attitude that
became characteristic of the approach of many Restoration
churchmen. In private, at least, some, like the poet Milton, were
expunging the doctrine of the Trinity Irom their own beliefs. In
the last decade ofthe century others brought these private doubts
into the public domain and began a sustained and concerted
attack upon the doctrine. Perhaps the most interesting and reveal-
ing aspect ofthe defence mounted by the trinitarians was the way
in which it exhibited more than anything else their own disunity
After some opening remarks we will look in depth at the greai.
trinitarian disputes ofthe 16U0Os.

The Naked Truth

For 20 years after the Restoration Thomas Hobbes remained

the bogeyman of the ecclesiastical establishment. His materialism
was anathema to nearly all churchmen, and they regarded his

" SeeJohn Spurr, The Renitration Church o fEngland{London: Yale University Pirss, 1991),
pp. 431° lor a survey and analysis ofthe numbers involved.

' For the. “slackness’ of implementation of these measures, seeJohn Spurr, ‘Religion in
Restoration England’, in Lionel K.J. Glassry:ed., 7ht:Reign o fCharlesll andJames VIland Il
(London: Macmillan, 1997),pp.90 124.
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subsuming ofthem and their function to the sovereign as effront-
ery. For decades afterwards works continued to be written critical
of Hobbes and his Leviathan. The reign of Charles TT witnessed a
growing concern about atheism, and most attacks on it contained
a sortie against Hobbes, whose very longevity seemed to affront a
number ofhiscritics.4

However, the clergy of the Church of England were not united
defending their own corner: even among their ranks there were a
significant number who were not completely satisfied with the
results of the Restoration settlement. For some it seemed as if the
demands ofthe Act of Uniformity had been drawn too lightly, in
a way that precluded the development ofa truly national Church.
Such clergy', often influenced by the Cambridge Platonists and
4he: Great Tew Circle’, were out of sympathy with die rigid,
dogmatic understanding of the Church and Christian faith of
their High Anglican counterparts. These ‘latitudinarians' soughta
settlement that could take in a wider diversity of opinion and
practice. .Although they believed in the Trinity, their general out-
look helped to develop an atmosphere in which the importance of
dogma in general was downplayed.5The influence of Continental
writers such as Acontius, whose Satanae stratagemata (proposing a
breadth of toleration among Protestants and arguing that belief
in the Trinity was not essential to Christian faith) had been trans-
lated in 1648, contributed to this outlook. Such sentiments were
dearly displayed in a pamphlet published anonymously in 1675
by Herbert Croft (1603 1691), the Bishop of Hereford. The Naked
Truthwas a plea for toleration and comprehension, and sought to
recover Nonconformists to the national Church. It deplored the
use of force and coercion in matters of religion. Croft himself a
had somewhat checkered past ecclesiastically, having converted
from the Church of England to Catholicism and back again while
a young man, and like many on the rebound he became
virulently anti-Carholic in his later years. He believed that, the
disunity created by the Act of Uniformity had weakened Protes-
tantism and encouraged Popery, which was rife throughout
his diocese. Seeking some minimal standard of conformity, he

1Sc»- G. E. Aylmer. ‘Unbeliefin Seventeenth Century England’, in Donald Pennington
and Keith Thomas, eils., Puritansand Revolutionarin. (O xford: Oxford University Press, 1978),
pp. 22 41*

"Toulminargues that alter the 1650s ‘mattersofdoctrine lost their centrality', p. 131.
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proposed that subscription io the Apostles’ Creed be a sufficient
testof orthodoxy*

The pamphlettouched on several issuesofcontroversy between
the Church of England and the Dissenters. When discussing the
Trinity, Croft displayed a certain amount of seemingly wilful
naiveté. The Christian must believe that there are three persons
and one God. but he took this as about, the limit of what could be
said of the Trinity as ‘discourse must be of things intelligible,
though Faith believes things not intelligible’. Unrestrained human
reason was a dangerous guide in this area because ‘by humane
deduction from these three distinct persons you may prove three
distinct substances; 1hope you will make no such inferences in the
Divine Persons'. Croft believed that simple acceptance ofthe doc-
trine of the Trinity was sufficient and further expansion of this
beliefunwise. Attempts to elaborate the doctrine by ‘school divin-
ity’ were futile and led the expositorsto ‘rash conclusions ofdivine
matters, tossing them up and down with their tongues like Tennis
Balls’. Echoing some of the radicals of two decades earlier, he
even went as far as to dismiss the Nicene Creed as a mistake that
reflected the influx of pagan philosophy into Christianity.'

Croft’s pamphlet provoked bitter replies from High Church
divines, Avho accused its author of Socinianism and of attacking
the Trinity. 7 he Naked Truth was a small cloud on the theological
horizon. As the century progressed, the storm gathered, for, in
private at least, others were not prepared to accept even Croft’s
bare exposition of the doctrine ofthe Trinity.

The hirst o fthe Whole Creation

This deepening dissatisfaction with the doctrine of the Trinity,
and a sign of the disintegration of the trinitarian consensus, is
illustrated by a Latin manuscript discovered in 1825, which
turned out to be a lost work by the poet Milton. The manuscript
seemed to establish Milton's Arianism.8The date ofthe treatise is

[Herbert Croft], TheNaked Truth (in.p.]: 1675).
"Croit, pp. 4,5, 6.
"John Milton, A Treatise on Christian Doctrine (tr. Chartes R. Sumner; Cambridge: Cam -
bridge University Press, 1025}. This interpretation has beer challenged, and Milton's
orthodoxy upheld; see W.B. Hunier, ‘Milion's Arianism Reconsidered*, hi W. B. Hunter et
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uncertain, but internal evidence points to the last years of the
poet's life. It gives us a fascinating insight into Milton's own
reasons for rejecting orthodox trinitarian belief. The work displays
many ofthe criticisms ofthe radicals ofthe 1640s and 1650s that,
were to receive a fresh impetus in the controversies of the 1690s:
lack of intelligibility; absence of scriptural warrant; detraction
from the worship of ihc one true God; a corruption produced by
the Roman Church; rhe assumption that truth and clarity are
closely related.

Milton’s original orthodoxy is not disputed, having been exhib-
ited in both prose and poetry, but by the time that i.hc Treatise was
written Milton’s Arianizing is clear. He took his stance on the
claim that only Scripture can guide our discourse about God, and
stated that it was his reading of Scripture that, had led him to
reject certain doctrines. Milton displayed the same sort of literal-
ism as Biddle: for instance, if the Scriptures tell us that God
grieves, then he grieves. We arc not to interpret such expressions
away. He was convinced that the process begun at the Reforma-
tion for the retrieval of true Christianity from the corruptions of
1300 years was not yetcomplete. 0

Chapter 5 of the Treatise is an exercise in Christology. Milton
examined what itmight mean to say that Jesus isthe Son ofGod’.
In doing so he cited Catholic apologistswho argued that the Trin-
ity is accepted solely on the authority of the Church as it is not
found in the Scriptures as such. This was a classic move in the
Catholic arsenal used to counter those who claimed that the
Catholic doctrine of transubst.antiai.ion was unscriptural. Such
arguments were not new. In 1527, for instance, John Fisher
lumped together those who denied transubstantiation with the
fourth-century Arians, who denied the consubstantiality of the
Son with the Father on the grounds that the language was
‘unscriptural’.1l But this sort of apologetic could backfire, and in
Milton’s case it did. If the doctrine of the Trinity is not found in

ai, cd*., Bright Essence: Studiesin Milton’s Theology (Sait Lake City: University of Utah Press,
3971). pp. 2D—51_1 did not find Hunter’s argument convincing. Milton's poetry was
considered ir; Chapter 1

" See Sumner's ‘Preliminary Observations’, in Milton, A Treatise, pp. xxiv and xxv, for
quotations shoeing Milton’s previous orthodoxy.

:0Sec Milton, pp. 1,7, 10, 17.

"John Fisher, D> verilaie corpus &' sanguinis Christi iii eucharislia. Si-«: Fisher, Opera (bnmo
(1399), pp. 236, 855, 1052.1 am indebted 1o Dr Riehaid Rex for this point.
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the Scriptures then, argued Milton, ittoo should be rejected along
with transubstantiation. His Arian Christology seems apparent
when he states that ‘the Son existed in the beginning, under the
name oflogos or word, and was the first of the whole creation’. As
the Father and the Son are different persons they are thus of
different essence. The)' cannot be ofthe same ‘numerical essence;
otherwise the Father and Son would be one person'. To argue lhat
the Son is personally diiferent to the Father but essentially the
same is both strange and 'repugnant to reason’. Persons cannot
share the same essence; ‘if one divine cssencc be common to two
persons, that essence or divinity will either be in the relation ofa
whole to its several parts, or of a genus to its several species, or
lastly of a common subject to its accidents’. In all this Milton
urged that we ‘discard reason in sacred matters, and follow the
doctrine of Holy Scripture exclusively51*

Milton had no intention of writing 4a long metaphysical discus-
sion, [toj introduce all that commonly received drama of the
personalities \personalitatum\ in the Godhead’. The Scriptures are
clear: there is only one God, and if God were more than one
person that would surely have been revealed in the Old Testa-
ment? He look it as axiomatic that ‘those who arc two numeric-
ally, must also be two essentially’. For Milton, the Father alone is
the ms of God and ‘it is impossible for any ens to retain its own
essence in common with any other thing whatever, since by this
essence itiswhatitis’. Given this:

the answer which iscommonly made, is ridiculous — namely,
that although one finite essence can pertain to one person only,
one iniinke essence may pertain to a plurality of persons;
whereas in reality the infinitude of the essence affords an add-
itional reason why it can pertain to only one person. All
acknowledge thatboth the csscnccand the person ofthe Father
are infinite; therefore ihe essence of the Father cannot be
communicated to another person, for otherwise there might be
two, or any imaginable number ofinfinite persons.\

The grammar ofbeing begotten, which Milton secs as essentially
temporal in meaning, similarly precludes coequality with the

*Milton,pp.83,85,88.
" Milton, pp. 89,92,99.
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Father: ‘IT he was originally in the Father, hut now exists separ-
ately; he has undergone a certain change at some time or other,
and is therefore mutable. If he always existed separately from, and
independently of, the Father, how he is from the Father, how
begotten, how the Son, how separate in subsistence, unless he be
also separate in essence?14

The Arian tone continued in chapter 6, entitled {()f the Holy
Spirit’,where Milton traced the various interpretations that ‘Spirit’
is given in the Old and New Testaments, concluding that ‘with
regard to the nature of the Spirit, in what manner it exists, or
whence it arose, Scripture is silentl He took for granted that ‘a
doctrine which is to be understood and believed as one of the
primary articles ofour faith, should be delivered without obscurity
orconfusion, and explained, asis fitting, in clear and precise terms’,
but in regard to the way in which the Spiritis produced or spirated
‘revelation has declared nothing expressly on the subject.”. For
Milton, the Holy Spirit was a person not a power or virtue (pace
Socinus),butnotadivine person equal with the Father. He believed
thejohannine Comma to be the main generator ofthe trinitarian
error, lor it was on the authority* of this text, almost exclusively,
that the whole doctrine of the Trinity has been hastily adopted’.'3

It is important to stress dial Milton, like Biddle but unlike the
Socinians proper, does not deny that, the Father, Son and Spirit
can be called three persons, but, given that in the Scriptures
‘there is not a word that determines the divinity, or unity, or
equality ofthese three’, he refuses to accept their consubstantial-
ity and coequality. In his zeal to uphold the self-sufficiency of
Scripture as the only rule of faith, Milton espoused a form of
subordinationism based, so he believed, upon the revelation given
in the economic order. The Scriptures reveal that the Son is first
of the created order but not coequal to the Father, while the
Spirit is inferior to both. Fifty years later, Samuel Clarke was to
wreck his ecclesiastical career by reading the Scriptures in a
similarway 1l

Milton’s treatise is an indicator of the growth ofanti-trinitarian
sentiment during die 1670s and 1680s, and he was not alone.

" Milton, p. 133.

»* Mitron, pp. L5A, Itil, 171.

""Mikon, p. 100; see pp. 87. 161- Clarke's reflections will be examined in depth in
Chapter
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There was continual anxiety in ecclesiastical circles about the rise
of unbelief and Ilhe growth of Socinianism. At the inception
of’ihe new regime Matthew Wren (1585 1667), Bishop of Ely;
had felt it necessary to tackle these perceived dangers, and his
Increpalio Barjesu, composed while imprisoned in the Tower by the
Republic, dealt with the errors of the Racovian Catechism.
George Ashwell (1614—1693), Rector of Hanwell in Oxfordshire
and one-time tutor at Wadham College, Oxford, writing his De
Socino et Socianismo in 1680 could speak of the wide dispersal of
‘socinian books' which scholars at the universities were ‘eagerly
reading’. Nearly three dceadcs earlier, his Tides aposlolica had
described Socinianism as a '‘compendium of heresies’. George
Bull (1634-1710) wrote his famous Defmsiofidti Nicaenatpartly to
combat a strange mixture of foreign Socinians and the Jesuit,
Petavius, but also because he had been assured that all students of
theology were eagerly reading the Continental Socinian Sandius’
destruction ofthe Nicene faith in his Bibliotheea anli-tnnilanorum. Tn
the event one pamphlet, or rather the response to it, detonated an
explosion that shook the Church and plunged the orthodox into
disarray.l

An Error in Counting

During the 1690s a fierce and acrimonious debate was to rage
about the doctrine oi'the Trinity. 1he bitterest exchanges were
between the doctrine’s supporters. During his briefreign,James
I1, in an effort calculated to win greater freedom for his Catholic
co-religionists, had engaged in a policy of toleration towards dis-
sent. The censorship ofbooks was made even more lax. and dur-
ing the 1680s, as we have noted previously; a climate emerged in
which radical views were freely canvassed. In 1687 Stephen Nye
(1648-1719), graduate of Magdalene College, Cambridge and

Matthew W'rrn. hnrfuiiut Harjcsu (London: tébi). George Ashwell» H i Socino el Senior/
isma diiseiltilio (O xford: IfiHfl). Georg« Ashwell,IThi: Preface’, fi/k c opostolien (Oxford: 1633).
George Bull, De/mmJideiSiiMtnat: (Oxford: 168.V), see ‘At! I-ectorem’ und the ‘Procmium”’.
Despite censorship, works hy Hobbes, Spinoza and Drearies w<*ir freely available; see
Spiirr, The Restoration Church, p. 229. For an account oftin- i*niwih ofautidrricalism, which
msees it as a key elementin the debates of the period, seeJ. A. I. Champion. The Pillars <3
Pnestcnifi. Shaken (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).
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Rcclor of Little Hormead in Hertfordshire, felt emboldened to
publish albeit anonymously A BriefHistory o fthe Unitarians/s

The book takes the form of four supposed letters to a friend,
concluding with acommendatory reply The book was the first, to
use the word ‘Unitarian’ in its title, although the word itselfcan be
found as far back as 1672 in a small pamphlet by Hedworth, a
follower of Biddle. Despite its claim lo be a history this was not a
scholarly chronicle but a polemic against the doctrine ofthe Trin-
ity, anti above all an apology for unitarianism. Nye set out the
Unitarian claims: they ‘affirm, God is only one Person, not three’,
the Father alone isalmighty and eternal, the Son is the messenger
of God, and the Holy Spirit is a personification of God’s power.
The first ‘Letter’ provided a variety of arguments culled from a
selection ofscriptural texts to show that Christ and the Holy Spirit
are not God. Nye claimed that the Scriptures were clear that God
isone person. Tn the Scriptures God is referred to in the singular:
I, thou, me, him. To interpret these pronouns as referring to a
Trinity ofpersons is ‘contrary to custom, grammar and sense’. He
dismissed the doctrine of the Trinity as ‘absurd, and contrary
both to Reason and to itself, and therefore not only false, but
impossible. To claim that there are three persons and yet one God
was simply "an error in counting’. The ‘Letter’ concluded by tra-
cing a pedigree for unitarianism back to the New Testament, and
attempted to demonstrate how die original apostolic doctrine had
been corrupted.!

In his second ‘Letter’ Nye refuted Old Testament texts cited as
prooffor the doctrine of the Trinity. Nye comments slyly that the
‘more learned and judicious trinitarians’, such as Jerome and
Bellarmine, agreed with him on this. Moreover it would be
inherently odd. argued Nye, that theJews were not corrected by
Christ lor believing God to be one person if God were really
three. The third ‘Letter’ attempted a similar refutation of New
Testament texts, while the final ‘Letter’examined various passages
advanced from the Epistles and Revelation to prove the Trinity.
All these texts admit ofan alternative interpretation to that given
by trinitarians, which the assertions of Catholic authors, and the

jS [Stephen Nye], A B rkfHistory o fthe Unitarians. Called also Socinians in four Letters W ritm to
a Friendffn.p.]: 1687).
Nye, pp. 3,20,24, 25; and see pp. 26 8.
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concessions of Protestant ones, that the Trinity cannot be proved
from the Scriptures are a further recommendation of the Unitar-
ian position. Nye therefore concluded that God is one person.
The appended ‘Reply’ to the letters is probably by Nye’s friend
Hcdworih, and warmly commended the Brief History for its
candour and clear refutation of the erroneous doctrine of the
Trinity.20

The publication of the BriefHistory, and later Unitarian tracts,
had been funded by the city merchant and renowned philan-
thropist Thomas Firmin (1632 -1697). As we saw in Chapter 2
Firmin had met Riddle while still a young man and had found
his arguments against the Trinity compelling. Although formally
untutored in theology, he was on friendly terms with nearly all
the leading divines. John Tillotson {1630 1694), a close friend
and later to become Archbishop of Canterbury, was apparently
urged by Queen Anne to republish his sermons on the Trinity to
convert Firmin to orthodoxy.I11Nye’s exposition was very accept-
able to Firmin, who seems to have urged Nye to pen the work in
the first place, and he commended the BriefHistory for present-
ing ‘an accountable and reasonable faith, grounded on clear and
evident Scripture-Arguments ... whereas ihe Trinitarian doc-
trine is founded upon obscure and mistaken texts [and] cannot
be admitted by any Man offreejudgment’. Firmin dismissed the
doctrine of the Trinity as unnecessary for Christian belief. If it
were it would be a slur on Cod’s love as we are unable to
understand it and merely confess it blindly as parrots. The
‘Reply’ deployed some of the standard general arguments
against trinitarianism: the doctrine of the Trinity, because it
cannot be found as such in Scripture, conceded ground to Pap-
ists; it sat. ill with the claim that the Bible alone is the religion of
Protestants; and it w'as the main stumbling block for Jews,
Muslims, and heathen who accept ‘God as a necessary existent
persony 2

x Nye, p. 67;and sec pp.66, 158, 166.

®On Firmin and his connections, see H. W. Stephenson, ‘Thomas Firmin’
(Unpublished D. Phi] Thesis* Oxford, 1949),and chc article on ‘Firmin" in ihrdlV%K>DNB.

77 Nye, pp. 168, 181; and see pp. 168-71. tor Firmin, secJohn Hunt, Religious Thoughtin
England (3 vols.; l.ondon; Strahan, 1870), Il, pp. 201 ?. That the ‘Reply’is Firmin'?, see
MacLachlan, Socinianism, p. 321.
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Nice and Hoi Disputes

With the collapse ofJames IPs regime, William of Orange’s land-
ing. and the turmoil of the ‘Glorious Revolution’, those who
sought a more inclusive settlement for the established Church
seized their chance and proposed further relbrm of the Liturgy.
One of the proposals was that the so-called Athanasian Creed,
which the Prayer Book directed to be recited twelve times during
die year, be optional. The matter was referred to convocation and
was subsequently wrecked by a phalanx of Tory High Church-
men. but the proposal provoked several pamphlets including
another from Nye, BriefNotts on the- Creed 0 fSt Athanasius.®

Some of the sentiments of the BriefHistory and BriefNotes were
echoed in a work published in 1690. The Naked Gospel evoked such
outrage that its exposed author, Arthur Bur\> Rector of Exeter
College, Oxford, lound the Visitor of the College, Jonathan
Trelawney. the Bishop of Exeter, summoned to depose him. Bury
insisted that the bare message ofthe gospel is twofold: Repentand
Believe. The Naked Gospel portrayed ihc doctrine of the Trinity as
one ofthe corruptions that had brought Christianity to its present
low ebb. Bury argued that Christianity

be so changed, that were any Apostle to return into the world,
he would be so far from Owning, thathe would not be able to

understand it ... Whether Mahomet, or Christian Doctors
have more corrupted die Gospel, itis notso plain by the light of
Scripture, as it is by that of Experience ... For when by nice

and hot disputes (especially concerning the Second and Third
Persons ofthe Trinity) the minds ofthe whole people had been
long confounded, and by the then late stablishment of Image
worship, the scandal was cncrcased; so that the Vulgar Under-
standings of the Doctrine of the Trinity appeared no less guilty
of Polytheism, than that of Image-worship did of Idolatry.”

To be fair, Bury s polemic is characterized more by a desire to
show the superfluousness of iheologieal speculation than a wish to
reject the doctrines of the '1tinity or Incarnation completely. He

R(:prirtU:<i Iri Thu Futliio fOne Gtd (IxMiduri: 1691).
[ArthurBarvj. The\aLd Gaipeif[n.p.|: 1690), T he Protacc’; and see p. 9.
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was convinced that we do not need to understand how exactly
Christ is a person, nor the intricacies of the Incarnation, to be
Christians. Bury also reflected the growing conviction that laith
should be consonant with reason, going as far as to claim that
‘Reason isno lessthe Word ofGod than isihc Scripture’, and that
where laith is opposed to reason it isonly ‘impudent pimping for
Priests' Interests’.?

But Bury had gone loo far. After a near riot which saw the
chapel barricaded against the Visitor, who was forced to take ref-
uge in the college hall, Bury was deprived for bribery’, ‘heresy’
and ‘incontinence’. A university decree of 19 August 1690 con-
demned Bury’s opinions ‘to the glory of the blessed Trinity and
the honour of Oxford', and the book was publicly burnt in the
quadrangle ofthe Old Schools.'/A

The Persons . . . Are Three Distinct and Infinite M inds

The burning of Bury’s book did not stop other more openly anti-
uinitarian works appealing and receiving wide dissemination.
The provocative republication of Nye’s BriefHistory in 1690 cried
out for refutation. Into the lists entered Dr William Sherlock
(16417 1707), soon to be Dean of the newly rebuilt St Paul’s
Cathedral in London. Sherlock was despised by many of his fel-
low clerics, not least for his vacillation on the question ofthe oath
to ihc new regime. In the event Sherlock was to prove an example
of that strange yet persistent phenomenon, the champion whose
very defence wreaks more destruction and havoc than any oppon-
ent could ever hope to achieve.

It is very important to establish the proper chronological devel-
opment of the trinitarian disputes of the 1690s. Redwood’s
account is inaccurate and inadequate, and has led others astray

bury. pp. ]7. 08: see pp. 29-33.lor some reason Hunt describes Bury as ‘M asier of
I.inco3n;, Il,p. 1%.

[fames Harrington], An Accounto fthe ihoceedings o fthe Right Reverend‘fomdhan h m i Bishop
o fExeter in his Late Visitation o fExeter College in Oxford (O xford: 1690), see pp. 24. 25, 26, 29,
313 Harrington also gives a copy ofthe University Decree.John Redwood, Reason, Ridicule
tmd Religion (London: Thames & Hudson, 1986), pp. 156-9. gives a vivid account of the
dwptrte. However, as wc shall see later, Redwood unfortunately lets the drama of the
proeeudini's at Oxford distort hisjudgement about die broader pattern ofthe disputes of
die 1690s.
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He overstates the impact of the Bury aflitir, seems unaware ofthe
BriefHistory, and is thoroughly muddled about Sherlock. To put
matters straight: it is Sherlock's book Ihat shatters the fragile unity
of the trinitarian camp, and Sherlock’s explicit target is Nye’s
Brief History. IThe drama of Bury's removal can mask the real
development in the plot. Nyo is a far more significant figure. His
writings provoked Sherlock, and in turn the latter’s ‘tritheism’
provoked South and others to reply/7

It was Sherlock”s inopportune use of the emergent category' of
‘consciousness’in relation to the persons ofthe Trinity that was to
shatter the fragile unity of the trinitarian party; so before we pro-
ceed to examine how Sherlock delivered this unintended blow we
need to examine some ofthe background behind his recasting of
trinitarian doctrine. The history of the evolution of the category
o f‘consciousness’is very complex, and only some general markers
can be given here. The general context in which the concept
developed was the cluster of questions surrounding the immortal-
ity of the soul and the resurrection of the body. These issues
influenced developments in the redefinition oi’‘person’ to allow
tor an adequate account of personal identity in these areas. This
attempt reached its zenith in the second edition ofJohn Locke’s
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, but the origin and develop-
ment of T.ocke’s own thought in this area is itselfthe subject of
conjecture. The role played by Cudworth and the Cambridge
Platonists in the development ofthe notion o f‘consciousness' was
noted in the last chapter. A dissident Cambridge Platonist,John
Turner, attempting to refute what he perceived to be the tritheism
latent in Cudworth’s exposition, pushed the concept of 'con-
sciousness’ into the domain oftrinitarian theology:

A Discourse. Concerning the Messias was written to show thatJesus

27 As wc shall see, at severaljunctures Rrdwond is mistaken. His bibliography alone is
clear indication of his confusion about Sherlock. He ciles Shertoek's Vindication twice,
.giving the authors as ‘Dr. Shcriock* and 'W. Sherlock’, riot seeming to realize «hat it is the
same book in différent rdition.s. Hrrimsin ihr Irx< and in dir bibliography “John Sherlock-
and J. Sherlock' when he iselcady referring to William Shcrlock Finally, he attributes to
this non-existentJ. Sherlock a book rntitlrrl 7he Tryoi <tlhr IViumses. This is actually the
work of"l Homas Sherlock, William's son. Hunt's chronology is correct, sec I'l, pp. 201-
205. Macl.achlan does not mention Bury, but acknowledges the importance of Nyc, see
Socinianism, pp.320 323. Theotherwise excellent Plachcruncritically follows Redwood, see
Wi illiam Piarher, 7L - Domestication o f Transcendance (Louisville, K.Y: Westminster/John Knox
Press, 1996),p. 175.
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was indeed the Messiah promised in the Old Testament. However,
as its title page explained, it contained ‘a large Preface, asserting
and explaining the Doctrine of the Blessed Trinity against the
laic writer of the Intellectual System’. According to Turner,
Cudworth’s caution in denying that the three divine persons are
one singular» existent essence led him to produce a trinity ‘not of
Persons but of Cods’. Specific identity, which Cudworth had
endorsed on the basis of his understanding of homoousios was
insufficient to exclude tritheism; that could be achieved only by
the assertion of numerical identity. Similarly, specific unity is not
enough to achieve actual unity. Turner’s own solution is eccentric
and need notdetain uslong.20According to Turner, the Fatherisdie
simple, omnipresent, divine substance, properly called 4G od\ He
is the source and fountain ofthe other two persons of the Trinity
The second and third persons ofthe Trinity are diflcrentiatcd by
the various acts ofunion of the first person with ‘created imma-
terial nature’ and ‘created material nature’ respectively.2 This
union generates the respective self-consciousnesses amihence per-
sons of the Trinity. Hence the Son is the second person of the
Trinity, ‘resulting from the Union of the human nature with the
Divine Substance ...which Divine Substance being endued and
furnished with a life by itself, is for that reason a Person by itself
... for this is the most general and comprehensive notion of a
Person, that it is a being endued with life, or with self-
consciousness, or self-sensation’. QW hatever else we may say about
Turner's understanding, wc have here part of the process of
recasting of the definition and understanding o f‘person’, from an
account, given in terms of substance to one that now contains a
self-referential element of self-consciousness. Sherlock’s applica-
tion of such an understanding to the Trinity' was to prove
disastrous.3l

m'John Turner, A Diiioursr QmceramglkfAUssim (London: 1685), p. xXii; see p. XXxvi.
Turner,p. cliv.

wTurner, pp. cxxii-cxxiii.

M The genesis of the recasting ofthe definition of ‘person’ isvery eomplex. ’ITir above
analysis relies very doscly on the highly informed book on Locke’s Essayt Michael Ayers,
I ode: Fpisimology nnd Ontology (2 vols.; London: Routlcdge. IDDIj. Ayer’s scholarship is
indisputable, but J am puzzled by his claim that Sherlock 'advanced what is essentially
Turner’s explanation of «he Trinity5 see I, p. <I07. Given Turner's subordinationist
schema and Sherlock's apparent truheisin, while Sherlock may have borrowed 'turner’s
unioiol&y ufperson, his Trimly is hardly Tssenlially’ die same, as Turner's, Plachcr is loo
quick to tracc Sherlock's proposals to Descartes, p. 17b.
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The title of Sherlock’s work revealed his intentions: A Vindication
o fthe Doctrine o fthe Holy and Ever Blessed Trinity and the Incarnation of
the Son ofGod. Occasioned by the BriefNotes on the Greed o fSt. Athanasius,
and the Brief History of the Unitarians, or Socinians. and containing an
answer to both. Throughout, Sherlock attempted to answer Nye's
objections and uniiarian exegeses of Scripture, and saw* his book
as a defence of the teaching and disputed liturgical use of die
Athanasian Creed. In his ‘Introduction’ Sherlock claimed, per-
haps somewhat ominously in the light of developments, that ‘the
writing of this work has given me clearer and more distinct
Notions of this Great Mystery, than T had before5 This drive for
clarity and distinction pervades the text, and is driven in part by
Sherlock’s professed impatience with Puritan mysticism, as shown
in his attack on the spiritual writings ofJohn Owen. It certainly
contributcd to the book’s destructive nature/2

Sherlock insisted that the incomprehensibility of the doctrine
of the Trinity is not to be taken as a sign of its untruth. We can
have conceptions ofwhaL we cannot comprehend, but, ofcourse,
these conceptions must be free from contradictions. In section 4 of
the Vindication, answering Nye’s objection that the Trinity either
confounds the persons or divides the divine substance of God,
Sherlock outlines hisconcept of‘person’in the Godhead, fie docs
not intend to fathom the mystery' he tells us, but simply to show
that it is not absurd- He takes as axiomatic the claim that the
divine persons arc real, substantial beings.’5

He dealt first with the nature ofthe unity ofthe Trinity. Reflect-
ing Turner, and possibly anticipating Locke, Sherlock states that
the unity of a spirit lies in its self-consciousness. It knowrs its
thoughts, reasonings, passions as its own. But, he asks, what if it
were the ease that there were three created spirits so united that
they w2re as conscious of each other’s thoughts as their own,
surely they would be as much one with each other as a spirit is at
one with itself? The divine unity, he claims, lies in this mutual-
consciousness, which he equates with the mepixwpeoi¢ of the
Fathers. Sherlock declares the divine persons to be three infinite

17 William Shciiock, A Vindication o fthe Doctrine oj the Holy and titer Blessed Trinity and the
Incarnation of the ."ion o fGod. Occasioned by the flriefJVtrtej on the Creed o fSt. Athanasius, and the
BriefHistory of Ov Unitarians, or Smniiws. as Qmtataaif- on Ansmr Utboth (I-ontlon: 1090),
‘I[iUyhluiluhi’, pp. 27T

iS ShetJock, Vindication,set* pp. 2, 1-6- 8.
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minds and that their unity is maintained by their mutual con-
sciousness. in the ease ofthree created minds there would be only
a moral union, but what is merely a moralunion in the ease ofthe
created, claims Sherlock, isan essential union in the uncreated, i he
Trinity is thus united, not as one man to another, but as a man is
to himself. To use his words, the divine persons ‘feel each other in
themselves’, and scriptural phrases such as :Tam in the Father and
the Father in me' arc properly and noi merely metaphorically
descriptive. The Son is conscious in himself ol'all that the Father
isand vice versa/4

Having thus established the basis for the divine unity, Sherlock
confidently moves on to an exposition ofthe divine diversity. He is
strident: ‘the persons arc perfectly distinct, for they are three dis-
tinct and infinite Minds and therefore Three distinct Persons; fora
Person is an intelligent Being, arid to say, they are Three Divine
Persons, and not Three distinct infinite: Minds, isboth Hercsie and
Noncsense’. The persons are mostcertainly not powers or faculties
ofthe Godhead, and the Sociniansare quite wrong to conceive the
Holy Spiritin this way: The Scriptures clearly depict the Spiritasa
person, a being with understanding, will and power ofaction.-

The persons of the Trinity7 are thus distinguished by self-
consciousness: ‘each Divine Person lias a Self-consciousness of its
own, and knows and Icels itself (if | may speak) as distinct from
the other Divine Persons. The Father has a self-consciousness of
his own whereby he knows and feels himself'to be the Father, and
not the Son, nor the Holy Ghost ... asJames feels himselfto be
James ami not Peter.” These self-conscious divine persons arc
united by mutual-consciousness, and thus they are one God
because the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, ’"do by an internal sensa-
tion .. .feci each other*. Having presented us with a model ofthe
Trinity that resembles some cosmic ménage a trois, Sherlock outlines
the implications ofsuch a model.”*0

All three persons arc God but there are not three personal
Gods: Sve must allow each Person to be a God, but each distinct
Person is not a distinct God . Sherlock saw one ofthe advantages
ofhismodel as being that one needs no skillin logic or metaphysics

%Sherlock. Vindication,p. >6:and see pp. 48-50,55,56. 57.
Slit-rluck, Vindication, p. 6(>: and p.67.
‘mSherlock. Vindication, pp. 67,68.
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to understand it. One simply acccpts that within the Godhead
there are three infinite minds who arc yet one by reason of
mutual-consciousness. This mutual consciousness, which Sherlock
sees as the core of the concept of periefwresis, is what ensures that
adextra, there is one will, energy and power. However, at this point
he seems to get somewhat confused, and some critics later
pounced on this confusion. Sherlock invoked an Augustinian ana-
logy of the mind: there Lsone mind but three faculties of know-
ledge, self-retiection and love. W hat are faculties in created spirits
are, according to Sherlock, persons in the Godhead. But such an
analogy surely tellsagainst him: isit not the (“ase that here we have
not ‘three infinite minds’but one?3

God.. . Cannot, be Three Such Persons

Sherlock’sapparent familiarity with the domestic life ofthe Trinity
dismayed die orthodox and delighted their opponents. The nov-
elty ofthe explanation, and the infelicities ofthe exposition, rico-
cheted around. One major effect of Sherlock’s new account was
to concentrate future disputes upon the use ofthe word ‘person’
at work in the context of the Trinity, and the exchanges between
trinitarians and Unitarians focused on the meaning of the word.

An anonymous, openly Arian, reply was published in the same
year as Sherlock's Vindication. Ttsauthor claimed that. Arianism was
the original and genuine Christian teaching, providing a mean
between the extremes of Sherlock's ditheism and Nyc's Socinian-
ism. The Arian believes ‘that there is but one God, and that he
exists in but One Person’. The doctrine of the Trinity is unreason-
able as ihc three persons are quite separate and cannot therefore
share one substance. It is also an inaccurate reading of the Scrip-
tures. The author echoed some of Nyc’s arguments and some of
his rhetorical devices: any appeal to tradition plays into the hands
of Papists, who use the same argument to justify the absurdity' of
transubstantiation; the doctrine of the Trinity isa stumbling block
toJews. Turks and Pagans.3

T7Shcriock. Vmdicaiion, p. 98; and see pp. ".(Mi, I-JO .
| Wi illiam Frckc], A Vindication v jihr. Unit/mtm againsta ImU Rtom rd Aulhot on ike liinity
(London: 1690), p. 5; and srr pp. 21, 22-B. Redwood makes two errors here: ho refers lo
Fréta as Frerc {sec p. 160) and he gives ihe da:c of publication of Frekc’s work as 1687,
hence letting the reply come dircc years bclorc die work it attempts to answer.
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Several of the Unitarian replies were gathered into The. Faith of
One God, forming the first ofa series sometimes referred to as the
‘Unitarian Tracts’. This collection was probably financed by
Thomas Firmin and distributed gratis by him, quite possibly along
with bales ofhis merchandise. Aswell as recent tracts, The- Faith of
(hie God also contained a eulogy of Biddle and reprints of his
works from the 1640s and 1630a.”

Xye himselfreplied to Sherlock with another piece of polemic,
Thu. Acts of(treatAthanasius. This work was both a vicious attack on
Athanasius, depicted as a scheming fornicator, and Sherlock,
whose work is treated with derision. Nye argued that even on its
own terms the Athanasian Creed was incoherent as it both con-
founds and divides the divine substance by alleging that there are
three persons within it. Nye questioned the way in which the word
‘person’ is taken to function: if'the Faihcr is God, die Son is God,
and the Holy Spirit is God, and yet there arc not three Gods but
one God, why is it not the case that, the' Fatherisa person, the Son
is a person, and the Spirit a person, and yet there are not three
persons but one? One thing was sure, opined Nye; Sherlock’s new
notions in the matter would not find support in any quarter, either
in the Scriptures or in the Fathers. Nye pressed Sherlock's appar-
ent confusion about his Augustinian analogy* ofthe mind. Sherlock
claimed that self-consciousness entails three distinct, beings, but
mutual-consciousncss seemed to confound this to the point of
making just one person. It seems as if ‘the three Divine Persons
being universally conscious lo one another, are numerically one
Person, and are hypostatically and personally united’. In any case
mutual-consciousncss will not do the job of maintaining the sub-
stantia! unity of the Trinity, for even if one is conscious of the
actions and thoughts of another, one is not aware of them in the
way that the other isaware ofthem.40

Another pamphlet rejected the Trinity because it was based
upon philosophical speculation and not the Scriptures, and asked
‘shall my faith depend upon Plato’s Ideas, Aristotle’s Subtitles,
CarLesius his self and mutual Consciousness and Metaphysical

The Faith of One God (X-ondon: 1691). See Maclachlan. Satinianism, p. 321 for
Pirmin’*pan irithrtracts. Amongst dir tract# of BitldIr rrprintrd were 4lw¢lvg Arguments
drawn out ofScripture* (1647)and ‘A Confession o fFaith Touching ihr Trinity* (1048).

nm[Stephen Nye], 'FluAns ofGreatAthanasius with .XoUs, Way o flUust/alion, on ftis Creed
fjn.p.J: 1600) (republished in The Faith of(he God", p- 26;seepp. 4 5, 11, 12,20,26.
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Abstractions, more intelligible to poor Mortal Men than the
longue of Angels?” The author was adamant that ‘by God we
understand a Divine Supream Person, one Numerical Being and
Spirit, having the same Notion ofthat Unity, which we have ofan
Angel, a Man. a King'. Our idea of God rules out the idea ofa
Trinity as much as it rules oui possession ofa body by God.4 A
Defence o fthe BriefHistory ofthe Unitarians developed the same idea:
our conceptions of God are clear and distinct enough to preclude
trinitarian expression. The Brief History was upheld against
Sherlock whose account of the history of trinitarian doctrine was
derided. It was rather the case that ‘the Fathers who lived before
the Council ofNice, speak, like Platonic Philosophers and Arians;
the Nicene Fathers like Tritheists; and the School-men like Mad-
men'. As for the scholastic claim that three persons are equivalent
to Three Subsistences; Three Modes; Three relations; Three 1
know not whats. This ismeer Nonesense: for a Person is an intelli-
gent Being, and Three Persons must needs be Three Intelligent
Beings'. We have a ‘clear Apprehension’ of the attributes of God
and we do not mistake one for three. It is clear that ‘every one
knowsthat One God isOne Intelligent Infinite Person, and therc-
lore cannot be T hree such Persons’. Sherlock’s reason is at fault if
be cannot see that three cannot be one. Sherlock’s trinitarian
exegesisis then disputed and some theological conundrums set up:
if Christ is divine, then given his death and intercession what are
we to make ofa God who beseeches himself? Why was Christ
given the gift of the Spirit at his baptism if he were already God?
And if, as Sherlock claims, what aie faculties in us are persons in
God, why are there only three persons? As all three persons have
power, wisdom, and love why aren’t there nine persons in God?42

Dr. W’ Three New Nothings

The locus placed upon the meaning of the word 'person’ in the
dispute led several trinitarians to posit a more nuanced

Il IAmov. I, Some Tfmtghk afmt Or. Sherlock's Vndttaiivn o fihe Doctrine o fthe Holy Trinity
(i».[).]: Iftftl), pp. 8, 14 {republished in The Faillio fOne Ged).

VifAuon. Peter Ailix?], A LkBn:e ofthe BncfHistory : f ihc (mitatiatu agoim| Dr. Shttlock’s
Answer in his VindUation o fthe Holy Trinity ([n.p.fr 1691). pp. 5. 7; see pp. 9. 23, 26, 28
(republished in 7in- faith o f One God\,
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understanding. Between 1690 and 1692 a steady sircam o f ‘Let-
ters’ emerged from the pen of DrJohn Wallis (1616-1703), the
eminent and aging Savilian Professor of Mathematics at the Uni-
versity of Oxford. Wallis had been a member of the Westminster
Assembly and had a hand in drafting its catechism. Although his
chair had been conferred by the Commonwealth, his academic
renown and loyalty had been sufficient for it to be confirmed by
die restored monarch. Wallis obviously felt that .Sherlock's recast-
ing of the doctrine of the Trinity7had been unfortunate, and he
himself sought to express tin; doctrine in more traditional
language. Each ‘Letter’ drew a reply from critics, and the
correspondence generated eight lettersin all/1

In his ‘First Letter’ Wallis attempted to deflect attention from
Sherlock’s account of‘person’. The distinction in the Godhead is
railed ‘Personality. By which word, we mean, that Distinction
(what ever it be} whereby they are distinguished each from other,
and thence called Three Persons.' Wallis did not think that the
word ‘person’ was essential to an understanding of the Trinity, ‘if
the word Persondo not please, we need not be fond ofwords, so the
thing be agreed’. Neverdieless, he insisted, itisa good and useful
word and itis difficult to think ofanother lo put in its place. Wallis
was aware ofthe analogical nature bourn by 'person’ in this con-
text: “Ifit be said. It [Person] doth not agree to them exactly in the
same sense in which it iscommonly used amongst men; we say so
too, nor doth any Word, when applycd to God, signifie just the
same as when applyed to men, but only somewhat analogous
thereunto.”™™

In keeping with this stress on analogy, Wallis attempted an illus-
tration to show how we can understand one to be three and pro-
duced the unfortunate ‘trinitarian cube'. A cube with its three

14John Wallis, Theological Discourses; Concerning V itl letters and 11/ Strtno/is Contenting the
Biejsed Irm ly (London: 1692). This is ihc collectcd version ofthe 'Letters’. T he ‘Letters’arc
given dates of publication, as are the sermons, which makes it easier to reconstruct the
exchange. Ihc refrrencrs are to the individually paginated 'Letters’. Wallis’ rather old
school” approach is shown by this collection, die Sermons lhemselves having been
preached nearly 30 years before ihc T/eiters’ were written. At various points Wallis is
clearly aware ofan mlirnlaiice winch hisyounger critics simply do not share.

Wallis, ‘Letter . pp. 3, 10. For a general account of lhe understanding nl analogy
prevalentduring the later seventeenth century see Don Cupid, ‘Thr Doctrine ofAnalogy
in the Age of Locke’. TheJournalo/TJieologicul Studies 19 (1968), pp. 18G 202. Cupitt sees
the trinitarian controversies as raising in an acute form the whole question ofanalogy
during this period, p. 190.
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dimensions can provide an analogy- oi"the Trinity. For as length,
breadth and heightare ncccssary lo form a cube, they are equal to
each other and without one the cube could not exist, so likewise
with the Trinity; if Father or Son or Holy Spirit were absent then
God would not. exist. After considering other analogies, Wallis
concluded with a general warning Lhat no analogy could give
adequate expression to the nature of the distinction and unity of
the divine persons in the Trinity.+s

I he cube analogy gave great sport to one o fWallis’ critics, who
accused him of urging the faithful to ‘love God the Father, who is
the length of the Cube with all rhcir Hearts'. Redwood is quite
right to claim that it was ‘the age ofridicule which did far more
harm to the Christian defences than did the onslaught of reason
and nature’, and this is particularly true in the trinitarian contro-
versies/10T he same critic also depicted the unsophisticated faithful
when worshipping as dividing into two camps: those who worship
God as one person, and those who arc effectively trilheists. Wallis’
opponent concludes with a summation ol’the argument thus far:
‘In short, the Question is, whether the lerm Godincludes only one
Person, or three Persons? one Almighty Person or three distinct.
Almighty Persons? And whether the former or the latter, is the
more dangerous Error, which soever is found an Error?’ The
proper predication of‘person’in the Godhead was thus a primary
focus in the debate. Sherlock’s understanding o f these persons as
three real substantial beings was noted and dismissed. Wallis’ own
appeal to tradition was snecringly rejected as an argument lhat
would have gone down better in ‘the late king’stime’.17

Wallis’ ‘Second Letter’is a reply to one from “WJ’, who sought,
clarification ofthe nature of the distinction between the persons.
Wallis refuses 10 be drawn as the Scriptures are silent on this
matter. He now explicitly rejected Sherlock’s understanding of
the doctrine as tending towards polytheism, and argued that

1 Wallis, "Letter I\ see pp. 11-13, 18. Bizarre though such an analog)'may seem to os, i

may well not have been ihe unique understanding of Wallis die mathematician. Similar
mathematical analogies can be found in John Scott» Kriugcna (some of whose works
significantly were republished in ihr* seventeenth century by Thomas Ciale), Nicholas, of
Gusa and the Chartres school. Sr.r Stephen Gersh, From lamhlkhta la Eriugena (Leiden: Brill,
1978), Appendix 2.1am indebted to Dr Douglas Hcdlcy for this point.

"mRedwood, p. 15.

171Anon.J, Dr. Wallis's Letter 'touching the Doctrineo f the Blessed Irinity Answer'd by his Friend
;In.p.J: |n.d.J), pp. 8, 15; and see pp. 7,8, (>
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mutual-consciousness would lead to three gods who are mutually
conscious/I" The Third Letter’ attempted to mollify the damna-
tory clauses of the Athanasian Creed, for which reason some
objected to its use in public worship, arguing that in their proper
contextthey did not suggest the condemnation ofthe uneducated
that they might seem to possess. In a postscript he addressed the
question ofthe nature ofthe usage o f‘person’ once again. Echo-
ing Augustine, he stated that there are three somcwhats in the
Godhead which wc conventionally call persons, ‘which word we
own to be Metaphorical (not signifying just the same here, as
when applied to men)’. He realized that the problem with the use
of the word ‘person’ lay in (.he fact that in common speech the
words 4hree persons’implied three men, hence three persons can
seem to imply three gods. Somewhat surprisingly, given the deep
hostility between the two men, Wallis cites the same Ciceronian
tag that had led Hobbes into controversy: ‘ego sustineo .. A Wc
can understand that a king and a husband may be seen as two
persons but are only one man, and by analogy the same is true of
God.49

This last, analogy however might give the impression that the
distinction between the divine persons is imaginary and not real,
and the ‘Fourth Letter’ attempts to remove such a misconception.
The difference between the three divine persons is not merely a
notional distinction, and it isgreater than the distinction wc make
between the divine attributes. Wallis acknowledged that all analo-
gies arc inadequate in trying to grasp the mystery, but he hoped
that he had shown that the Trinity is not the primafacie absurdity
his opponents claim. He reiterates the steps in his argument for
the Trinity: first, that there may be three persons in the Godhead,
and then that there areindeed such a three. These persons are not
supcraddcd to God but have existed from all eternity.50

This latest ‘Letter’ produced a very searching reply. From its
style, especially its witty polemical tone, it may be another of

"HW ailis, 'Letter IP, secpp. 3 5. Wallismakesno mention ofBury in the ‘Letters’. Once
again Redwood seems<olose the majorpath ofdevelopmentsi:tthe trinitarian controversy
ofthe period; sec Redwood, p. 158.

11 Wallis, ‘Letter UP, p. 39; and see pp. 39, 40, 62. For Wallis' hostility to Hobbes, see
Quentin Skinner, 'Thomas Hobbesand the Nature o fthe Early KovakE Society'. The Histor-
kalJournal 12 (1969), pp. 217-39.

Sec Wallis, 'Lotter IVL pp. H, 21s25.
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Stephen Nye’s compositions. The writer agrees with Wallis: three
may indeed be one, but a thousand may equally be one in the
same way. For instance, a regiment may be one regiment but a
thousand men. He puts his finger on the real problem with the
analogy of the cube. It limps badly bccause whereas one side is
nota cube, one ‘person’in the Trinityis God. The usual rhetorical
jibes are introduced alleging that the Trinity is one of the chicf
articles of Popery. Echoing TTobbes, and reflecting the general
drive towards a flattening on speech, the objector challenges
Wallis: ‘Show me the trinitarian, who dares dispute this Question
(about the Trinity) in plain English.” As to the ‘somewhatsland
persons the objector is scornful: If we have no clarity about what
these ‘persons’ are then we have a new Babel. To call the persons
‘somewhats’ is equivalent to calling them ‘nothings’, because we
do not know what they are. If Sherlock had revived the tritheism
of AbbotJoachim (a medieval mystic whose conception of ‘three
ages’ ascribed to each of ihe trinitarian persons provided great
stimulus lo revolutionary ideas and groups) then the ‘Letters’
give us ‘Dr. W’s Three New Nothings*. Wallis it seems is really a
Sabellian, for it seems as if in saying that God is three persons
he implies no more than that God has three tides. The reply ends
by casting the Unitarians as the true defenders and promoters of
the Reformation.v

Wallis attempted to expand his understanding of ‘person’in the
‘Fifth Letter’. He claimed thatthe word, being derived from Latin,
strictly speaking signifies not a man but ‘one so circumstantiated’.
One man may sustain the person ofa King and the person ofa
father, but as kings and lathers are more often than not different
men the word ‘person’ lias come to be commonly used indis-
criminately as a synonym for ‘man’. However, as dictionaries
show, the word is often Englished as ‘state, quality; or condition,
whereby one Man differs from another’. The hinge ofthe contro-
versy, argues Wallis, is not the word ‘person’ but the notion of
what the ‘somewbats’ are. Person does not give content to the
‘somewhat’: the ‘somewhat’ determines what ‘sense the word Per-
sonishere used’. The Scriptures reveal that God is Father, Son and

> IStephen Nye}, Qbstwitions >mihr Four Utterso fDr. John W alks Cordoning the Trinity and
Utr. Creed iifAthanasius (fn.p.]: (it.il-I), [»)> 0, 8; and Stecr |i[>. 4, 17 (rrjmblishrd in The Fatihof
One Gody
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Spirit, and the Church uses the word ‘person’as a way of speak-
ing of these three?2

‘Person’ is again the focus ofthe ‘Sixth Letterl Wallis defended
his previous understanding ofthe word 'person’, and argues that
itis the best word available to use of the three ‘somewhats’ of the
Trinity. These persons are not just names, but neither are they
three gods. The ‘Seventh T-etter’ too revolves around the word
‘person’. Wallis agrees with one of his critics that Sherlock had
been better advised ‘to be less Positive and Particular, as to what
the Scripture leaves in the dark’, and insisted that ‘person’, as
indeed ‘nature’, ‘essence’, ‘unity’ are all used of God ‘in a bor-
rowed sense’. In fact, as regards ‘person’, we ‘can spare the word,
without prejudice to the Cause’. ‘Personbis a fitname to use but it
has to be properly understood in its context. The problem is the
force dial common English usage gives to the word making it
virtually a synonym for man. In the theological context the dis-
tinction ofpersons in the Trinity is closer to the distinction modalis
than the distinction id resel res. 1

Looking back over the previous correspondence, in his final
‘Letter’ Wallis stated that he wanted to give

a full answer to the Anti-trinitarians Popular Argument (from
the modern gross acceptation ofthe word Person in English,) as
if three Divine Persons, must needs be three Gods, because
dircc Persons amongst Men doth sometimes (not always, nor
did it anciently so,) imply three men. And, when we say, these
three Persons arc but one God; ‘lis manifest that, we use this
M etaphor of Persons (when applyed to God.) as borrowed ltom
the sense of the Word Person, wherein the same Man may
sustain divers Persons, or divers Persons be the same man.34

Wallis argued for the retention of the word ‘person’, despite ils
problematic nature: ‘I am nor willing to quit it. because | know
not a belter to put in Room ofit’. In any case, if the word were
to be dropped from trinitarian vocabulary now Wallis» feared
his opponents would claim that belief in the Trinity had been

Wallis, ‘Letter V \ pp. 1M» 16, 18; see p. 17.

Wallis, *1.etter V 1°, see pp. 4, fc ‘I -etter V IIs, pp. i, lj, I(>; see pp. 17, 19,21.
71Wallis, 'Letter VU I’, p. 10.
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abandoned. ‘Person’ is the fittest name wc can give to the distinc-
tion that exists in the Godhead.™

He Cryed Nonesmse before he Could Speak it

On the whole the ‘Tetters’ steered clear of castigating Sherlock,
though Wallis quite clearly thought that the dean had been lack-
ing in prudence and tact. He attempted to deflect the crisis away
from the unfortunate neologism of Sherlock’s theology and back
to a mort: traditional, standard account of the doctrine of the
Trinity. It is significant that Wallis was in his seventies by the time
he wrote the ‘Letters’ and was clearly tapping into streams of
thought and language alien to many of his antagonists. Rut
Sherlock immured himselfstill further into the mire as he tried to
back away from some ofthe more unorthodox conclusions drawn
from his works. ITis general outlook remained the same and, in a
pamphletjustifying himselfforwriting in the first place, he argued
that the errors of the BriefHistory needed answering as they were
boasted in every cofiee house. If there are three persons in one
God, he shrilled, then ‘our business is to prove it, and explain it
and vindicate it’.’6

Such a self-defence just drew further criticism. One critic
rounded on Sherlock’s whole treatment ofthe doctrine and specif-
ically cited Augustine’s De imitate, Book 5, which claims that ‘per-
son’is used not in a proper sense but lor want of a better word.
Sherlock's new casting of'‘person’ clearly led to tritheism and the
critic was alarmed: ‘I never read any Christian writer to go so far
near in express terms asserting a plurality of Gods, as the Dean of
St. Paul's has done.” He urged the dean to recant, and burn his
book, and far from allowing Sherlock to depict himself as some
sort of hammer of heretics, argued that if the dean had not risen
to the bait the whole dispute over the Trinity would have died
down quickly, and the orthodox understanding prevailed.*'

The dean’s bitterest critic, however, was one of his erstwhile

+ Wallis, ‘Leiter VTIT, p. 12; sec pp. 20, 21.
° William Sherlock,An Apologyjo t W riting again.» Socinians (London: 1693), p. 29; seep. 10.
[Anon.j TheAnafapology o fthe Melancholy Stander-by: In Answer to the Dean of'St. Paul’s Lute
Book, I'olsdy Shied. An ApologyJot W riting against Socinians &c. ([n.p.j: 1693), p. 32; see pp. b.
6U.
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friends, Robert South (1634 1716), Canon of Christ Church
Cathedral, Oxford, and himselfa staunch trinitarian. Tn 1693 he
published a book that is still remarkable for the venom of its
contents. Even the title was a frontal attack: Animadversions upon Dr.
Sherlock's Book Entitled A Vindication o fthe Holy and Ever Blessed Trimly
&c. Together with a more necessary Vindication o f that Sacred and Prime
Article ofthe Christian Faithfrom HisNew Notions, and False Explications
ofit Humbly offered lo his Admirersand to Himselfthe Chiefof Them.
South's deep-seated hatred of Sherlock was plain on almost every
page, and was undoubtedly the motor behind the book. I ike
Sherlock, South had grave reservations about taking the oath of
allegiance to William and Mary. In the event he took it on the last
possible day and, significantly, was to leave £200 to various
Nonjurors in his will. Whatever passed between the two men will
never be certain, but South certainly felt as if Sherlock had des-
erted him at the critical moment. The furore over the Vindication
gave South his opportunity for revenge, and bis attacks plumbed
the depths ofrancour. The ‘Preface’ to the Animadversionsbore out
South’s lifelong reputation for ridicule and humour. Sherlock was
accused of being another AbbotJoachim, of providing a delib-
erately treacherous and false defence of the doctrine, and even,
referring to ajibe of Vincent Alsop, of having been tainted with
Socinianism himself. Hitting well below the belt, South even ques-
tioned the validity of Sherlock’s orders, which were conferred
during the difficultdays ofthe Commonwealth, remarking acidly
that ‘hardly can any one be found, who was first tainted with a
conventicle whom a Cathedral could ever after cureV0

South’s book is extensive and closely argued, but its two main
thrusts are clear: to defend and expound a more traditional
understanding ofthe Trinity, which takes full account of its status
as a mystery against Sherlock's attempts to clear it up, and to
expose Sherlock as a theological clown by showing his account of
the doctrine to be erroneous, inadequate and self-contradictor)l
In a Christmas sermon preached thirty years before, South had

I"Robert South, Ammatkmions upon Ih. Sherlock's Book lintiilUdA Vaiakatvm o fthe-Holy and
FarrBlessed ihraty &r. Togetherwith <iMoreA'ecamy l'indication o fthat Sacw t<wuiPrimeArtkU of
iht Chnsfim FaithBotn hisAptIXohvns, anti False Explications o fit Humbly offered to his Admirers,
and to himselfihe Chiefo fthem (Tendon: 1*593), “The Preface’; see pp. iii, v, xvi, xviii. For a
sympathetic porLraii of South, y*A Gerard Reedy, Robert Swth (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 1992).
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attacked the Socinians for their jettisoning of mystery in discuss-
ing the doclrinc ofthe incarnation, and he believed Ihat the heart
of Sherlock's errors similarly lay in his optimism about the ability
of reason to render the mystery of God ‘plaine and easy’. South
saw such an intention as futile since part ofthe very meaning ofa
‘mystery’ is a truth revealed by God that is above the power of
natural reason to discover or comprehend. South sought to main-
tain and defend the traditional, ‘scholastic* terms associated with
the doctrine of the Trinity such as ‘essence’, ‘substance’, ‘nature’
and the like. He acknowledged the difficulty of conceiving rightly
of the deity and divine persons. This was not as Sherlock alleged
because of the language used but more profoundly because our
capacity for knowledge is ill suited to the divine. God is infinite,
whereasour knowledge depends on limit and definition. In regard
to tht* use o f‘person* in the context of the Trinity we ‘want ofall
Instances and Examples ofthis kind’. It is hard for us to conceive
of three distinct persons in one nature as our notions are derived
from the natural world, and these are only predicated ofGod with
difficulty. 3

Having thus ailirmcd the intrinsic dilliculty of Godtalk, South
proceeded to reject the understanding advanced by Sherlock in
terms of self- and mutual-consciousncss. These categories simply
will not do the work that Sherlock wants them to do. According to
South, self-consciousness presupposes an extant personality, the
person is present before his act of self-consciousness, and therefore
self-consciousness tannot be the format reason of personality.
Although the soul is sell-conscious it is not thereby made a ‘per-
son’; it is Sherlock’s residual CartesianLsm that has betrayed him
at thisjuncture. South rejected Sherlock’s equation of‘mind’and
‘person’. The latter is a more inclusive category. By advancing a
scries of syllogistic arguments to show why self-consciousness
cannot be the formal reason of personality, South continued his
destruction ofthe consciousness model ofthe Trinity. These were
followed by another series which sought to destroy Sherlock's
claim that mutual-consciousncss is the formal reason of unity in
the Godhead.'10

Sherlock's claim lhat three divine persons are three distinct

A South,Animadversions,see pp. 2.18, 30-5. 54. See Reedy, p. 125.
" South, Animadnenitm,sin; pp. 70 4. '14 105, 10ii--1*



So Many Wrong 7nnitws, and More Everyday Increasing 125

infinite minds was thon attacked with gusto, in all this Sherlock
has confused ‘essential’ and 'personal9attributes: what belongs to
the essence of God with what belongs to tht* divine persons. He
has similarly conflated what can be distinguished with whatcan be
separated. Allhough the three persons are really distinct and not
merely distinguished in the mind, they cannot be separated.
Compared to Peter.James andJohn they ‘differ as really,yet...
do not differ as much',a

Having rubbished Sherlock, South then proceeded to outline a
proper trinitarian grammar. A person is an ‘incommunicable
mode of existence', a mode being not a substance or an accident
but a determining state 'as posture is to body*. A divine person is
thus the Godhead subsisting under a particular mode or relation.
The divine persons can be distinguished by modes but not separ-
ated, butto say that they can thus be modally distinguished is not
to say that the divine persons are three modes. South ended his
book as he had begun it with a blistering attack upon Sherlock for
having played into the hands ofthe Socinians: in all One would
think that ... in his very cradle he cryed nonesense before he
could speak it'.12

Meer Empty Words. . . Persons, Properties. 7 hingams

The evident disagreement among the trinitarians was exploited
ruthlessly by their opponents. Their differences in exposition and
attacks upon each other did much to undermine the trinitarian
claim that theirs was the universal and traditional faith of the
Church. There appeared to be as many Trinities as diere were
writers, and one wit wrote that it was now difficult to know what
Trinity to believe in as ‘there are so many wrong Trinities, and
more everyday increasing’.14

Looking over the battlefield, Nye penned another masterpiece
ofpolemic. The creation, argued Nye, shows that there must be a
thinking, designing, all-powerful mind behind it, arid this mind is
obviously one not many. Giver) (his, it. is ‘the very voice ofnature

41South, Animwtmmnsy p. 167; see pp. 110 30, 136-7.
South,Ammadvmioitsypp. 211, 377);micpp. 2411 |, '247,288.
' [Matthew Tindal], A Letterto ihe Reverend Clergy o fboth Universities Concerning die Trinity and
the At/numian Creed(fn.p.J: i694j, p. 4.
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and reasonl supported by the Scriptures, to conclude then that
this mind is one person and one person alone. The heart of the
dispute lies here, lor ‘all men know that the Difference between
the Unitarians and their opponents the Trinitarians is (in few
words) this. W hether there be more than one Divine Person, or
more than one Person, who istrue and most High Cod.”’Nye dien
attempted to demolish the defences of the doctrine advanced by
its upholders. It is the power of Nye’s rhetoric, especially his ridi-
cule, that still impresses the reader, rather than the force of his
logical argument. His presentation of the writings of the trinitar-
ian divines is partial and biased, but very effective. Each of the
main playersin the debate is put under the spotlight, interrogated
very roughly, and then rendered ludicrous/™

Nye pounced first upon Wallis who had written that a ‘divine
person is only a mode/, dial is ‘three Relations, Capacities, or
Respects of God to his Creatures; he is their Creator, Redeemer
and Sanctifier; and in this Sense of the word Person, God is three
Persons’. Nye thought that the Socinians would be quite happy to
go along with such a minimal explanation, which he sees as effect-
ively Sabellian. In fact, some ofthe anti-trinitarian wrags now call
themselves ‘Wallisians’ in his honour. Wallis’ explanation is :a
Trinity only ofthree Denominations or Names, and of Predica-
tionspurely Accidental...norwas iteverdenied, either by Sabel-
lians or Soeinians\ Taking his cue from the "Letters’ themselves,
Nye caricatures Wallis” Trinity as the Ciceronian 'trinity:""

By contrast, Sherlock’s Trinity lies at die other extreme and
is the Cartesian Tnnity of three infinite minds. For Nye this is
clearly a revival of paganism, for we have a real Trinity of
three distinct gods: ‘Mutual-Consciousness maketh them to be a
Consult or Council, a Cabal or Senate of Gods ... but by no
means one Numerical God’. According to Nye, Sherlock’s book
was originally received with approbation by upholders of trini-
tarian doctrine, and it was left to the Socinians to open their
eyes to see the errors contained within it. Thus the battle now

Ilfsigplirn N \r], (jmsvlaaitonsun Aic Fxf>h/:<ilvmso fthe D otfriiuio fitie lim it, by Dr. W allis. Dr.
SJieiuvdi, Dr. S__tit \.0c\, Dr. Cadaw/n iwd Air. Hooker: and also o fthe Accountgiven by these who say.
lhc Trinity is an Unconceivable and Inexplicable Mystery ([n .p.]: 1693;, pp. 3. 7.

Nye, Considération:, pp. 7, 8. 9. Nyc also rcler.s 20 Wallis as ‘the oldest Divine of
England* (p. % which may accouru for Wallis’appreciation of older tradition in using the
word 'person’ <iniili>glc illly.
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raging Ls not against Socinianism but a civil war within the
trinitarian camp.l"

Cudworth presents a Platonic Trinity of three persons as :really
distinct Beings, essences or Substances’ blit not co-equal as the
Father is the head of the Son and Spirit. According to Nye,
Cudworth was hard-pressed to express what exactly these three
‘persons’ are. They are three distinct substances but it seems as if
the Father alone is really God while the Son and Spirit arc
dependeni on him. The persons are cocternal for Cudworth, but
not ‘consubstantiaF in the way understood by Lateran IV and
later tradition. In many ways, Nyc believes, Cudworth and
Sherlock converge in their understanding. They both see the div-
ine persons as three really distinct substances. They differ in their
understanding ot'the unity that the three enjoy. Sherlock attrib-
utes this to mutual consciousness, whereas Cudworth sees the
Father as the ‘Principle (Root, Fountain or Cause)’ ofthe Son and
Spirit. But tliis derivation from a common origin is not sufficient
to establish unity, for after all a son and grandson are not one
person with the original father. In conclusion, Nye thought it best
to describe Cudworth's position as moderate Arianism.0'

I he sharpest invective is reserved for South, who is taken as
representative of ihc tradition of the Schools and caricatured as
presenting the Trinily iff Aristotle. According to Nye, The Argu-
ments used by Dr. S__th are only metaphysical reasonings; easily
advanced, and easily destroyed'. South is quoted at length about
‘persons-as-modes’, and then the knife is deftly inserted:

Behold the Birth of the Mountains! We are kept in su.s])ense
seven long chapters; at length in the 8th, at p. 240. of his book
he gives forth (his Oracle . . .ifyou will have a great deal in one
single word, the very 1lliad.s in a Nut-shcll; they arc Postures: or
whatamounts to the same thing, they arc such in Spiritual and
Immaterial Beings, that a Posture is to a Body., K

Nyc satirized South as die Don Quixote oftheology The disap-
pointment that Sancho feels when he discovers that Quixote’

?ANye, Considerations,p. J2; see pp. 10, 12.

Nyc, Considiia/iom, pp. 13, 15; M'r. pp. IT'1. 14, 18 19. Cf. Sarah Hutton, ‘The Ncopln-
lomc roors of Arianum: Ralph Cudworth and ThcophLus Calc’, in Lech Sxrzucki, ed.,
Sotinianiim (Warsaw: PW N, 1983). pp. 133 4.

" Nyc, Considerations, pp. 20, 2 1.



128 Mce and llot Disputes’

great lady is in effect a local slattern is the sort of disappoint-
ment felt when one realizes that South’s great quest has ended
here, in describing the Trinity as three postures. The knife is
pushed deeper. Must the faithful now put their trust in and wor-
ship three postures? How does one posture beget another? Or a
third posture proceed from the other two? Nye complains, ‘how
shall we understand such Gibberish as this? may they not tell us
in plain terms, that lo be Trinitarians, ’lis necessary that we
should renounce at once all good sense?” He mockingly com-
miserates with Sherlock, ‘poor, senseless, illiterate Gantabrigean
Ignoramus’ who ‘thought these words Father, Soil and Spirit
implied something that was real’. Now we are left with ‘person-
alities’ not ‘persons’. At least Sherlock believes in real persons,
whereas South really should decide which camp he wants to be
in: Socinian or tritheist. In elieci, Nye teases, South accepts the
Unitarian position because he does not believe that there is more
than one ‘All-knowing, Almighty Understanding, Will and
Energy’. If ho accepts this then Nyc is pleased to let him con-
tinue to talk about persons and the like because ‘these are meci
empty words -.. what you add more of Persons, Properties.
Thingams, and call diem a Trinity, ’tis an Addition only of
Words and Names; not of realities, or Persons that are properly
so called*.09

Finally, Nye turns to the Trinity ‘of the mob’. This is carica-
turcd as the Mystical Trinity, because the chief arguments
advanced in its favour rely on an acceptance of the Trinity as a
mystery above explanation. Nyc emphasizes that ihe unitarians do
not reject the Trinity because they are unable to conceive it, but
because they clearly conceive that it cannot be true. And once
again we detect how Catholic polemical apologetic has imploded
when Nye observes that arguments reliant on ‘mystery’ can be as
easily pressed into service in defence of trarisubstantiation as they
can for the Trinity. No appeal can be made lo natural mysteries
either; these are perceived and accepied by all, although they
cannot be explained, whereas the same cannot be said about the
Trinity™

Nye deftly sums up the case lor the aiiti-trinitarians:

"JNyc, Considérations, pp. 22,2 1, 25; and see p. 2 1.
“INye, Considérations,seepp. 29-31.
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Dr.S__tli’s Explication is only an absurd Socinianism; or Uni-
tarianism disguised in a Metaphysical and Logical Cant. Dr.
Wallis his Explication is an ingenious Sabcllianism; and in very
deed differs from Unitarianism, no more than Dr. S__th’s ...
Dr. Sherlock's is such a flat Trithcism, that all the Learned of
hisown Party confess itto be so . .. Dr. Cudworth's isa moder-
ate Arianism ... Mr. Hooker’s is a Trinity: not of Persons, but
of Contradictions ... W hat the Mystical Divines teach, cannot
be called an Explication; they deny all Explications', we must
say therefore 'lis Samaritamsm for . .. they worship they know
not what.

Such variety ofexplanation, such dilfcrence of opinion, and such
civil war shows that 'the Trinitarian Faith is at best but precarious,
uncertain and doubtfulv1

Jangling and Wrangling about the Meaning o fthe Word ;Person7

Nye’s sentiments were gleefully echoed by others. ‘Is it suppos-
able’, wrote one, ‘that God should give forth contrary manifest-
ations ofhimself? That he should teach us by Nature and Reason,
to apprehend one God as but one Almighty and Infinite Person;
and yet command us by revelation to believe, one God is three
such Persons?’ Not that accepting the latter position would be a
victory for the trinitarians:

they all agree, that there arc three Divine Persons: but to make
this no Agreement, they are divided in explaining what is to be
understood by the Word, Persons. Some say the three Persons
are three Properties ofthe Divine Nature. But these agree not;
some making them to be properties in the same numerical
Nature. Others take them to be descrctive Properties in the
Specifick Nature. Others say the three Persons arc three Modes
of Subsistence, or three Relations* or three Respects of God
towards his Creatures, or three Operations. Others affirm the
three Persons to be so many several or distinct intellectual

«1NyC, Consideration», pp. 32. 7.
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Beings and Spirits; as distinct from one another as three
humane Persons (or three Men) are.™

A work by Mauhcw Tindal (1655-1733), Fellow of All Soul’s,
Oxford, and a leading deist, built on Nye’s foundations and
showed popular perceptions of the main contours of the debate
by 1694. The divines insist that the doctrine of the Trinity is
fundamental to the Christian faith, ‘yet they extrcamly differ
about the meaning of the word Person, without the knowing ol’
which it is impossible to apprehend what the Three are’. We can-
not believe without knowing what it is we are to believe, so, argued
Tindal, if wc have no idea of what ‘three persons’ might mean in
this context we can hardly be expected to believe it. But on this
matter ‘there isnothing .. . more unaccountable and absurd, than
their jangling and wrangling aboui the meaning of the word Per-
son'. For lindal ‘Person isa term which we give to all Intelligent
Beings’, and ‘divine person’ and ‘God’ are convertible terms.
Given this there isbut one divine person bccausc there isonly one
God. He reviewed and dismissed the Trinitarian models on offer,
categorizing them as ‘Nominal Trinitarians’ and ‘Real Trinitar-
ians’; the former species including South and Wallis, the latter
Sherlock, whom he parodied for supposing the three persons ‘a
Council or Committee of Gods, where sometimes one is Presi-
dent, and sometimes another is in the Chair, and accordingly
things run in each of their Names, as the works of Creation in flic
Father’s Name ... so the Son redeems’. Tindal even insinuated
doubts about the political loyalty of trinitarians: ‘I wonder under
what Form of Government the Trinitarians reckon that of the
Universe! Monarchy itcannotbe, because there isin thatbut one
Person that is Suprcam, but here are Three, each of whom is
Supream,” The emergent unitarian political state was clearly
being projected on to the religious Universe. The rejection of
mystery is also apparent: ‘The idea’s we have of God’s Eternity,
Infinity, Omnipresence, Omniscience, and all that we are required
to believe concerning them, are so dear and distinct, that an
Ordinary Capacity apprehends what we mean when we say that
God is Eternal, Infinite, Omniscient, Omnipresent.” He added

'm A lellrr o fResolution Conttmmg (ht Dutimua u fOie Trinity and Incamaiiu» (fn.p.J:
M .1)>pp.2,9.
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lhai ‘Mystery can never be part of Religion, because it cannot
tend to the Honour of God, since it is what wc know of God, not
what wc do not know, that makes us honour him . . .the less there
is of mystery in Religion, th« brighter and dearer it appears.
Pamphlet and tract poured from the press. Some warned ofthe
dangers of unitarianism, others continued the attack upon trini-
tarianism. Francis Fullwood tried to turn some of the Unitarian
rhetoric against its authors, arguing that the Socinians were in
sinister league with the Papists for the overthrow* oftrue scriptural
religion. ™ A defender of Sherlock did Jittle to diffuse the situation
when he claimed that there was Ino Medium between a Trinity of
intelligent Persons and a Trinity of Names’, and implied that
South was merely a Sabcllian with Socinian friends/* One Unitar-
ian waiter was glad of the company; accepting the division of the
trinitarians into Nominal and Real camps, he claimed South and
Wallis as kinsmen. According to this author, most of the fathers
after 380 were ‘Realists’, whereas the Fourth Lateran Council was
‘Nominalist*. He saw the ‘Nominalist trinitarians’ and the Unitar-
ians in agreement about the divine unity, but the former as main-
taining dangerous, non-scriptural language. For the sake ofpeace
this unitarian was prepared to agree that ‘Cod is three persons, as
any Man may be three Persons’ as a man may be king, hus-
band and father/1Another author’s proposal for A Designed End to
the Socinian Controversy was simpler again: the espousal of Socinian
doctrine. This work by John Smith, a London watchmaker,
betrayed more than a passing acquaintance with Socinian teach-
ing as found in the Racovian Catechism. It rehearsed some stand-
ard moves: God being one in nature is but one person, and that
the one person who Ls truly God is the Father. It also included
arguments to show that Christ was not 'true God’, and referred
explicitly to the Socinian doctrine that Christ had ascended into

W [Tindal], A Ixtler to tlif Reverend Clergy o foull Uniixrsilics', pp. '5, f}, 26, 33, 30.

7! Francis Fullwood, A Parallel xifcrehi it Appears thatuir. Sncinm agreesu itii the Papist (Lon-
don: 1093;. For some reason Redwood believes tins isan anonymous work. Anotherwork
was published on Fullwuod’s initials alone, F F (,w], 7 hr Sotinian Canlrmmsie lowhing the Son
ofGod Ridiu-ed (I»ndon: 1693}, bui how Redwood sees dus as a defence of Socinianism
(p. 159} when it argue* the cxac: opposite bafflesme.

[Anon.], A Defenceo fDr. Sherlock’s .\blion o fa Trinity in Unity (London: 1694}. p. 80; see
p.97.

; [Anon-1, A Disarm*. Concerning thr Nominal um} Rr.nl Trinitarians (fn.p.]: 1605), p. 12; see

pp. I, B, 40.
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heaven to be enlightened by the Father before embarking on his
mission. Wearied by the controversy; Smith would not have been
alone in wondering whether ‘ihc Belief of the Doctrine of the
Trinity make me a more merciful and righteous M an than ifl did
profess the contrary?’™

The controversy seemed endless, and several ofthe key players
returned to the fray Sherlock argued that if there were indeed a
distinction between the ‘Realists’ and ‘Nominalists’ then he had
been in the right. The ‘Nominalist' perspective had only ‘one Real
Person, who is God, with a Trinity of Namesi Indicating the way
in which the content ofthe word ‘person’ had become a keycom-
ponentin the debate he formulated the question between the Real-
ists and the Nominalists in regard to the persons of the Trinity
thus: ‘whether they may be called Persons in the true and proper
Notion of the word Person; for one who does really and substan-
tially subsist, live, will, understand, act, according to his Natural
Powers: And whether there be Three such subsisting, living,
willing, understanding Personsin the Godhead or only One’.78

In 1695, South accused Sherlock of heresy and appealed to the
universities to censure his errors. Sherlock’s recently published
Defence was, according to South, ten times more tritheistic than
the Vindication. The root of Sherlock’s ‘heresy’ lay in his making
self-consciousness the formal reason of ‘person’, but this is not
sufficientto define what ‘person’means. Thiserror led Sherlock to
side with the Socinians in seeing ‘person’ as implying separation
whereas properly understood it implies distinction. God is one
eternal mind not three, a« ‘mind’ is an absolute not a relative
term. South was appalled by Sherlock’s ignorance in continually
confusing attribution of a distinct thing to a distinct person with
attribution of a thing distinctly to a person; omnipotence, ibr
example, belongs distinctly to each of the three persons, but
there is a not a distinct omnipotence for each.71 South even
wanted to deny Sherlock the grace of originality and insinuated
that his understanding was plagiarized from a book published by

?'John Smith,A DesignedE nd to the Socinian Controversy (London: 1695),p. 53;see pp. 7,9,
12f.s35 6)

"* [William Sherlock], 7ia Distinction faf&wi Reaian/lJfumuial Irmilaruau Examine/! (1xjit-
doTi: 1696),pp. 12,2».

7a[Roherl South], 7rithdm Quuged upon Dr. SherSwk’s A4A- jYolion o fVie Trinity (London.
1695). spc The Epistle Dedicatory’, pp. 220, 23, 43-5, 277-8.
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LeClercin 1679, in which he had spoken ofthe Trinity as ‘trés dis-
tinctae cogitationes’ and cogitation as the product ofconsciousness.10

The University of Oxford was happy to oblige South’s call for
censure, and found its opportunity at the end of Octobcr 1695,
whenJoseph Bingham recklessly preached in defence of Sherlock
at St Petcr’s-in-the-East. using the dean’s language o f‘three infin-
ite distinct minds ... and three individual substances’. Bingham
was compelled to resign his fellowship at University College and a
decree of the university issued on 25 November declared such
language ‘false, impious, and heretical’ and ‘contrary to the Doc-
trine ofthe Catholic Church and the publicly received doctrine of
tlit* Church of England’. For good measure the decree ended by
noting thai ‘the Propositions above-mentioned, are Dr. S___ck’s in
his Discourse of the Trinity’.*1Wallis and South, to mention but
two, must have felt that old scoreswere now well and truly settled.
Accusations and counter-accusations flew, and the controversy
provided the disgruntled with ample opportunity to insinuate
doubts about their enemies. The Nonjuring polemicist, Charles
Leslie, charged the recentiy deceased Archbishop Tillotson with
Socinianism and Bishop Burnet with heresy.82Surveying the scene
in 1697, Nye accused the recently deceased Tillotson of being a
Realist but accepted Stillingleet’s Vindication, which we will exam-
ine in the next chapter, as being Unitarian. In all, he wrote, ‘I am
perswaded, that the Question concerning the Trinity, the Divinity
of our Saviour, and the Incarnation; so long controverted,
between the Church and the Unitarians; are a strife, mostly about
Words and Terms, not oftilings and realities.*8 T he unfortunate-
Arthur Bury was appalled by the ‘extraordinary heat’ of the dis-
putes, noting that4he Tartars manage their wars with less cruelty
than ihe clergy’. He pleaded for toleration and argued that ihe
disputes should be let to burn themselves out, the last thing
needed was the production of ‘martyrs’.0*

[Smith], Trithetfm, pp. 83—

AAn Atcount ; f tiu Décret ofthe Unkwsiiy of Oxford againstsot/it H trtlkal TauLs (Oxford:
1095). Hum. M. p. 22! gives Sherlock’s dismissive reaction lo the censure.

Charles Leslie, The Charge o fSocinianism againstD r. FiUnLvm Considered(Edinburgh [w]:
1695). The whole work is an attack on Tillotson, for the chatgcs against BumrL, so*
pp. 17-20.

*? [Stephen Nyc]. 7 he Agremento fthe Unitarians w ith ihe Catholic Church ([n.p.lj: 1697), p. 19.
i1[Arthur Bury}, 7 ite‘fadgemtnlo fa Dismletextrd Prrson Cmcertring the Conlmveny utmid the H.
Trinity (I .ondou: 16%). pp. 3,6 L 67-8.
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But the ecclcsiastical authorities were of a different frame of
mind and were growing quite alarmed by the damage the dispute
was doing to the Church. Thomas Tenison, Hobbes’ opponent
and by now Archbishop of Canterbury, persuaded the king to
intervene, and on 3 February' 1696 Directions to our Arch Bishops and
Bishopsfor the. Preserving o fUnity in Ike. Church. and the Purity o f Christian
Faith. Concerning the Holy Trinity was published. Amongst other
things the document warned of the dangers 10 the doctrine that
differences of opinion and expression caused, directed that ‘new
terms’ were to be avoided and expression confined to that ‘com-
monly used’, and commanded that the scurrilous language and
bitter invectives cease. The Directionswere reiniorced by die Blas-
phemy Act of 1698 which prescribed three years imprisonment
for those convicted of anti-trinitarian belief But by then the dam-
age had been well and truly done.**

In some ways the disputants in England got off lightly. Their
books might have been subject to the incendiary desires of the
University of Oxford but there was no real threat to their lives.
Across die border in Scodand perceived SocinianLsm was dealt
with much more harshly. Although, as Thomas Torrance notes,
‘relatively little attention after the middle of the seventeenth
century was given to the doctrine of the Holy Trinity’, con-
temporary fears about heterodoxy were strong.*' In 1695, three
years before England, the Scottish Parliament passed an Act
Against Blasphemy which reinforced an act of 1661- In the winter
of 1696 a nineteen-year-old medical student at the University of
Edinburgh, Thomas Aikenhead, was charged under its terms.
Aikenhead had allegedly scorned the Incarnation and the Trinity;
saying that to speak ofthree in one was as foolish as speaking ofa
square circle. W hether this was a deeply felt conviction resulting

°lf Diieitioni to outArc/)- Bishops and Bishops for She Preserving o fUnify in SheChunk, and the Purity
o fthe Christian Faith, Concerning theHoly Tinity {London: 1695), pp. 4,5,6.

Thomas Torrance, Scottish Theology: FromJohn Knox toJohn McLeod Campbell(Edinburgh;
T&T Clark, 1096), p. xi. Torrancc echoes ihc judgement of «n earlier work published
originally in 1672: ‘There arc some departments in which Scottish theology isunquestion-
ably dcficienr .. .:rhas made no contribution to lhe Trinitarian controversy... the matter-
was greatly more, pressing on the one side ofthe borderthan the other’; seeJanies Walker.
The Theology and Theologians o fScotland 1560-1750 (Edinburgh:John Knox Press, 1982), p.
36. Torrance and Walker discuss eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theologianswho were
fuspectcd of heterodoxy in regard to the Trinity. Torrance also lias an interesting discus-
sion on the prohJemsgenerated by tinlWestminster Confession'streatment of the doctrine,
pp. 131If.
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from reading literature from over the border and further afield or
simply youthful bravado, Aikenhead was condemned on Christ-
mas Eve 1696. All pleas for mercy went unheeded, and the Kirk
pressed for the full force of the law to be exacted. On 8 January
1697 the youth was hanged at Gallowlcc, the last person to be
executed for heresy in the British Isles.8

li would be wrong to see the crisis of the early 1690s as
unexpected, because disquiet with the doctrine of the Trinity had
been growing for some time, and some of die root problems
clearly lay back in the 1640s and 1650s. The influence of Contin-
ental Socinianism, although not popularly pervasive, was clearly
detectable amongst the educated elite. A growing concern for the
literal truth ofthe Scriptures, coupled with a decline of the ana-
logical imagination, generated a climate in which the doctrine of
the Trinity could not but become the subject, of critical scrutiny
The relaxation ofcensorship encouraged such probing. The lais-
sez faire ecclesiastical policies of both James 11 and William 111,
although intended for opposed ends, contributed to the general
discounting of dogmatic rigidities, as did the growing influence of
the latitudinarian school. In the event skirmishes such as that
involving Bury were, pace Redwood, relatively unimportant des-
pite their inherentdrama. W hat wasvery unfortunate for the trini-
tarian party was the turn the crisis took thanks to the defence
proflered by one of their own number. Sherlock’s contribution
made the debate explode. By focusing on the word 'person' he
unintentionally hitthe trinitarians at their weakestpoint, and their
consensus was shattered. Augustine and others had hedged the
word around in an attempt to signal its nuances and subtleties in
the context of the doctrine of the Trinity. Sherlock seemed to
rush into this maze blithely ignorant, and his ill-considered book
was a gilt to the Unitarians. No amount of damage limitation by
Wallis and others could undo the harm done. The use of‘person’
had always been problematic, but by uncritically taking into a

‘mForthese Actsand their English counterparts, sec Robert E. Florida, * British Law and
Socinianism in the Seventeenth and Lightccnth Centuries’, in Lech. Szezjrki, ed., Hocmian-
ism (Warsaw: PVWWN. 1983). Aikenhead has obviously been hailed as a martyr by Unitarian
apologists, us can be seen in L. Baker Shore, Jioneers o f Scottish Unitarianism (Narbcth:
W alters, 19U3). M ore critical approaches include Michael Hunter, ‘“Aikenhead the Athe-
ist”; 1 hr Context and Consequences of Articulate Jrrclifjion in the Late Seventeenth
Century’, in Michael Hunier and David Wotion, rds.. AtheionJnrn the, Ifr/ormalion to Iht
Enligftienment (Oxford: <)xtord University Press, ;992).
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theological context an emergent new conceptualization based on
4onsciousncss\ Sherlock made it very difficult for the nuances of
previous expositions of the doctrine io be maintained. Sherlock's
desire to make the doctrine of the Trinity ‘clear and plain* simply
ended in rendering it ridiculous to many of his contemporaries.
The changing understanding of the word ‘person’was bound to
provide a crop oftheological problems, and Sherlock helped those
problems to germinate very quickly. William Flacher has argued
in Sherlock’s dcfcncc that at least he 'deserves credit for taking the
Trinity seriously enough to try to think it through’, but when one
considers the uproar that ensued he still seems to merit more
blame than praise for doing so.™1

The ethos of theology in general was changing in a very pro*
found way. In a departure from previous perceptions that saw talk
about God as inherently problematic, many ofthe participants in
the dispute claim to have clear ideas about the nature of God.
The Unitarian Tindal is the clearest expositor of this new found
clarity, but it is there in the trinitarian writers too. Once it was
conceded that ‘God’ was clear but the ‘mystery of the Trinity*
dark, then the Trinity was bound to become a ‘problem1in the-
ology. if the clisputers had been less clear about the nature of the
God under discussion perhaps the doctrine of the Trinity would
not have seemed so exceptionally problematic. To previous gener-
ations talk about ‘God’ was no easier than talk about “Trinity’.
Much of the dispute revolved around questions concerned with
the best way ofspeaking about God: Was he one person or three?
A subtle but important shift had occurred here too. Previously
theology had scrabbled around lo find a word that could be used
to speak of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Now the meaning of the
word ‘person’ was increasingly taken ;1s having a fixed, agreed
content to which God could be matched to see ifhe were one such
‘person* or three.

The defences of ihc trinitarian divines arc also quite notable for
the absence of what might be called the vital dimension of the
Trinity. When one reads their works one is left with a feeling of
indifference: even if the doctrine of the Trinity is true, so what?
The loss ofthe economic dimension of the doctrine is clear, and

Plachei; William, The Domestication o f'fianstendenie (Louisville, KY: Westminster,John
Knox Press, 1996), p. 176.
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ihe debate takes place largely as a discussion of the immanent
Trinity. Any soteriological import the doctrine might, possess is
largely ignored, as is any liturgical, spiritual or ecclcsiological sig-
niiicance. and knowledge ofthe Trinity isconceived in cxtrinsicisl
terms as a piece ofinformation rather than a lived experience of
faith.

In nearly every exchange the Unitarian authors have a better
command of rhetoric, and the power of ridicule is amply dis-
played. They appear more conscious of the nature of the audi-
ence they were trying lo reach, and more aware ofhow to do so.
Insinuation (especially in regard to suggestion of a Jink between
trinitarianism and Popery), travesty, scorn, rnocktrry, as well as
appeals to reason were well developed in their polemics. By con-
trast the trinitarian authors often seem dull and rather plodding.
On occasion they are caught unawares by an infelicitousphrase or
analogy: Wallis” ‘cube’ and South’ ‘posture’ spring to mind.
Their works are more scholarly, reflecting deeper understandings
both of the subject matter and the possibilities of language» but
there is an overriding clerical ambience to their writings whereas
nearly all their opponents speak both rhetorically and literally as
laymen. The lack ofa ‘popular’ apologist for the trinitarian cause
was a very serious weakness.

Ktnally, the very plurality of trinitarian theologies on offer
weakened the doctrine’s defences in the eyes of many onlookers.
The revival of trinitarian sensibility in our own day has generated
a variety of presentations and explications of the doctrine. This
variety is taken as a sign ofthe inner life ofthe doctrine, and as an
indication of its vitality in the life of the present-day Church. In
the seventeenth century it was otherwise. The plurality of theolo-
gies of the Trinity was taken as an indication ofits lack of coher-
ence rather than a recognition of the depth of the mystery the
doctrine was trying to deal with. A Unitarian idea of truth was
hardly suited to a trinitarian imagination ofthe divine. From the
1690s onwards for many the doctrine of the Trinity stopped
being the mystery of the Christian God and started to become a
problem in theology.



CHAPTER FIVE

A Well-Wilier to the Racovian Way

The execution of Aikenhead horrified many in Scotland and
beyond. Such bigoted zeaf was precisely the influence that those
pressing for greater religious latitude were keen to curb. The news
horrified .John Locke, an eloquent and powerful advocate for
religious toleration. Locke’s shock was not purely out ofsympathy
for the young man: as we shall see he had his own reasons to be
concerned.

John Locke (1632-1704) was a polymath: philosopher, amateur
ofscience, non-practicing doctor, commonplaccr, and confidant
of politicians. His writings include discussions of most of the
popular issues of his- day: from ihc clipping ofcoins lo the prun-
ing ol monarchical power, from the raising of children to the
resurrection of the dead. His own life was an icon of the times,
spanning as it did seventy years ol' rapid social, religious and
political change. Locke was one of the pivotal characters around
which this change occurred. On friendly terms with many of
the leading figures of his day he helped fashion new approaches
to politics, was instrumental in popularizing the ‘new science’,
and came to be an eloquent spokesman for ‘anti-dogmatism’ in
philosophy.'

1 Twostandard biographiesofLocke air RichardJ. Aaron.JohnL/xL:, 2nd edn (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1935), and Maurice Cranston* John Ltxkc {London: Longmans,
1957). Aaron'swork isthe more scholarly: Cranston providesmore biographicaland histor-
ic;-] detail but is obsessed with constructing a rOmaillir side to Lnckp? Works concerned
with l-oeke’s writings are legion. One ofdie besl introductions LsR. S. Woolhouse, fxuke.
(Brighton: Harvester, 1083). The sheer extentofLocke’ interests are amusingly displayed
inJean S.Yolton, A Locke Miscellany: L ock Biography and Criticismfor All 'Bristol; Thocmmcs,
1990;, which includes articles, correspondence and even rccipcs from Locke himself.
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Given his intellectual and personal absorption in the society
of his day, il is hardly surprising that Locke was keenly interested
in the religious concerns of the seventeenth century. His library
was well stocked with theological volumes, and his reading was
rellectcd in his works and correspondence. His writings on toler-
ation were not mere theoretical essaysbut motivated by a practical
concern for pcacc and harmony amongst competing Christian
groups. In his latter years he produced works of scriptural
exegesis and, in The Reasonableness of Christianity, sought to defend
Christian faith against deist attacks. But on one issue he is con-
spicuously silent: the doctrine of the Trinity receives no investi-
gation in any of his published works. Given the controversies
of the 1690s, his silence is not simply strange, it is stunningly
eloquent.*

In this chapter, T shall outline Locke’s observations on the
meaning of'person’, especially as found in his rellcctions on per-
sonal identity. 1 shall then investigate the attack upon Locke
mounted by Edward Stillingfleet, Bishop ofWorcester, having first
considered the bishop’s own Vindication of the Trinity. This assault
dragged Locke into the trinitarian controversies ofthe decade and
provoked an extensive exchange between the two men. Finally, |
shall attempt a reconstruction of Locke’s thoughts on the doctrine
of the Trinity from various sources unpublished in his day.
According to J. C. D. Clark, 'Locke’ significance for the eight-
eenth century was notchiefly in introducing contractarianism into
political theory, but heterodox theology7 into religious specula-
tion.”{ 1 am therefore concerned to examine Locke’s thought
about the doctrine of the Trinity.

Lorkc's 'anti-dogmatism' is brought out inJohn M arshall, John Lockc: Resistance. Rtitgion and
Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). Cranston founds this anti-
dogmatism in Locke’searly association with latitudinarian churchmen, see pp. 40, 1241

" Iheimportance of Locke's religious writings arc increasingly acknowledged. Nicholas
W oltcrstorff! John Lockt and the Ethic; ojlieiuj (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
3996), roots the Essay in a quest to regulate beliefand rclorrr. doxasric practice. He secs
Book IV as the key to the rest, and the reason for the Essay. M arshall'sJohn Locke: Resistance,
Religion and Responsibility is a careful archeology of lake's religious thought, tracing its
themes, development and influences, 16r the contents of lake's library, seeJohn Har-
rison and Peter Laslctt, TheLibrary o/John Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965).
Aaron believeschat ‘religion was Locke’sdom inating interest in the closing years ofhis life’,
p. 292.

5. C. D. Clark, Engti\n Society 108fi-1832 (Cambridge: Cambridge. University Press,
1985),p. 280.
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We M ust Consider What ‘Person’ Standsfor

In Chapter 3 wc registered ihe emergence ofthe concept ofCon-
sciousness’ in the work of the Cambridge Platonists. In the last
chapter we examined the development of thisconceptin Turner's
reflections on the Trinity, and noled South’s tracing of Sherlock’s
errors to a seemingly similar understanding present in the work of
LeClerc. The pedigree and genesis ofthe concept of ‘conscious-
ness’ is obscure. However, according to Ayers, ‘we do know from
the journal entry ofJune 1683 that Locke did not need to read
Turner’s book before arriving at something like Turner’s concep-
tion ofa person, but. that, does not establish w'hethcr he was apply-
ing there to personal continuity an idea already in the air, or
whether he was doing something more original'.4

W hatever its origins, the most famous use of "consciousness!
in the context of reflections on the meaning of the word
‘person’ is undoubtedly that iourid in An Essay Concerning Human
Understanding?

Locke explained his concept of person in chapter 27 of the
Essay, entitled ‘O f Identity and Diversity’. This entire chapter,
written apparently in response to a request from Molyncaux lor
something on the principle of individuation, was an addition to
the second edition of the: Essay, which appeared in 1694.1The
Essay itself had, according to a contemporary account, grown out
ofdiscussions about morality and religion/ Part of the context for
Locke’s discussion of personal identity are late seventeenth-
century debates about immortality and the resurrection of the
body; and the latter is referred to at several points in the text. In
the labyrinthine complexities of what would constitute being the
‘same person’in the eschatological realm, Locke challenges previ-
ously held views and makes his own attempt at an answer. Once
this dimension is realized, the ‘forensic/ component of the defin-
ition, the concern for apportioning of praise and blame (in the

*Michaell. Ayers, hake (2 vais.; Loiulun: Roudedge. 1991). 1l, p. 2.V7.

‘J. W. Yohon,John Lacht and tlie Way of Ideas (Oxford: Oxlord University Press, !5)57),
remains a classic:accountol tht- milieu o fthe Bwip. Ayers, Iwkf, is a truly magisterial book
on iho Essay.

NSee Christopher 1<j\. Locke and (htScnblttians (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press,
1%8'j, p. 27.

' See VVoolhousc,p. 7.
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afterlife, as well as here and now), becomes more understandable.8
The storm surrounding Sherlock for his use of a similar under-
standing of ‘person’ may well have affected Locke in his own
reflection on the nature of personal identity. AH in all, ‘person’
was a concept inextricably linked with questions about the resur-
rection, immortality and the Trinity.9

In the preamble to his exposition of personal identity, Locke’s
first, move was to resist the common confusion of three different
ideas: it being one thing to be the same Substance, another the
same Man, and a third the same Person, i['Person* Man, and Substance
are three Names standing for three diilerent Ideas'. Locke takes
‘man to referto ‘an Animal ofsuch a certain Form’. 10He tells the
delightful story of Prince Maurice's rational talking parrot to con-
vince his readers that it is form’ and not rationality that deter-
mineswhether or not something is called a ‘man": it is ‘not the Idea
of a thinking or a rational Being alone, that makes the Idea of a
Man . To use the phrase ‘same man’ strictly and correctly is to
apply it to an animal ofa determined shape with the same con-
tinued life.

Ifthat accounts for the proper usage ofthe phrase ‘same man’,
in what then does personal identity consist? How do we use the
phrase ‘same person’correctly? For Locke a person’is 'a thinking
intelligent Being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider
itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and
places; which it does only by that Consciousness which is insepar-
able from thinking ... consciousness always accompanies think-
ing, and 'lis that, that makes everyone to be, what he calls self*
Thus to be the ‘same person’at time tlas at time tlit is ncccssary
and sufficient that at time f2one be conscious that one isthe same

LSee Ayers. Il. pp. 2.tt, 2fi3. Briar. Davies, An Intmtiiutiim In/fa Phifasnphy «ffM jgim ;,
2nd crin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), restates (he debate about personal
identify within a discussion ofimmortality see pp. '223 4.

:Yukon wtmderS if ihe dortrine of ihe Trmily provided some of die material for the

puzzles: ‘l-oeke may have had this dnetrine ofihe Trinity in mind .. . when he playfully
explored ihe possibility of different soul-substance* having the wane person or different
persons residing in the same substanrn.”’John W. Yo'lon, A Didivmry jOxfurri: Rlacfc-

well, 1993), pp. Htf-fi.

10John T-ocke, An Fjsay Cmaming Human UwlImtfiinSi><g fed. Peter H. Niddkch; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1975), 2:27.7. The references lo the Essay are edition neutral,
given by book, chapterand scciion.

1 Locke, Ealiy, 2:27.8.

""l-ocke, Essay, 2:27.9.
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person acting and thinking as at time t . and that one own one’s
actionsat lime 1lasone’sown atlime 1J. This definition has caused
endless disputes and arguments about its meaning and coherence.
Locke’sunderstanding rests on two interdependent factors, mem-
ory and concern. | am the ‘same person* as at a previous time
because 1 remember performing the actions 1did then, and, cru-
cially, because Town those actions as belonging to me. Sometimes
this dimension of 'moral ownership' has been lost sight of, and
Locke portrayed as holding simply a ‘self-as-memory’ theory.
Memory and the moral concern engendered by those memories
are both essential to his account.l

Locke’s antecedents and legacy in this area are highly conten-
tious. We can agree with Christopher Fox when he says that ‘it is
safe to say that prior to Locke, nearly all theoretical discussions of
"person" tend to be chiefly concerned with theological doctrines
rather than with “personality” in any distinctively modern sense’,
as long as we acknowledge the theologically charged questions
that influenced Locke's exposition." This concern with the
human rather than the divine usage o f ‘person’is clearly brought
out in another definition which he gives towards the end of the
chapter. There Locke says that ‘person’ is la Forensick term
appropriating Actionsand merit; and so belongs only to intelligent
agents capable ofa law, and Happiness and MiseryLllj

In elaborating his answer to the problem of personal identity,
Locke developed various conundrums, which have fascinated
philosophers ever since. These puzzles were largely intended to
break up the unreflected equation of‘man’, ‘substance’and ‘per-
son’. He seeks to shift the definition along from ‘person-as-
substance’ to ‘pcrson-as-eonsciousncss’ by positing the possibility
of consciousness remaining die same but being transferred from
one thinking substance to another, interestingly, another conun-
drum shows that the opposite could also be the case: there could
be two persons inhabiting one immaterial substance. Sameness of
soul is not sufficient to guarantee personal identity either. 1-ocke

I1Fiir an exposition ofLockc’s thought on personal identity, secJohn Yolton, L/xkc An
Introduction (O xibrd: Blackwell, 1985),pp. 18 32.lor an examination ofLockc's thoughtin
this area which takes hill accountofthe ricmrnl ofVom”m’ sw David P Btrhan,
on Personsand Peramaildcnlily’, Canadian_Journala/PhifasfipJiy 9(19/9), pp. 53-75.

"Fox.p.21.

15Locke, Essay, 2:27.26.
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may well have been influenced by the dispute surrounding
Sherlock as yet another puzzle posits the possibility oftwo distinct
incommunicable consciousnesses acting- in the Same body, one by
day and one by night. There would thus be two distinct persons
and yet one body. Given his claim that identity of person is not
determined I>videntity of substance, imaginatively at least, Locke
should have been able to entertain the possibility o fthree persons
in one substance, fie would have fount! unconvincing the Unitar-
ian authors*' insistence on the identification of ‘substance’ and
‘person’. Although we can see that Sherlock and Locke were
speakingvery similar languages about ‘person’, Locke was keen to
avoid participation in the dispute over the doctrine ofthe Trinity.
He might have had some trepidation about his discussion of‘per-
son5when the second edition of the Essay, complete with its new
chapter on ‘lIdentity’, was published at the height of the conflict,
and perhaps more when the provocatively entitled The Reasonable -
ness o fChristianity was published a year later in 1695, but he could
not have anticipated how he wasto be dragged into the arena.r

Our Sense o fa iPerson9is Plain

In {697, Edward Slillingfieet (1635 1699), Bishop of Worcester
and a leading latitudinarian, published A Discourse in Vindication of
the Doctrine of the Trinity, a scholarly comment on the trinitarian
controversies of the decade.l, Stillingfleet’s intendon was three-
fold: to rebut Unitarian attacks, to dismiss allegations of disunity
within the trinitarian camp, and to provide a reasoned defence of

10Lockc, Essay,2:27.12-14, 23.

1? Edward Siiilingilect. A Discourse in Vindication ofthe Doctrine o fthe 'Irmity: With an Answer
to the tale Socinian Objethorn againstiffm the Scripture, Antiquity, and Reason and a J\eface Concern-
ing the Different Explications of the. Trinity, and the Tendency of the I*resentSocinian Controversie, found
in The Itbrh o fthatEminentmid must Uarmd Prelate, Late Lard Bishop o f Worcester together w ith Ms
[ife and Charactn [6 vols.; F<ondon: 1730). The Vindication and the correspondence with
Locke ate fourniin volume 3. Allrelcrrm.eslo Locke'swritings, cxccpt to the Essayand The
Reasonableness, an* to the ettiiion of IHOI, The Works i fJohn lanJu (6 vols.; London:J.Johnson
etai, I1ISOI). The correspondence with Slillingfieet can be found in volume 4, as can The
Reasonableness o f Christianity. Investigations that situate Stiliingflccts chought in a broader
context can be found in Richard H. Popkin, 'The Philosophy of Bishop Stiilingiteet’,
Journal oflhe History of Philosophy 9 (f971), pp. 303-19, and Robert Todd Carroll. The
Common Sense Philosophy o fBishop Edward SttUingReei, 1'SJJ 163'J(lhe Hague: Nyhoff. 1975).
Tht? latter draws its inspiration from ihe former and rnak<~> a rather uncritical ease for
seeing Stillingfleetas a ‘raiiona: theologian'.
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the doctrine of the Trinity. This last aim included an attack on
Lockc and his ‘new way of ideas’. Txickc was undoubtedly star-
tled. He had been condemned not for The Reasonableness, which he
might have expected, but for the Essay, one of the few books he
had publicly owned. To make mailers worse, Stillingfleet was
regarded by most of his contemporaries as ihe best mind on ihc
episcopal bench. In any case, to be attacked by such a dis-
tinguished and influential churchman was a very serious blow.

Stillingfleet's Vindication stands outamong the many polemical
works of the 1690s by virtue ofits eircnical lone, and the breadih
of learning displayed marks il oil as a minor classic of
sevenleeiith-century theology. Stillingfleet and the olher bishops
were acutely aware ofthe damage done to the Church of England
by the controversies surrounding the doctrine of the Trinity. The
apparent civil war within the trinitarian camp seemed far more
acrimonious than the external battle with their opponents. South,
for instance, seemed more intent on ridiculing Sherlock than on
refuting the Unitarians. The animosity, contempt and bile oozing
from the writings of some trinitarian divines was a double scan-
dal: it offended against charity, but it also seemed to undermine
the claim that trinitarianism was the universal teaching of the
Church since the time of the Apostles. 'The Vindication was an
exercise in damage limitation and an attemptto focus fire on those
who denied the Trinity

The bishop displayed an easy familiarity with the literature of
the decade-old controversy. The lengthy Preface’ of the book
draws on Nye’s satirical résumé ofthe types of trinitarian theolo-
gies on offer and Tindal’s division of the orthodox divines into
‘Real' and ‘Nominal’ trinitarians. Nye had pitted the 'Cartesian
Trinity’ of Sherlock against the ‘Aristotelian Trinity5 of South,
claiming the former as rational but unorthodox, and the latter as
orthodox but irrational. Tindal argued that the ‘Nominalist trini-
tarians5iell into Sabcllianism, while the 'Realist trinitarians’ were
efTectivelv trilheists.

Stillingfleet was anxious to contest the labels and deny that the
trinitarian churchmen were hopelessly divided amongst them-
selves. He insisted that there was a world of dilfcrcnce between an
article of faith and the manner in which it is expressed and
expounded. He rejected the Unitarian claim that some of the
protagonists in the controversy were ‘nominalists’ who saw the
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persons of the Trinity as mere names and that their language of
‘Modes and Properties do not make any real subsisting persons;
but only in a Grammatical and Critical sense’. If the u nitarians
were right then, though the ‘nominalists’ speak of three poisons,
they believe effectively that there is only one real person in the
Godhead. Stillingfleet countered by quoting South, one of’the so-
called ‘nominalist’ authors, who speaks of the Father ‘communi-
cating his essence to another’. Such a communication would be
impossible, Stillingfleet argued, if this 'other” were not sufficiently
distinct from the Father. ‘Personality’, arising from the mutual
relation of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is the ‘reason of the
distinction of persons in the same divine nature’. A ‘person’ is
more than a name, it can be seen as a mode ofsubsisting within
the same divine nature. The Unitarian mistake comes Ifom assum-
ing that ‘distinct person’ must imply distinct substance’. Stilling-
ileet, unlike Locke, could agree with the Unitarians that this was
true in the created order but argued that isnot from the meaning
of‘person’but from the nature ofcreated subjects.

The Unitarian accusations against the so-called ‘Realist Trini-
tarians’ were dealt with in a more perfunctory manner. The dis-
cussion contains a tone of unmistakable exacerbation. Stillingfleet
clearly thought that Sherlock’s exposition in terms o f‘three infin-
ite minds’ betrayed a lamentable lack of caution and foresight.
The model had provided an easy target for opponents and pro-
vided no end of fuel for the polemical fire. Given his eirenical
agenda, the bishop stopped short of condemning Sherlock out-
right and argued that a mistaken explication was not necessarily
an indication ofheresy.*1

Having thus attempted to neutralize criticisms of the doctrine
of the Trinity based on the divisions of expression between its
supporters, Stillingfleet proceeded to stress the unity exhibited in
the writings of alJ trinitarians on several key issues. First, they
agree about plurality: there are three distinct persons in the God-
head. Secondly, they agree that the unity of God is not thereby
impaired: there are no separate or separable substances in God.
Thirdly, they all agree in believing that the divine essence is given
to the Son from the Father, and to the Holy Spirit from both, and

14SliilingflcH, Vinr/ualion,p. 4i5; m t pp. 414 £7.
# Str SiillingRm, Vindication, pp. 118-19.
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that, the mode of the essence’s communication establishes both
the distinction and the unity of the divine persons. Siillingfieet
denied that all communications of essence necessarily entail a
distinct substance being generated: the divine essence, unlike any
created essence, can be communicated and yet remain one. He
conceded that the nature of this divine communication is
undoubtedly very complex, anil we should be very cautious in
trying to explain it, as the recent controversies show. It is better to
stick with tried and tested language than to develop a new,
untested trinitarian vocabulary: The rebuke of Sherlock was
clear”

While the ‘Preface’ situated the Vindication in the context of the
contemporary debate, the body of the book critiqued the Unitar-
ian position. It proceeded according to Stillingfleet’s ‘forensic’
methodology. The first four chapters denied the Unitarian claim
that they were the legitimate heirs of the early Christians- The
succeeding chapters examined and rejected the Unitarians'
accusations of usuiption by the trinitarian«. The argument pro-
ceeds much as it might in a court of law: the claims ofthe Unitar-
ians arc first dismissed, and then the position of the ‘true heirs’
defended. The entire- process is inferential and cumulative, rather
than strictly demonstrative.?

StillingUeet begins his brief. Tsiit not highly implausible that the
Unitarians have only now uncovered as error a doctrine that the
Church lias held by common consent for centuries? The Unitar-
ians’ confidence rests on their appeal to reason, and their rhetoric
constantly labels the Trinity as 'unreasonable’. Their understand-
ing of reason is expressed in terms of clear ideas and distinct
perceptions and, as they cannot form these of the doctrine of the
Trinity, they reject it as unreasonable. StillingHeet contested the
Unitarian monopoly on reason. Reason is actually' broader than
they will allow' and he attempts to show that this broader sense of
reason was at work in the period when the early Church ham-
mered out the doctrine ofthe Trinity: The Unitarian pretension to
historical antecedents, both individual and ecclesial, are then
tested and dismissed. They are a new breed previously unknown

*'Sec Siil-ingfleet, Vindication, pp. 4*20-2.
CajToil darpic.Ls SiilimgQect’s method as ihc presentation of ‘religious briefs’, see p. 17,
and see p.43 foran example of"he influence ofthe law on Stillingflccc’s style.
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in the Christian Church, and (hoir claim to represent original and
primitive Christianity is without foundation. They are not the
legitimate heirs of primitive Christianity they claim to be and
should he rejected. 2

Having thus dismissed the Unitarian claims for pedcgrcc and
rationality; Stillingfleet proceeded to defend trinitarian belief. He
first evaluates the strength of the Unitarian charge that the doc-
trine ofthe Trinity is contradictory. Much of that claim rests on
the accusation that three persons implies three gods, and that
three persons cannot be one substance. Stillingfleet analyses the
use of the word ‘person’ and finds the Unitarian allegation
unconvincing. It isnot a logical contradiction to sayrthat there are
three persons and yet one common nature. It is not a logical
contradiction to say that there are three persons and yet not three
gods. Although we may not clearly and distinctly conceive how
propositions connected with the doctrine of the Trinity fit
together, this docs not entitle us to reject the doctrine as
contradictory.23

The grammar of the word ‘person’is then expounded in trad-
itional scholastic language. Stillingfleet sees a ‘person’ as a pecu-
liar manner of subsistence with incommunicable properties in a
common nature. This incommunicability is the basis of the dis-
tinction between persons. To call Peter a ‘person* is not to make
an evaluation of any reflexive psychological state, but to say that
he isan actual instantiation of‘man’ existing in his own right with
certain descriptions unique to him, for example being David’s
lather. This understanding is then applied to the persons of the
Trinity. The unique unity of ihc Godhead means that the differ-
ence ofpersons within it cannot be ofthe same kind a5 difference
of person among men. The bishop, aware ofearlier attacks upon
him, denied that he held a Sabcllian model of the Trinity: ‘our
sense ofa Person is plain, that it signifies the Essence with a particu-
lar manner of Subsistence, which the Greek Fathers callcd an
Hypostasis, taking it for that incommunicable Property which
makes a Person\ According to Stillingfleet, the Unitarians pay too
little attention to the words they use. They too quickly assume that
person iscompletely interchangeable with ‘intelligent being’, and

72See Stillingfleet, Vmdvalvm, ehaptcrs 2, 3 and 4.
“u Sr«: SlilliiigilisM, Vindicution,i haplc.r 1.
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then too swiftly conclude that the doctrine of the Trinity must
mean that there are three such separate intelligent beings in the
Godhead. The iront,ept o f person’ is far more complex than the
Unitarians assume, and it can be used of God without any auto-
matic suggestion of three distinct intelligent beings.2l Pressing
home his ease, the bishop rejected the Socinian exegesis of Scrip-
ture, observing that ‘the true sense of Scripture is really the main
point between us7 More witnesses are introduced for the truth of
the doctrine ofthe Trinity' in the shape of the general consensus
of Christian teaching throughout the ages — baptismal formulae,
doxologies and the like show the very wide acceptance of the
doctrine ofthe Trinity across space and time.2*

Christianity not M ysterious

So far the Vindication resembled several other defences ofthe doc-
trine of the Trinity both in method and content, as we saw in the
last chapter. The book broke new ground in its attack on the
philosophy ofJohn Locke. SiiNingilcci feared that Locke’s ‘new
way of ideas’ undermined the doctrine of the Trinity' because it
removed key components in the; traditional exposition ofthe mys-
tery. Stillingfleci’s denunciation produced an exchange in which
there were three lengthy replies and two equally lengthy counter-
replies.

The tenth chapter of the Vindication returned to some of the
book's earlier themes, attacking once more those who claimed
that the doctrine of the Trinity should be rejected because it was
unreasonable. The defence of the doctrine as ‘a mystery beyond
reason’ had been challenged by many Unitarians. This challenge
was twofold: first, if the doctrine is a ‘mysterylthen it is beyond
reason and we cannot be obliged to believe it; secondly, if' we
acceptthismystery why should we not accept all ‘mysteries’ includ-
ing the Papist mystery of transubstantiation. Stillingfleet was walk-
ing a tightrope, on the one hand he had to defend ‘mystery’ as a
legitimate category in religious discourse, on the other he had to
limit the extension ofsuch a category by providing a rationale for

> Stillingfleet, Vindication, p. 455; and see chapter 6.
StiilingHrct. Vindication, p. and secchapters 7, fland 9-
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discerning true and false mysteries of faith.2 Stillingfleet had
attempted a similar differentiation some years before in The Doc-
trine of lne. Tnnity and Transubstmliation Compared aimed at refuting
the popular Catholic ‘all-or-nothing’ apologetic. Such polemic, as
wc saw in the case ofMilton, could be dangerously double edged.
Rather prophetically in 1687, when the work had first appeared,
the bishop had complained that this ivas \a very destructive and
mischievous method of Proceeding’. Stillingfleet. was keenly aware
of the dangerous ambiguity that such a position created, hence
the desire for some means of differentiation between mysteries
acceptable and unacceptable to the Protestant.*7

The opening section of the tenth chapter of the Vindication
condemned a book published in the previous year, Christianity not
Mysterious. li was written byJohn Toland (1670—1722), rumoured
to be the son ofan Irish Catholic priest, a leading deistand known
antagonist to trinitarianism. Although the doctrine ofthe Trinity
was not directly referred to in the book, given the context in which
il appeared, it is clear that Toland’s denial of ‘mysteries’ in the
Christian religion was aimed at some of the trinitarian defences
of the doctrine. True Christianity, Toland asserted, could be
defended upon grounds ofreason alone without recourse to the
obscurantism of ‘mystery’. He recalled that reason had rescued
him from the ‘grossest Superstition and Idolatry’ of his Catholic
upbringing, and he proclaimed that reason alone was fit to shape
the form of Christian belief. With ihe coming of Christ, he
argued, what was once mysterious was now brought into the plain
light of day There were now' no mysteries in the Christian
religion: ‘we hold that Reason Is the only Foundation ofall Certi-
tude ... there is nothing in the Gospel contrary to Reason, nor
above it; and that no Christian Doctrine can properly be call'd a
Mystery*.28

Toland expounded his understanding of reason along the lines
that Locke had outlined in the Essay. Ideas provide the matter and
foundation of reasoning. ldeas are ‘the immediate object of the
Mind when it thinks'. Knowledge is the ‘Perception of the

Agreement or Disagreement of our Ideas’. Knowledge arises

Set: Vindkatum,p. 302.
w Edward Slillingfieet, Ih e Doctrine ofihr T/inity and liansabsinnhaton Cvmfmed (T-ondon;
16B7),p. 43. Also in Works,volume b.
"John Toland, Christianity notM yshriouiiLondon: 1702), pp. viii, 6.
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from ihc experience of the sonscs, the mind’s reflection, human
revelation and divine revelation. We can be informed by God of
truths wc would not otherwise know, such as the general resurrec-
tion of the dead, but what cannot be the case, argues Toland, is
that wc should be required to believe that ofwhich we can form
no idea, as the doctrine of the Trinity seems to imply. Ideas may-
be inadequate but this does not render them mysterious. Tfwe can
have no idea of something, then no understanding Is possible.
Faith is a rational assent to what is intelligible. The authors of so-
called ‘mysteries’ arc the clergy of all religions, driven by their
rapacity and lust for power by which means they keep the faithful
subservientand compliant.2

Borrowed lo Serve Other Purposes

Although Christianity not Mysterious was explicitly cited, and an
attempt made to refute its claims and conclusions, Stillingfleet saw
the root of the problem as Locke’s ‘new way of ideas’. The fun-
damental presupposition of Slillingilect’s position on the Trinity
was that the doctrine could only be secured by using 'accepted
language and grammar, and the understanding that underpinned
these. This required knowledge of the existence of ‘substance’,
and understanding of ‘nature’ and ‘person’ and the distinction
between diem. He feared that Locke’s ‘new way of ideas’ ren-
dered such knowledge impossible because it generated new con-
ceptions of' reason and certainty which excluded these necessary
components ofthe doctrine. The bishop argued that the Unitarian
writers had an impoverished account of reason which they based
oil ‘clear and distinct ideas’. They asserted that any idea that isnot
clear and distinct is uncertain. The doctrine of the Trinity con-
tains ideas that are not clear and distinct and therefore they see
it as doubtful for three reasons: taken as a composite it does not

MToland, > 11,«u pp.2-3, 18.41,77, 86, 534, 127, 154, 28. It should be noted that
Toland, unlike Herber: of Chcrbury and some later deists, docs not completely cxcludc
revelation from his system. Revelation is ihr coimrying of informalion to us by Ood of
which wec would otherwise be ignorant, that there wilS be u Tastludgement. Thai we
could not :iave obtained this information by reason does not mean tiiat it is contrary to
reason; reason is ‘(o confirm and elucidate Revelation’ (p. vii). Toland, unlike a later
generation ofdeists, did notreject miracles as unreasonable either. He saw them as con-
firming the truth ofthe Christian message.
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provide* a clear and distinct idea; some ofits component parts are
not clear and distinct; it is not clear how these parts fit together.
According to ‘I bland we can have no clear idea of substance,
anil therefore we can have no certainty of any doctrine that uses
substance as one of its key terms.30 Toland had obviously been
influenced by his reading of Locke’s Essay. Although the Bishop
conceded lhat Locke’s ideas had been ‘borrowed to serve other
purposes’, he felt nevertheless that Ixxke had given dangerous
support to the enemies of Christian orthodoxy/1

Stillingfiect’s response to Toland's book was threefold: he
denied that clear and distinct ideas alone are the basis for cer-
tainty; he defended the certainty of our knowledge of substance;
and he attempted to secure the concepts of ‘nature’ and ‘person’,
and the distinction between them. In the course of his response
Stillingfleet dragged Locke into the midst of a quarrel the latter
had striven to avoid. It proved to be a clash between two phil-
osophies as ‘the argument he was offering in opposition to Locke’s
empiricism was essentially one based on scholastic rationalistic
metaphysics*.2

In Toland’s view certainty came from the perception ofagree-
ment or disagreement between ideas. Stillingfleet denied this,
asserting that certainty comes, not from the clearness of the ideas,
but from the evidence of reason dial these ideas arc true- Cer-
tainty rests on the force ofreason not on the clarity and distinction
of ideas themselves. When wc assert that something is true the
certainty wc have for our claim comes from the arguments wc
bring in support, not in the strength of the idea w2 have. For
instance, wc may have a clear and distinct idea of an infinite
Being, yet however clear and distinct the idea we possess, we have
not thus proved diat God exists. We can still doubt that prop-
osition. Therefore the 'idea’ of God, clear and distinct as it is, is
not sufficient grounds for affirming the certainty of his existence.
Reason is wider in its scope than merely the conformity, clarity
and distinction of ideas.33

The bishop hoped to secure knowledge of substance with a
broader understanding ofreason. Although wc have no clear idea

mSec Sullingfieel, Viruiiatiutn,p. 503.
1 Sliilingflcct, Vindicatirm, [> 505.
98Carroll, p. JJ6.

Siillinjiflwi, Vindkatwn,p. 50«.
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of ‘substance’, nevertheless by reason we can conclude that it
exists as accidents cannot exist without substance in which to
inhere. Substance can be seen as, and indeed derives from, a
‘substratum’ that underpins the accidents of an object.’l Sub-
stance can be construed as both 'substratum'and ‘essence’. To the
bishop’s mind both ofthese were grounded in reason, if they were
not there would be no correspondence between ideas and things.
Reason acts as a reliable bridge between the object and the
perceiver.

It seemed to Stilling!lect that Locke’s writings had helped
others to undermine the necessary concept of substance. In the
Essay Locke wrote that ‘wc accustom ourselves to suppose some
substratum, wherein they [simple ideas] do subsist, and from wtich
they do result, which therefore we do call substance'. We have no
clear idea of what this substance might be, however, either in
general or in particular. It is a something-wc-know-not-what: ‘the
idea then wrc have, to which we give the general name “substance”,
being nothing but the supposed, but unknown, support of those
qualities we find existing, which wc imagine cannot subsist sine re
substitute, without something to support them, we call that support
substantia™? ' Stillingfleet considered Locke’s professed agnosticism
in this area very dangerous, fearing it but a stepping stone lo the
abandonment of the idea of substance altogether. In the bishop’s
view] if substance were abandoned then the traditional expres-
sion of the doctrine of the Trinity simply could not get off the
ground.®

The problem was compounded because sensation and reflec-
tion alone, the bishop warned, cannot provide an adequate
account of other key factors in the trinitarian grammar either.
There isa crucial ‘Distinction between Nature and Person, and of
this wc can have no clear and distinct Idea from Sensation or
Reflection. And yet all our notions of the doctrine of the Trinity

” Sec Stillingfleet, Vindication, p. 504.
Lockec, fEssay\2,2's, 1 %

31Locke's though! on the nature ofsubstance has generated a great deal of'comment
and argument. The best account is found in Ayers. IF, part |. 1?is essential to note tliai
Locke did no; deny the existence of substance, but rather its knowahility. Stillingfleet
similarly did not <iccu.se j-ockr ofsuch a denial but. of paving ihr way for such a denial.
Somr c.ornmriiiaiors speak as if Locke did deny the reality of substance; in so doing they
miss the subtlety of the debate, cf. Thomas Pfizcnmaicr, Tin Trinitarian Theology o fDr.
Samuel Clarke(1-eidcn; Krill, 1997),pp. 20 1.
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depend upon the right understanding ofii.H To counteract this
threat Stillingfleet set about securing these two essential ingredi-
ents and the relationship between them.

Reason tells us, argued Stillingfleet, that there is something in
things beyond the powers and properties we discern by our
senses lhat makes them what they are. This something we often
call ‘nature’. It is because of this ‘nature’ that we can sort indi-
vidual things into common groups with certainty. We do this not
becausc wc have devised some nominal essence that these
things match up to, but rather because these things share some
real essence common to them all. Our sorting is thus based on
real and not nominal similarity and distinction. For instance,
Peter,James andJohn are men not simply becausc they fit some
notional abstraction ‘man’, but because they share the real
common essence of man. Stillingfleet was convinced that if
‘substance’ and ‘nature’ were taken as only notions in the mind
then the doctrine of the Trinity would collapse as it could be
assumed that they bore no relation to the reality of the
Godhead.®

Having defended the reality of ‘nature’, Stillingfleet then
attempted to secure die key term ‘person’. He drew on what he
had said previously: ‘person’refers to that by which we are able to
distinguish individuals who share a common human nature. The
distinctions between men are based not juston external consider-
ations, such as place and form, but on the manner ofsubsistence
which the common nature adopts. We call this ‘manner of sub-
sistence’ personality: ‘Therefore a Person is a compleat intelligent
Substance, with a peculiar manner of Subsistence.’30 Finite
human persons seem to require distinct finite substances, but it is
not unreasonable to suppose that an infinite substance could
belong to more than one person without division. The oddness of
speaking ofthree persons in one substance is only superficial, and
is obviated when we remember that the substance under con-
sideration is the divine substance.4 Stillingfleet closed the Vindica-
tion with an appeal for the retention of the older language in these

'5StillingHeeu Vindication, p. 509.

w $c*r Stillingfleet, Vindication. p. 500.

w Siillinjric.cl, Vindication®  -Olt.

1He had made the same point some ten years earlier izi The Lhci/ine o fike Trinity and
Iransubslanfiiitm Compared,see Works, VI, p. 632.
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matters, as new usage couched in terms of ideas does not help
understanding.

WithoutAny 'Thought of the Controversy

Locke was highly alarmed by the bishop's attack. To be set upon
by such a weighty opponent and to be corralled with the Unitar-
ians was a real danger in a country in which trinitarian orthodoxy
was still upheld by law The recent execution of Aikenhead in the
other kingdom was a powerful reminder of the perils of Hetero-
doxy. Locke replied quickly and at length. Over the next three
years he and Stillingfleet engaged in a vigorous exchange and
counter-exchange. Only the bishop’s death in 1699 stanched the
flow ofcorrespondence.

Having been meticulous to avoid the trinitarian controversies,
Locke was clearly annoyed to find himselfpropelled into the ring.
His silence on this one topic is all the more eloquent when set
beside his eagerness to join in almost ever)7other hot issue of his
day; even if anonymously He felt that Stillingfleet had accused
him unjustly. The Essay, he stated, had been written ‘without any
thought of the controversy between trinitarians and Unitarians’,
and contained nothing that touched upon the doctrine of the
Trinity. If others had made ill use of his ideas then they' and they
alone, were responsible for such actions. The bishop rested his
ease solely on ‘guilt by association’. In any case, he had not
attempted, as Stillingfleet claimed, ‘to discard substance outofthe
reasonable part of the world’, but simply to highlight difficulties
connected with die concept. Il anything, he had kept substance
within the reasonable world, although he could not pretend to
know anything ofits true nature. He had drawn attention to the
fact that the idea isobscure buthad not discarded it. In this Locke
claimed that he was not far from the position of Stillingfleet who
himself seemed no clearer about, what substance actually might
be.4*

Jt Sec Stillingftect, Vindication, p. 515.

“John Lorkr, ‘A fouer to the Right Reverend Edward, Lord Bishop of Worcester,
Concerning some passages relating to Mr. Locke's Essay of Human Understanding, ir. a
|.ale Discourse of his Lordships, in Vindication ofehe Trinity', pp. 68.5; sec pp. 4, 8. 10.
This 'Letter] referred to below as ‘Letter [, can bc lound along with the other replies in
Works. 1V
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Locke was indignant rhat the Bishop had attributed to him
views he simply did not hold: 4 do say that all our knowledge is
founded in simple ideas; but 1do not say, it is all deduced from
clear ideas; much less that we cannot have any certain knowledge
of the existence of anything, whereof we have not a clear, dis-
tinct, complex idea.’ In response to Stillingfleet's insistence that
the doctrine of the Trinity depended upon a proper understand-
ing of ‘nature” and ‘person’ and the distinction between them,
Locke countered that if his conceptions of these are inaccurate,
that made him a bad philosopher rather than a heretic. Locke
pressed Stillingfleet to show' how we could have any understand-
ing of a thing’s general essence beyond the idea we have of it.
We sort things into kinds by matching them to the idea we have
of that kind, not by perceiving in some occult way a general
essence in which it shares. Stillingfleet himself seems to equivo-
cate on the meaning of nature, speaking sometimes as if it refers
to essential properties and at other times as if it refers 10 sub-
stance. Summing up, Lockc reiterates his defence. He was
dragged into the trinitarian controversy against his will, lumped
with those who have misused his thought, and judged guilty by
association. He has written nothing touching the doctrine of the
Trinity He is in good faith, accepts revelation and the existence
of mysteries in Christianity-. His faith is firmly based on the
Scriptures.4*

The reply did not satisfy the bishop, who returned to the pros-
ecution of his case a few months later. He covered much the
same ground as before. The Unitarians lay the basis of certainty
in dear and distinct ideas. Ifthere isno clear and distinct idea of
‘nature’, they argue, then there can be no certainty' about it, and
the doctrine of the Trinity is thus dubitable. Locke’s teaching,
intentionally or not, has brought about this unhappy state of
affairs. His claim that certainty' comes by ideas has thus been
used by others to promote scepticism and has led to a loss of
certainty in matters of faith. Toland has only applied to Scripture
what Lockc applied to propositions in general. Therefore, despite
his protestations, there is a case for Locke to answer. Further-
more, if 'nature’ and ‘person’ are only notions and accord with
no real essence, then the doctrine of the Trinity is undermined

“ Locke, 'Letter i\ 0. 47: see. pp. 68, 83, 73,94-6.
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still further. To claim, as Locke seems to, (hat ‘there is nothing
beyond Individuals but Names . .. utterly overthrows the Differ-
ence of Natureand Person'. If this were true, then to speak of three
persons in the same nature makes no sense. One would actually
be saying that three were one and one was three unequivocally,
which is exactly the Unitarian reason for rejecting the doctrine of
the Trinity.4

In a grudging postscript the bishop acknowledged that Locke
did not employ the style of many of the Socinian pamphleteers.
Their populism was destructive and, reflecting the concern of
many churchmen, he noted that "their greatest Hopes are in such
readers who love to see Matters of Religion ridiculed1l He closed
by lamenting the ‘swarms of Pestilential books’ that were now
abroad attacking the Christian faith. Although Stillingfleet was
clearly aware (if the rhetorical power that such publications
expressed, he was unwilling, or more probably unable, to write in
a similarly populist vein. The lack of a champion who could
deploy a witty and satirical tone was. as we saw previously; a
serious defect in the trinitarians’armoury.%

Locke’s reply to ihc bishop's reply betrayed a growing
exasperation with the whole matter. He too rehearsed much of
the argument he had previously presented, but the tone is not-
ably less cordial and respectful. He denied yet again that he had
taught that certainty lies in clear and distinct ideas. He ques-
tioned Stillingflcct’s right to label Toland a Unitarian, given that
Toland laid no claim to any such title or opinions in his book.
Even if Toland were a Unitarian, this is noi Locke’s fault as he
cannot be held responsible for the use another makes of bis
ideas. Guilt by association is not enough. He taunted Stillingfleet
that even if he, Locke, was right in his philosophical claims, then
surely the bishop can still defend the doctrine. If the truth be
told, Stillingfleet himselfis doing greater damage to the doctrine
ofthe Trinity by claiming that we need clear and distinct ideas
about ‘nature* and 'person’, and then failing to provide them.
Locke found himself so little enlightened concerning nature and
person’ that the bishop’s book ought to be ranked amongst those
that undermine the doctrine. Having insisted on the importance

" Stillmsflm, Reply to Mr. Txjckrs I-rUcr’, f>. srepp.521 2,526 7,532,549.
r>Stillingfleet, 'Reply io \ir. T/jeke’s Letter', p. 558; .see pp. 557-<i0.
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ol'a clearidea about ‘nature” and ‘person’, Stillingfleet lias singu-
larly failed to produce such clarity.? In satirical vein Locke high-
lighted the damage that Stillingfleet seemed to be doing to the
very cause he wanted to uphold: ‘his lordship’s way, without
ideas, does as little ... furnish us with clear and distinct
apprehensions concerning nature and person, as my Essay does;
Tdo not see hut that his lordship’s Vindication of the Trinity; is as
much against the doctrine of the Trinity, as my Essay ., . | know
no book of more dangerous consequence to that article of
faith’.47

The ailing bishop’s final salvo was bad tempered, obscure and
rambling. Stephen Nye claimed that reading the bishop was on a
par with cracking nuts, and hisjaw ached from trying to puzzle
out the meaning ofthe text. & The familiar ground iscovered once
again. Stillingfleetwas still puzzled by what he took to be Locke’s
new language, lamenting that ‘the World has been strangely
amuzed with ldeas of late’. The way of ideas does not seem to
allow certainty about ‘nature’ or ‘person' and so destroys our
understanding of the Incarnation. If ‘natiu’'c’ and ‘person’ are
only abstract ideas and have no other reality; then the doctrine of
the Trinity cannot be sustained. Stillingfleetagain accused Locke’s
method of shaking beliefin general and certain doctrines in par-
ticular. He affirmed once more his conviction that we can know
the real essence of things by virtue of reason. If Locke has not.
directly opposed the mysteries of faith, he has provided others
with the means ofdoing so, and for this he should be called to
account. Stillingfleet remained convinced that he had been right
to lav open the consequences ofyour Way of Ideas with respect
to the Articles of the Christian Faith’. In response to I-ocke’s
outlining of‘person’in terms ofconsciousness Stillingfleet uttered
a cride coeiir. ‘How comes person to stand for this and nothing else?
From whence comes Self-consciousness in different times and
places to make up this Idea ofa Person .. . hath the common use

“ Lockc. ‘Mr. Locke’s Reply to the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s
Answer «o his L-cticr’, referred to as ‘Letter 2’,p. 156;and see pp. 103, 105, ] 14. 109, 146,
148, 158. 175, 176. Swift's “Houyhnhrnns’ may well be indebted to Locke's reflection at
tins point that wc could distinguish horses by 'personality' in the same way; see the con-
sideration of this in Rosalie I,. Collie. ‘Gulliver, The Lockc Stillingfleet Controversy, and
chr NatureofM an’, in Yolton, A Ij>tke Miscellany,pp. 300-4.

‘mLocke, ‘Letter 27, p. 163.

[Stephen Nyc], 'lh tAgreemento fthe U nitariansivitA die Catholic Church («.p.: 1697).p. 50.
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of our language appropriated to it this sense?” The differences
between the two men remained as acute as before. Stillingfleet
lay dying, but a whole way of understanding ‘person’ was also
passing away.'l9

My Bible Is Faulty

Locke’s final response was equally rambling (over 300 pages long,
il may well have been intended as a parody of the bishop’s reply),
repetitious and abusive. Once again he reminded Slillingfieet that
thiswas ‘a controversy you, my Lord, dragged me into’. He struck
back at Stillingfleet by remarking that his own contribution to the
dispute about the Trinity, the original Vindicationt had added to the
general confusion surrounding the doctrine. Locke mockingly
deplored the waste of the Bishop’s talents. He should have been
an Inquisitor as he has deftly adopted their methods of insinu-
ation and innuendo. Lockc wearily stated his position on ideas
once again: 'certainty consists in the perception ofthe agreement
or disagreement ofideas, such as we have, whether they be in all
parts perfectly clear and distinct or no’. Feeling pilloried for views
he did not hold, Locke gave way to exasperation: “My Lord, the
words you bring out of my book are so different, from those Tread
in the places you refer to, that 1am sometimes ready to think, you
have got some strange copy ofit, whereofl know nothing, since it
so seldom agrees with minel3

In this last reply Locke ventured more into the open about his
personal views. His reflections rested on the strands of Scripture
and reason. Returning to the Scriptures, which he saw as the
only rule of faith for ihe Protestant Christian, he claimed that he
simply could not find what Stillingfleet found there:

My Lord, my Bible is faulty again; for | do notremember that |
ever read in it either of these propositions in these precise
words, “that there arc three persons in one nature, or, there arc
two naturesin one person”. When your Lordship shall show me

49 Stillingficct, IAn Answer to Mr. 1-ockc’s Second Jicttcr’, pp. 579,503.578; see pp. 569,
575,577,580, 612.

nuLocke., Mr. Locke's Reply to the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Worcester’s
Answer to his Second Letter’, referred co as'letter’, pp. 193,213,408: sec pp. 193. 2005"
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a Bible wherein they are set down, i shall then think them a
good instance of propositions offered me out of Scripture . ..
they may be drawn from the Scripture: but | deny that these
very propositions arc in express words in my Bible.51

Locke’swordswere obviously chosen vvilh great precision. He was
careful not to deny that the doctrine could be drawn from Scrip-
lure, but stopped well short ofasserting that it should. But as well
as probing the nature of the scriptural basis for the doctrine,
Locke also questioned its intelligibility’ per se. He professed that he
had simply no clear idea ofthe meaning of words such as ‘nature’
and 'person’ as they are used in this context. ‘Nature’ has several
meanings as is shown in its different uses. For instance, Peter can
be classified both as an animal and as a man, does this mean that
he hastwo real natures? Ix>ckc claimed that he could notconceive
how several individuals of a common nature could be dis-
tinguished from each other in the absence of external criteria.
Once again the bishop is taunted with having abetted the very
errors he has sought to extirpate: ‘If this be your lordship’s way to
promote religion, or defend its articles, 1 know not what argument
the greatest enemies ofit could use.’9*

For all its repetition and lack of mutual engagement, | think
there is something of interest to our investigation in this bad-
tempered exchange. On one level we are witnessing the clash
between two opposing philosophical methods. Locke’s conten-
tion about the inherent unknowability of die nature of ‘sub-
stance’ seemed to Stillingfleet to strike at the very heart of the
doctrine of the Trinity: Kor Stillingfleet, the language of die
doctrine, and its conceptualization, seemed to demand some
understanding of ‘substance’. If nothing could be known beyond
its bare postulation then the doctrine was in imminent danger of
collapse. If ‘substance’, ‘nature’ and ‘person’ were only notions
in the mind, and not reflections of reality, as Stillingfleet took
Lockc to be claiming, then the doctrine of the Trinity risked
collapsing into incoherence. Locke's scepticism was not necessar-
ily the death blow to the doctrine (hat Stillingfleet feared, and
there were to be those who attempted to use the Lockean

Locke, ‘Letter 37, p. 343.
w Locke,'U tter 3°, p. 482;sre pp. 344,363, 434.
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language and method in their explication of the doctrine. It
did prove a serious threat, however, to the sort of ‘rationalist’
apologetic that the bishop espoused. For Stillingfleet, doctrine anti
language were inextricably linked. Ifthe language ofthe doctrine
were abandoned, then the doctrine itself would suffer a similar
fate.

Not all irinitarians proved as dismissive of Locke's Svay of
ideas’. Oilier divines attempted to develop a theology of the
Trinity that could encompass Lockean method and language. In
1696, for instance, Francis Gastrell published Some Considerations
Concerning the Trinity. Ifwe are to believe the disclaimer at the end
oi’the work, it was written before the publication of the Royal
Injunction, and before Stillingfleet’s own book on the Trinity
Gastrell’s target was Sherlock, who he believed had produced an
incomprehensible and dangerous account of the doctrine of the
Trinity. However, unlike Stillingfleet, Gastrell had no hesitation
in employing Lockean language and method. Gastrell accepted
that before we can believe anything the terms and simple ideas
of the proposed belief must be clearly and distinctly understood.
To understand what might be meant by saying that the same
God is yet three persons wc need to examine the notions wc have
of ‘God’, ‘unity’, ‘identity’, ‘distinction’, ‘number’ and ‘person’.
In treating of this last concept Gastrell identified two ways in
which die word can be used. Reflecting a keener perception of
the way in which the word actually functions in the language
than many of his contemporaries, Gastrell noted that ‘person’
can signify either a particular intelligent being or, as Hobbes had
noted, an office or character, or some such complex notion
applicable to such a being. This lack of univocity in the concept
means that when speaking of God we must be clear about which
understanding of person we are using; God isnot one and three
in die same respect.533God can be spoken ofas three persons, but
there is also a legitimate sense in which God can be spoken of as
one person:

For when | say, that God is Holy, Wise, or Powerful, i only
say explicitly and in part what | said implicitly and infull when |

v (Francis G asirdl], Some G insidtralms Concerningthe 7rimly.2nd cdci (Tvontlon: 1698), sec
pp. 19,26.
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pronounced the Name ofGod ... a Holy, Wise, Powerful Being
... All which Perfections, though considered separately ...
being; really one simple idea, can Ix: applied to but one Single
Person as it signifies a particular Intelligent Being, Nature or Principle

. all the Personal Distinction we can conceive in (he Deity must
be founded upon some Accessory ldea's Extrinsecal to the
Divine Nature; a certain Combination of which ldea’s makes
up the Second Notion signified by the word Person: A

We may think that Gastrell’s explanation needs expansion at
this point (Sherlock was quick to accuse him of Sabellianism) and
the legitimizing of talk of God as one person unfortunate, bu( wc
clearly have here an example of theology in Lockean mode using
the language of ideas. And the realization of the importance of
examining concepts, by breaking them down into their compon-
ent ideas helbre use, would have pleased the philosopher who
advocated a keen attention to language. Gastrell realized that his
explanation istoo easy to be strictly true, and that our conception
of ihc unity and diversity in the Godhead is ragged. For Gastrell,
talk of three persons represents a distinction that is more than
nominal but of which we have only a confused perception. He is
also refreshingly insistentthat the doctrine is not a piece ofuseless
abstraction but an attempt to guarantee the proper understanding
of the love of God present in the life of the Christian: God the
Father acts in Christ and sanctifies us in the Holy Spirit, the
Father’s love is shown by the sending of the Son. This soterio-
logical aspect ofthe doctrine, present in older works by Cheynell,
Owen and others, is conspicuously absent from many other
discussions of this period.3'

Perhaps then Stillingileet’s anxiety about the demise of the
‘traditional” language of the doctrine of the Trinity was mis-
placed. The great defender of Athanasian orthodoxy in the next
century. Watcrland, was to quote Locke with approbation.50
However, although his published reasons forconcern were insuffi-
cient to justify his unease, Stillingfleot’s ‘nose’ for unoithodoxy

wGastrell, Consideiations, p. 35.
Gastrell was attacked by Sherlock and in reply published A DefenceofSome GMiidtrulicns
Concerning the Trinity (London: 1698).
mtor ihc subsequent reception ol Lockc by Anglican theologians, see Alan P. F Sell,
John TA/ckcand the Righieenih CenturyD iiiws (Cardiff; University of’"Wales Press, 1997).
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had not lothim down: as we shall sec shortly,John Lockc was not a
trinitarian believer.

Jesus Is the Messiah

Stillingflect’s charge opened the floodgates of orthodox polemic
against Locke. One of his bitterest critics w-as the Calvinist div-
ine,John Edwards, son of Thomas Edwards, author of the poi-
sonous Gangraena.5/ His splenetic assaults upon Locke mark him
clcarly as his father’s son. Edwards produced several works
attacking what he took to be the doctrine of Locke’s Essay and
The Reasonableness of Christianity. The attacks themselves are of
little intellectual worth, proceeding largely by calumny, insinu-
ation and innuendo. They remind one ofthe court scene in Alice's
Adventures in Wonderland where rhe verdict is given before the
evidence is considered.

In The Socinian Creed, Edwards denounced Lockc as a 4Ncll-
WilUer to the Racovian way'. He attacked what he called ‘the one
article men’, that is those who claimed that the acceptance of
Jesus is the Messiah’ was the only necessary7article of Christian
faith. The praise that Locke’s works received from professed deists
and Unitarians was presented as further evidence of their tainted
nature. Edwards’ polemic produced more heat than light but
Txickc obviously felt scorched by the innuendo. Henceforth his
orthodoxy' was suspect, and he wrs considered a fair target of
abuse and condemnation. Was this merely libel or was there
substance to the accusations? The modern historian, Justin
Champion, lor one has concluded that Edwards was correct.”

Locke’s most complete published statement of his theological
position isto be found in The Reasonableness 0j Chmtianiiy as Delivered
in the Scnpturesf' This work reflects his mature thought, his reac-
tion to the increasing emphasis placed on reason in matters of

"John Edwards, a Cambridge divine, should no< be confused withjonalhan F.dwurds,
an Oxtord divine, who, complicating matirrs furlhfrr, also wm If against Socinianism.

'Klohn Edwards. The. S«tiinian Cum il/'mdon: '697), pp. 120, 128.J. A I. Champion, The
Pillars o fPriaUruB Shaken (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), see p. 112, n. 27.

* John Locke, Tlw Reasmahlentsi o f Christianity (ed. with an introduction and notes
John C. Hiccpins-Biddlc; Bristol: ‘Lhoemancs, 1997;. this critical edition is very useful to
the student of Lockc. butas 1will argue later J think that Higgins-Biddle is not correct in
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theology, and his own growing personal préoccupation with
matters religious.60 Locke claimed that his views were derived
from the Scriptures alone. T here he found "the only gospel-artide
of faith ... Jesus is the Messiah’. This is the. only doctrine neces-
sary ior salvation. Other doctrines may help us to live the belief
thatJesus is the Messiah but they are not essential in the same way,
and we must beware of fitting the scriptural truth into our
preconceived systems. Sell tries to construe this slogan as 'a
portmanteau claim rather than a minimalistonel but then has to
concede that ‘it is not specially helpful on the doctrine of the
Trinity, in which he [Txx:kc] believed, and did not. deny, but did
not afiirm with fervouror examine in detail’.6

No mention is made of the Trinity in the entire book. Some
have seen this as exonerating l-ocke from the charge of being
anti-trinitarian. Sell, for example, has argued that TiOckc had not
intended to write a compendium of Christian doctrine, or
claimed to be a systematic theologian, and that his silence on the
Trinity is thereby explained, Tfthe trinitarian controversies ofthe
decade had never happened such a claim might pass for an
explanation, but in the circumstances the silence implies lack of
beliefrather than lack ofconcern. Even Sell is driven to acknow-
ledge lhat ‘while Locke protested that he never denied the doc-
trine of the Trinity, he never took the trouble to affirm it’.6*
Aaron claimed that 'the Reasonableness does not deny the doctrine
of the Trinity, but it does stress the unity of the Godhead, and it
omits the doctrine of the Trinity from the list of reasonable
doctrines ... he definitely states that he is no Socinian, that he
does not deny Christ’s divinity, nor any of the main Mysteries
of die Christian religion’* Aaron seems rather naive to take
Locke at his word in this matter. Even within The Reasonableness
certain phrases set off alarm bells, and given die context of the

" It is important to stress that Locks' was not a deist, as a perfunctory survey <jfihr
history ofreligious thought might suggest. See Higgins-Biddlc's Introduction fora conclu-
sive refutation of such a claim, and Dewey D. WallaceJr, ‘Socinianism, Justification by
Faith, and the sourccs ofJohn Lockc’s 1 he Reasonableness o fC hristianity, inJohn W. Yolton,
ed., tftitosophy. Religion, and Science in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuriei (Rochester, NY:
University of Rochester Press, 1990}, pp. 152-69.

w Sell,p. 203.

"i Sei", pp. 212 13; sec pp. 202—3. Sell claims to find trinitarian spcech patterns in
Reasonableness bui docs notdisplay them.

0LAaron,p. 298.
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trinitarian controversies of the 1690s it is difficult not lo construe
the following as a dismissive comment upon them: ‘The writers
and wranglers in religion fill it with niceties and dress ir up with
notions which they make necessary and fundamental parts of
it: as ifthere were no way into the church, but through the acad-
emy or lyceum. The greatest part of mankind have not the leis-
ure for learning and logic, and supcriine distinctions of the
schools.’24 On such a view, the ‘niceties’ of the doctrine of the
Trinity are rendered the preserve of dilettante churchmen and
cannot possibly be relevant to common Christian experience.
Higgins-Biddlc who has produced an admirable critical version
of The Reasonableness is similarly at pains to exonerate Locke from
charges of heterodoxy. He correctly notes where Locke disagreed
with Socinian tenets and exegesis, and is right to claim that.
Locke was not a Socinian in any strict sense. But he is still left
with Locke's uncharacteristic and awkward silence. His conten-
tion that this reticence was due to Locke's reluctance to engage
in complex theological speculation sits uneasily with the breadth
and depth of Locke’s reading and compctcncc in theology.
Looking at the infighting around him and events across the border
in Scotland, Locke may well have concluded that safety lay
in silence, but I think that policy was even more attractive given
three other considerations that bring Locke’s acceptance of the
Trinity into question: his associates, his correspondence and his
unpublished work.

Locke was aggrieved by StiUingfleet's attack on the Essay and
claimed that the Bishop rested his case on the grounds of guilt by
association. While one can have some sympathy for Locke’s
defence — he could hardly be held responsible for the use to
which others put his ideas - StiUingfleet’s innuendo may not
have been wide ofthe mark. The bishop and Locke moved in the
same circles, and he may well have been in possession ofinforma-
tion that led him to doubt Locke’s orthodoxy in regard to the
Trinity. His attack in the Vindication may have been intended to
smoke Txjcke out. It was well known that Lockc was one of a
group who met at the house of the self-confessed Unitarian
merchant, Thomas Firmin. Locke’s Epislle on Toleration had
been translated by another known Unitarian, William Popple,

H Lockc, The Reasonableness, p. 157.
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seemingly with I-ocke’s connivance and involvement/'s Locke's
earlier latitudinarianism encouraged a disposition that discounted
the value and importance of doctrine- W hile in exile in Holland,
Locke had also been in close contact with Remonstrant theo-
logians, especially Limborch, whose own trinitarian commitment
was suspect. The Remonstrants emphasized moral concerns over
doctrinal ones and sought to build a minimalist creed of agreed
fundamentals of Christian faith. They also, significantly, admitted
professed Sociniansinto communion with them. This was quite in
accord with Locke’s views on religious toleration that Unitarians
should be encompassed but Papists excluded.0’ Moreover, Locke’s
claim that he had never read any Socinian books seems highly
implausible. Wc know Ihat he possessed several works by English
and Continental Unitarians, including Biddle, Nye and works in
the Bibliothecafiatrumpolonoium. We know that he was aware ofthe
Unitarian Tracts, even going so far as to send a copy of A Brief
History ofthe Unitariansto LeClerc.1 'To possess a book isto be sure
not an indication that, one has read il or that one agrees with its
content, but Locke’s claim that he had notread any ofthe Socin-
ian authors seems at bestto reston a blatant equivocation.61
More conclusive proofabout T-ockc's clandestine unitarianism
comes in the form ofhiscorrespondance with Limborch, some of
which concerned the unity of God. In these letters there appears
to be a pincer-like attack on trinitarian doctrine: firstly, an exam-
ination ofthe concept o f‘God’, and secondly, an examination of
those who attempt to put unity and plurality together. Locke
based some of his argument against a plurality of gods on the
divine attributes. Given that the word ‘God’ is used to designate
an all-knowing Being, Locke argues that one could not conceive
of two beings of this kind. Considerations of the omnipotence of
God lead to the same conclusion. To be all powerful, Locke
asserted, a being must determine the will of all others. If there

aSSee Mar«» Mouluoit, J/hn htcke on Talrrtdian and tie Unity o fGod (Amsterdam:J.C.
Giebcn, '983). Montuori makes oui @a good rase for collusion between the two men. and
undermines those who portray Popple as proceeding on liisown unwarranted initiative.

ibSee Cranston, pp. 233I'. See Marshall, pp. 331 -f.

I" Marshall claims lhatby i681 Lockc had already read Croft's Naked Truth, and made
notes fron» Unitarian works including the Racovian Catechism;sec pp. 139 and 391-2. See
Montuori. p. 13r> for the gift lo LcClcrc.

m Marshall traces the. trajectory thal lie believes bixmghi IAxke to his evident Socinian-
ism,se.cpp. 330 51



166 iNiceand Hot Disputes'

were two seemingly all-powerful beings one would have to have its
will determined by the other for one of them at least to warrant
the description ‘all powerful’, the other therefore could not prop-
erly be described as all powerful and consequently could nor be
called God’, in an Occamistic stroke Locke asked why we should
wantto posit more than one all-powerful, all-knowing Being in any
case/'0

Having examined the concept of God, Locke proceeded with
the other arm ofhis pincer movement to dismiss those who main-
tain that they can account for unity and plurality in God. He
argued that they fail in their endeavour as ihc ‘sameness’ of the
persons reduces them to an undifferentiated unity. We might say
that, we had two intelligent beings who knew, willed and were
continually the same and could not have a separable existence, but
this plurality would bejust a matter ofwords as in effectwe would
have one simple unity.'0 Again we have echoes of the controversy
with Stillingfleet when Locke confessed himselfat a loss to con-
ceive how diversity could be established between two beings if
there were no external differences generating different ideas.

The fined confirmation of Locke’s antipathy to the doctrine of
the Trinity is found in notes for a projected theological work he
never wrote. This Adversaria theoiogica dealt with several contro-
verted theological issues, including the Trinity. The evaluation
proceeds largely by the citation of texts pro and contra the
doctrines in question, on facing pages. Interestingly, Locke cites
Biddle several times, quoting from the republished works found in
the Faith o fOne Godof 1691. Such citation casts further doubt upon
his declaration that he had never read Socinian books. He may
have meant the term ‘Socinian’in the strict sense, but this republi-
cation of Biddle exposed Locke to a great amount of popular

Montuori, 'Three Letters irom Lockc to Limborch on the Unity 0i’God', in hisJohn
Luke, see pp. 189, 204, 216, 211. Liniborch in his reply evidently saw things Locfcc’s way:
'nemo qui attente sccum considérat quid voce Dei intelJigamus, pluralitatem Deorum
asscrcrc potest’, cited by Monuori, p. 190.

w Montuori, ‘I’hc Socinianism ofJohn Lockc and the English Edition of thr Letter
Concerning Toleration’, in hisJohn ljn:ke, p. 125, n. 1fi. ‘Si I'on suppose,la mime, qu'ils ont
aiiasi la méme cotmoissanee, la méme voiunté et qu’ils existent également dans le méme
lieu, c’est seulement multiplier le méme étre, mais dans letonds et dans la vente de lachose
on ne sait que réduire une pluralité supposée a une writable unité. Carsupposerdeux étres
ilUeUigcens, qui connoixsent, vrulrnl tri sont TncessairiKul la infinie chose eiqui n’ont pas une
existence séparée, c'est supposer en paroles une pluralité, mais posrr effectivement unr
simple unité.”
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Unitarian argumentation.7L A quick indication of Locke’s anti-
pathy to the doctrine ofthe Trinity can be gauged by the fact that
just two texts are cited in favour and over twenty against. Lockc
also presents the outline of two arguments against the Trinity.
‘Because it subverteth ye unit)' of god, introducing 3 gods.
Because it is inconsistent with ye rule of prayer directed in ye SS.
For if god be three persons how can we pray to him through his
son for his spirit?” The Unitarian smear of ‘polytheism9is thus
quite evident, but also, interestingly; a concern for the economic
dynamic of prayer. As wc have seen before, the perceived mis-
matcb between the scriptural record and popular understanding
of ihe doctrine of three coequal persons had a part, to play in
leading some to reject the doctrine.'2

These sentiments are echoed in two other sections of the Adver-
saria. one concerning the divinity of Christ, and the other the
divinity of the Holy Spirit. Again the texts and arguments urged
for the proposition ‘Christus non dcus suprcmus' greatly out-
weigh those advanced for the contrary, ‘Christus dcus supremus’.
Commenting on the text, ‘And when all things shall be subdued
unto him, then shall the Son also himselfbe subject unto him that
put all things under him, that God may be allin all’ (1 Cor. 15:28),
Locke is quick to dismiss the trinitarian interpretation that what is
subjected is Christ’shuman nature because he believes the distinc-
tion on which itrests cannotbe found in Scripture. Ttalso begs the
guestion at issue by supposing what is disputed, that is the two
natures of Christ. Such an interpretation could well lead to the
conclusion that there are two persons in Christ, one of which is
subjectto the other.3

The same procedure is used in regard to the divinity of the
Holy Ghost: texts for the proposition ‘spiritus sanctus deus’ are
pitted against those that imply ‘spintus sanctus non deus\ Aspre-
viously, many more texts arc cited against the Spirit’s divinity than
in favour of it. This last section is particularly interesting as in it
Locke discusses what he sees as the proper usage of ‘person’ in
Godtalk. We certainly should not talk of God as an impersonal

< Bodleian Library, MS Locke e. 43. M 10 pagesarc numbered. Moniuori suggests that
the Adversariawas the collating ofproof texts for ail already developed theology rather than
an attemptatclarification, p. 229.

” MS lockce, pp. 12, 13.

” MSlocke.pp.2(>27.
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essence, “lo talk of God impersonally is ridiculous’, but the ques-
tion remains ofhow we should talk of God in personal terms. He
implies that the Holy Spirit isnot divine because in Scripture the
Spirit is distinguished from God. 1’hc trinitarians argue that such
distinction is personal not essential the Holy Spirit is dis-
tinguished from the Father and Son, not from the essence of the
Godhead. But Locke counters that the ‘person’ and ‘essence’ of
God are not distinct and that such a distinction isnotfound in the
Scripturcs. He goes on to argue that if the ’person’ and ‘essence’
of God are distinct, then either ‘person’isa finite term, in which
case there is something finite in God, or if person’ is infinite we
have three infinites in God.'4

On this last point some comment seems appropriate. I fLocke is
making the point that in talking of God we use ‘personal’ lan-
guage, wc talk of ‘Him’, ascribe personal attributes such as love,
then we can concede the point that we do speak of Cod person-
ally But it isdifficult to see how I/jeke, given the understanding of
‘person’ he presents in the Essay, could predicate personhood to
God at all. Is God subject to forensic judgements such as praise
and blame? Does God have a history ofwhich he is conscious? If
he possesses consciousness of himself, is this, as in human beings,
separable from his substance? If these are not the case, and it
seems as if Locke would not wish to claim that they were, then his
conception of‘person’seemsto rule outtalkofGod as aperson as
much as God as three persons. Locke perhaps undermined far
more than he realized.

I realize that none of the foregoing is absolutely conclusive of
Locke’s rejection of the doctrine of the Trinity. Accusations of
Socinianism by his contemporaries should definitely notbe taken
at face value. Locke did not explicitly reject the* doctrine as far as
we know but he certainly did not assert it. To adopt StiUingfleet’s
‘forensic’ outlook, 1think that, while it cannot be proved beyond
reasonable doubt that I/>ckc did not believe in rhe doctrine of the
Trinity, his conviction on the balance of probabilities is far more
certain.

This chapter hasnot intended ro give an exhaustive account of
Locke’s religious position, but to focus on his thought about the
doctrine of the Trinity. For T-ocke and his contemporaries the

7LM S Locke, pp. 30, 31



A Well- Wilier to the Racovian Way 169

question could be a matter of life and death, and Locke’ reti-
cence is understandable.7 The genesis of Locke’s recasting of
‘person’ is complex ancl its pedigree unclear. Understanding was
shifting from categories of ‘substance* to categories of ‘agency’.
As we shall see in the next chapter, ‘person’was far more likely to
be defined as ‘'intelligent agent than ‘intelligent substance'. The
concept of ‘person’ was becoming less fixed and more dynamic.
TiOcke definitely contributed to this shifting conceptualization,
even ifhe were not its sole authoror propagator. W hat is certain is
that the Essay provided such an effective vehicle for popularizing
the new tone suggested by ’person-as-consciousness’. There is a
piquancy in the fact that less than 50 years separates Stilling-
fleet’s bewildered ‘How comes person to stand for this’ from
David Hume’s confident claim that ‘Most philosophers seem
inclined to think, that personal identity arises from conscious™
ness.””* The subsequent development of Locke’s thought on
persons and personal identity has been very fecund, what is of
interest from our perspective is lhat ii arose, in part at least,
from considerations surrounding the doctrine oi’the Trinity.
Even if there was a widespread crisis in the interpretation of the
doctrine, and growing rejection of trinitarian belief and senti-
ment, the Trinity was hardly yet of negligible concern as some
commentators have implied.

‘1l/ieke has also been deemed Socinian from other iheolngica! considérations. Sec
Dewey D. Wallacelr, 'SociniaiiLmn.Jusiificaiioii !'>v Failli, and the Sources ofJohn Lockc's
“Reasonableness” * Yolton, cd., in Philosofihy, Rdiginrtind Staaue, pp. 132 69, and Nicholas
Joiicy; ‘Leibniz onJohn I-o”ke and Socinianism’, in YolJion, ed., in PhiJ/Mphy, Religion and
Science,pp. 170-87.

* David Hu»ne, A Treatiseo fHunuatMature, Book 1 {ed. D. G. C. MacNabb; Glasgow:
Collins, (9G2). p. 330.



CHAPTER SIX

The Scripture Doctrine ofthe Trinity

If the ecclesiastical and civil authorities had any hopes that the
Blasphemy Act of 1698 would put an end to the doctrinal battle
that, had been raging for nearly a decade, they were to be rudely
disappointed. The flood of controversial literature abated, but a
steady stream of books and pamphlets still flowed from the
presses. Works were now written to ‘explain’what the Thirty-Nine
Articles and the new act really meant. The issues raised in the
1690s were now simply too contentious to go away New, practical
problems also began to surface: could a clergyman of unitarian
dispositions sincerely subscribe to the Ihirty-Nine Articles and
use the Prayer Book liturgy as it stood? Should unitarian sympa-
thizers be admitted to communion within the established Church?
The Modérait Trinitarian disagreed with those who sought to
excommunicate any who denied the divinity of Christ. Despite its
title and eirenical preface, its author, Daniel Allen, stirred the fires
of controversy by arguing that the Father alone should be wor-
shipped.l Reflecting a debate about the true nature of Islam,
which had been rumbling since the publication of the Qur’an in
English during the middle ofthe previous century’, one opponent
ofthe Unitarians feared that the logical conclusion of their argu-
ments was the substitution of Islam for Christianity *

The fallout from the explosion of the 1690s is evident in the

1Daniel Alien, 7 he Moderate THnikmtm (1-omkm: 1i>99}, see pp. 36, iii. 3® 5.
[Alton] A lelitrr to « Friend [Re: A BriefEnquiry & The. Socinian Slain] (T<ondon: 1700).
The reception of Islam and the use ii was put to in debates is discusscd inJ. A. I. Cham-
pion, The Filters o fI*neskraji Shaken (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp.
luufl. Edwards accused Jcockc of Mahometanism- Sec also N. |I. Matar, islam in Britain,
155ft less (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998),
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writings ofall those engaged in the controversies of the new cen-
tury The opinions and positions of the protagonists of that dec-
ade, if not always their names, were still well known and all sides
were soon to find new comrades in arms. The same concerns are
also clearly manifest about, the true nature of Protestantism and
the extent of the Reformation, the acceptability of non-scriptural
language in a Reformed Church, and above all the meaning and
proper application of the word ‘person’. There is also a marked
shift from the classical Anglican position, which had given a rever-
ential weight to the Fathers and early tradition as an interpretive
matrix, to one that stressed the individual as the final arbiter of
scriptural meaning. T he latitudinarian party grew in strength, and
doctrinal issues came to be seen by many as irrelevant niceties. In
the second decade ofdie new ccntury renewed conflict broke out
over the doctrine of the Trinity and a fresh wave of apologetic
and polemic hit the Church of England.

Not in the Ordinary and Vulgar Sense

In the first year of the new century Stephen Nye, the catalyst of
the controversies ofthe previous decade, published The Doctrine, of
the Holy Trinity. Nyc obviously felt neither inhibited nor intimi-
dated by the Royal Injunction of 1695 or tht: Blasphemy Act of
1698 as the book, unlike his previous works, appeared in his own
name. The genre was familiar: letters from the author to an
enquirer requesting true teaching in regard to the Trinity. The
book manifests Nye’s obsession with the dangers of tritheism, and
isin part a diatribe against the Huguenotrefugee, Peter Allix, and
his allegedly heterodox writings. For Nye, Allix represented the
zenith of tritheism. If others fought shyofout and out espousal of
such a doctrine, preferring to speak like Sherlock ofthree infinite
spirits or the like, Allix had no such reticence and felt quite at
liberty to translate one of the opening lines of Genesis as “The
Gods created’. Nye’s animosity was further fuelled by Allix ‘out-
ing” him in print as the author of The BriefHistory o fthe Unitarians,
an accusation that Nye rather lamely rejected/

sStephen Nyc, The Doctrine oftiie Holy Trinity and dieM anna o four Saoiour’s Divinity;As they
Are Held m the Cotholk Church, and the Church o fEngland (London: Bel, 1701!. i'br Nye’s
accusation oftritheism ap,aisisi Allix, see pp. 5 -7; for Nye’sdisingenuous déniaio fprevious
authorship, see pp. 165-6.
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Nye had obviously taken account of the controversies of the
last decade. His views had been modified in a more orthodox
direction and the book reveals a mind now acutely aware of the
grammar of trinitarian discourse. In it he stated diat although
God is numerically one there is 'a modal Distinction in God; that
thereupon he is called, and is three Persons: not in the ordinary
and vulgar sense, of the term Persons; but in the Theological’.
The bulk of the subsequent letters attempted to expand and
explain what, this ‘theological’sense ofperson might mean.4

Conceding that the nature of tills modal distinction can be
expounded with some latitude (citing the mind-based analogies of
Augustine and the puritan Baxter as examples), Nye proceeded to
expound his own understanding of the nature of this distinction
in the Godhead. The firstpoint to grasp isthat all language in this
area is of necessity analogical: When w2 say, the Trinity is a
Mystery, ‘lis because. Father, Son. and Spirit, aie nothere understood
in the vulgar and ordinary sense: and neither is the term Persons.
Persons. Father, Spirit, Generation, Procession, Spiration. Begotten, in the
Divinity, are so called: as was before said, only by Analogy {or
remote likeness) to tilings natural, and by condescension to the Human
Understanding.”” This analogical speech marks a relevant and
important difference in talking of God as ‘three persons’ as con-
trasted with three human persons. In nature persons differ in sub-
stance, will and mind, in God the difference of persons is not of
this order but rather las a Mind and its Acts’. The classic Augus-
tinian analogy'isclearly at. work here,but so too is a desire to reject
anything that would smack of Sherlock’s proposition that there
are three infinite minds in the Godhead. Nye explicitly rejects the
Sherlockian language, arguing that wc can say that each person is
God but certainly must not say that each person is ‘a God' as
Sherlock had iinfori.unat.cly done. Nyc provides a lexicon that,
examines the terms of trinitarian discourse — ‘acts’, ‘properties’,
‘idioms’, ‘characters’, ‘notes’, ‘notions’, ‘ideas’, ‘relations’, ‘modes’,
‘subsistences’, ‘personalities’, ‘persons’, ‘essence’, ‘substance’ and
‘trinity” — and how these terms are appropriated to the divine
persons.6

1Nyc, Doctrine® p. 18.
iINvr. Dfldrtns. pp. 21-2.
"Nyc. Doctrine, p. 20; see pp. 24-7 for the lexicon.
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Some may objcct lhai this is a peculiar use ofwords and, espe-
cially in regard to the word ‘person*, simply illegitimate. Nye
counters that every art and science adapts words and has its own
peculiar use of terms, arid that consequently theology isjustified
in doing the same. ‘Person’ and ‘relation’ when used of God are
‘artificial Terms; and therefore have a peculiar meaning in The-
ology ... PERSON, in common specch and use, is a particular
Being distinct from all other Beings; and that hath sundry Proper-
ties or Modes belonging to it: But in the Science of Theology;
when we speak of God, it is only a mode or Property; as such
Mode is considered together with the Divine Essence, Godhead,
or God.’7

Nyc, exhibiting a keen eye for grammar, noted that God is
sometimes spoken of as a person for instance, blasphemy is
seen as a sin against the person of God — but this isspeaking in a
vulgar, non-exact sense. When we wish to speak with theological
exactitude wc speak of God as ‘three persons’. Hence itisimport-
ant that we pay close attention to the context in which a statement
isuttered ifwe are to interpret it correctly for ‘there are two very
diilcrent significations ofthe term Persons; the Theological and the
Vulgar: so in speaking of God, we sometimes call him a Person.
sometimes three Persons. Nye saw' the error of the Racovian Cat-
echism laying in ignorance of this subtle but highly important
nuance. One meaning ofthe word ‘person’may well be ‘an intel-
ligent essence’, but it is wrong to construe the doctrine of the
Trinity as saying there are three infinite intelligent essences in the
Godhead.”

Despite his public adoption of trinitarian language and gram-
mar, one is leftwith lingering doubtsabout Nye’s orthodoxy. In his
zeal to repudiate tritheism has he not perhaps strayed into Sabel-
lianism? If ‘person’ when used ol' God is ‘only a mode’, what
exactly is the status of such persons? Given his previous approba-
tion ol* Wallis for using the language of modes in his explication
ofthe mystery, and Nye’s claim that such a position was very close
to that of the Unitarians, we are justified in questioning how' full-
blooded Nye's own understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity

; Nye, Doctmtf, pp. 33-4.

> Nyc. Doctrine, p. 151. See pp. 103-7 forcomments on the Racovian Catechism, Other
authors too will allow the usage of’ (Joel a? 'a person’, as we shall see laicr. Given the
circumstances, Nye’s caution scornsexemplary.



174 J Ice and Hot Disputes9

was. Nye denied that he was reviving Sabcllianism by arguing that
this heresy proposes that the difference in the Godhead is only the
result ofexternal relations to creatures, whereas the Catholic view
insists on the internal reality ofthe modal relations. The former
position denies any real relations within the Godhead, the latter
position insists that the external relations found in the economy of
salvation are, as it were, reflections ofthe inner dynamic ofthe life
of God. But despite such protested orthodoxy his text is not
replete with instance or illustration ofrelations between the divine
persons. To say that a divine person is ‘only a mode' seems to
detract from the reality of the distinction between the three per-
sons — by speaking of Father, Son and Spiritwe are speaking of
more than merely modes of the Godhead."

Nye’s book stands out against a backdrop ofseveral other con-
temporary works that lack the acute perception ofthe complexity
of the issues under investigation. TTiesc writings share a common
concern with the perceived menace of Socinianism, unitarianism
and other related errors. In an age that was almost neurotically
conscious ofthe damage inflicted on civil society by disputesin the
religious sphere, such threats were not lightly dismissed. An attack
on doctrine could well I>c the prelude to an attack on the founda-
tions ofthe social order. It is easy, perhaps too easy, to construe an
attack on the Trinity in religion as an attack on a trinity in politics.
I voice this caution because it isby no means clear which social or
political trinity should be taken as the dominant analogy.J. C. D.
Clark sees the attack on the religious doctrine as in part an attack
on the trinity o f‘Church--King—Parliament’. But similar trinities
were constructed with different components: lor instance, ‘King—
Lords-Commons’, or the three Kingdoms of England, Scotland
and Ireland. The safer conclusion is that an attack on the Trinity
was an attack on the established order in religion, which could
be the prelude to an attack on the established civil order.10The
published defences of the doctrine of the Trinity often pose as
comments on the controversies of the 1690s. In general they are
content to dismiss rather than engage the questions and difficulties
raised during that decade.

a Nyc., Doctrine, p. 162.
”J. C. D. Clark, EngUsh Society IBf8 1832 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
1985),p. 277.
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An Essay towards showing the Reasonableness o f the Doctrine, of the
Trinity, by Erasmus Warren, is typical of the rather superficial
nature of this genre. Warren assumes rather than argues the truth
of the trinitarian position. His explicit target are Unitarians who
argue that there is but ‘one PERSON in the GOD-HEAD’ and
decry trinitarianism as contrary to reason. Warren claims that the
converse is true. Whereas Nyc sought to discern how the One
could be three, Warren assumes the reality of three persons and
then proceeds to ask in what sense these three are One. Accord-
ing to Warren, the common analogies based on ‘Mind’ and the
Wallisian cube start in the wrong place because they presume the
divine unity and then proceed to the divine Trinity. The starting
point for reflection should be the divine trinity. One must accept
that God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit as this is plain in Scrip-
ture, which teaches that God simply is three persons. If the Son
and the Spirit were annihilated then there would be no God.
Created likenesses of the relationship of perickoresis (the mutual
interpenetration ofthe three divine persons), which is natural and
essential to the Godhead, are difficult to lind, a claim that Warren
unwittingly confirms when he finds the closest similitude in the
interpenetration ofangels! This ‘threeness?ofthe Godhead shows
its vitality and feeundky, but lie is keen to stress that although we
know that God is a Trinity we do not know how God is a Trinity.
Such a limitation should not worry us as it isnot peculiar to this
doctrine alone. Warren affirms, that although there are undoubt-
edly three persons in the Godhead, these persons are not quite the
same as human persons: ‘between them and us is this Difference;
that they are three PERSONS by different Modes of Subsisting,
and we by virtue of particular Essencesappropriate to our respect-
ive Beings’. 1l

Charles Leslie (1650 1722), an ardentJacobite and Nonjuror,
provided a survey of recent Socinian tracts. In six dialogues
between ‘Socinian’ and ‘Christian* he soughtto argue a Unitarian
converted by the BriefHistory back to trinitarian orthodoxy In the
first he admitted the superficial plausability of the Socinian case,
butpressed for a deeper investigation ofthe way inwhich ‘person’

N Erasmus Warren, An Essay towards ShoiiArig the Reastmablenax njthe Dwtrmr. njthr Tnmty
{l,ondon: 1709}, p. 1lii, and see pp. 4. (j. 31. Twentyyears later Hawarden would use the
argumentalioul annihilation againstClarke with grrat rifi-ct.
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could be used in ordinary speech and should be used in theology.
The persons of the Trinity arc not to be seen as faculties of the
Godhead. They are called ‘persons’ because they have personal
actions attributed to them. They are eternal and equal. Leslie
provided several illustrations to illuminate his case but he was
insistent that diese natural illustrations should not be taken as
parallels in the incomprehensible God.K In the fourth dialogue
Leslie sought to draw out the implicit trmitarianism ofthe Apos-
tle's Creed against those who wanted to use itsapparent reticence
as a means ofestablishingcommon ground to which both trinitar-
ian and unitarian could subscribe: 'God is named at first as a
Nature or Species .,. then the several Persons follow in their
Order’.13 Speaking from the position of one whose refusal to
accept the legitimacy of the Glorious Revolution had cost him
dearly Leslie also dismissed Socinian claims ofpersecution. They
had ‘long had a meeting house in Cutler's Hall' and their toler-
ation was a matter offactifnotoflaw 4

The Queen'sMajesty . . . the M ost Apposite Emblem.

The continuing focus provided by the word ‘person’and disputes
about its legitimate usage surface again and again in works ofthis
period, in many cases previous arguments were simply rehashed
and served up again, but a book appeared in 1710 that was far
more suigeneris. The Tractotus Pkifosophko-Theologicus (L- Persona or; A
Treatise o fthe Word Person is the product of a forensic investigation
of the doctrine ofthe Trinity by the lawyerJohn Clendon.55The
book is a testimony to the continuing popular interest in the con-
troversies of the previous decade, and Clendon’s concerns aie
those of many of his contemporaries. He was very' suspicious of
those whose positions seem to verge or fall into tritheism. On
occasion this fear affected his judgement quite badly; few others
could have lumped both Sherlock and South together as tritheists!

12 Charles Leslie, The Socinian Controversy Discuss'd (I.ondon: 17118), set* Pan I, pp. 1, G,
10 11, 16.
> Leslie, The Sociman Controversy Discuss'd, Part IV. p. 11.
< Leslie, The Socinian Controversy Discuss'd. I*.rt V1, p. 40.
John Clcndort, Traclatasphilasophku-thmlogiw de persona or, A Treatise o f the Word 1*emn
(London: 1710).
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He was suspicious about the effects ou Christian faith of phil-
osophy in general and university scholasticism in particular. And,
as the title of the work clearly shows, Clendon believed that the
word ‘person’was at the heart of many ofthe problems surround-
ing the doctrine of the Trinity. He intended his work as a defence
of the Blasphemy Act of 1698, of which he was inordinately full
of praise, viewing it as the benchmark against which all trinitarian
schema were to be judged. He was well aware Ihat others did not.
share his admiration, and his book aimed to refute those ‘scanty
scriblers' who threatened the peace wrought by William’sact."1

One of the ‘scanty scriblers’ cited was Charles Leslie, who had
smeared Archbishop Tillotson as a secret Socinian sympathizer
because of his long friendship with the Unitarian merchant
Finnin. The charge was undoubtedly motivated more by the fact
that Tillotson had accepted the see of Canterbury' when his pre-
decessor. William Bancroft, was deposed as a ‘Nonjuror for his
refusal to recognize William Il as king, than any properly theo-
logical concerns. IfNye had lumped Tillotson with the 'Realists’
then Clendon was astounded by the realism of Leslie's exposition
of the doctrine ol' the Trinity. Commenting on Socmamsm
Discuss'd, he expresses his disgust:

God is named first as a nature or Species to Individuals. 1
believe in God. Then (says he) ‘the several Persons follow in
their Order, the Father, the Son. and the Holy Ghost.” Now
what plainer and more impudent Tritheism than this can be
asserted by Man? That God signifies the Divine Nature, or
species of Deity, and that the three Persons, the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost are Three individualsunder that Nature or
Species? Surely nothing can be more? '

Despite his express desire to stick solely to the language of the
Scriptures Clendon found himself driven into extra-scriptural
terms. He speaks of the persons ofthe Trinity as ‘manifestations’
ofthe Godhead in the acts ofcreation, redemption and sanctifica-
tion. 'This original understanding was corrupted by Alexandrian
innovations, which introduced Platonizing conceptions of a trinity

' Clendon, To iheReader’, in Tractants, not paginated.
Clrndon, To the Reader’.
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of hypostases, a perversion that was exacerbated and further
corrupted by the work ofthe Schoolmen. “

Glendon’s own account of the Trinity seems based solely on
external, economic considerations: how the three persons "show'
themselves in the history of salvation. There is no discussion of
the possibility of these ‘showings’ revealing anything about the
reality ofthe immanent Godhead. His accounto f‘person7Ilsrem-
iniscent of Hobbes. A man can bear several persons in himself,
and Clendon cites Cicero, as Hobbes had done before him, as
backing for his view. Some usages of 'person’demand numerical
distinction, other usages rely on numerical identity. For instance,
Peter, James and John are three numerically distinct persons,
whereas Peter can be legitimately called three persons in that he
can be described as wise, learned and religious. Clendon illus-
trated this latter case with dreadful sycophancy: ‘1 do think the
Queen’s Majesty, with respect to her three Kingdoms, to be the
most apposite Emblem of the Personal Triplicity in the Divine
Unity. She is in each respect a particular Person, and yet in every
respect she isone and the same Roy*al Essence.’19

Clendon vehemently opposed those he labelled ‘three hypos-
tases men’. One of the worst offenders, to Glendon’s mind, had
been Samuel Hill, a bit player in the conflict of the previous
decade. Hill’s Vindication of 1695, Clendon feared, had created
three immanent hypostases of Mind, Reason, and Spirit who
seemed then to take on the ‘personalities’ of Father, Son and
Spirit in the economic order. Instead of starting with the eco-
nomically revealed Father, Son and Spiritwho are subsequently
called ‘persons’, Clendon alleged that Hill, and others of his
tendency; started with the concept of three divine persons and
then tried to fit the economy of salvation to this preconceived
schema. He saw the root problem here resting in the belief that
‘every Person is a Particular essence or being of itself; which will
never do as to the Persons in the Divine Trinity’. And in (his he
is surely right: neither logically nor practically do wc stari by
believing in three divine persons and then look for those persons
in the scriptural record. Rather, beginning with the scriptural
record, we find there revealed three who are Father, Son and

IBClendon, ‘Dedication’, in 'fm tahts,not jrajjinatrd.
inClendon, ‘Rpistle Dedicatory’, in litutotus,not paginated, and see pp. 1.0—16.
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Holy Spirit, and subsequently call them ‘persons’ for want of a
better name.D

Thus the starting point oftrinitarian reflection for Clendon was
the opposite pole from where Warren had begun his investigation;
wc first know the divine unity and then try to understand the
divine Trinity: ‘God is one in the strictest sense of Unity; and the
Persons in the trinity must be so construed as to be consistent with
this unity’. In Clendon’sschema a ‘person’seems to be little more
than an external manifestation of God. [n some ways both his
language and his examples seem to rely on the ancient under-
standing ofpersona first used by Tertullian with its connotations of
‘mask’, or better, ‘role’. The same tendency in interpretation is
clearly present in Hobbes, and there is little in Clendon’s book
that leads to the conclusion (hat within the Godhead itself there is
distinction. The fears of readers alarmed by such an absence of
the immanent Trinity are hardly assuaged by the partial rehabili-
tation of Sabellius, who is described as ‘not so foul a heretic’.
According to Clendon, ‘person’ can mean either ‘a particular
Intelligent Being; or an office, Character, or some such complex
Notion applicable to such a Being’. When used ofthe Trinity he
had no doubt that it was the latter sense that should be under-
stood, and the wav in which he conceives the distinctions between
the divine persons appears to be largely dependent upon the
human perceiver; for instance, when wc think ofGod as ‘Creator’
we cannot be thinking of him as ‘Redeemer’. That the influence
of Locke is at work here is shown by Clendon’s claim that the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit include the whole idea of ‘God’ and
some other ideas besides. Personal distinction in the deity thus
seems to be depicted as extrinsical to Ehe divine nature and reliant
on the combination ofideas flowing from office and character. In
Clendon’s schema we know that God appears as a trinity of per-
sons, but we seem to have no way of knowing whether this
appearance isgenerated by an underlying reality2'

Clendon and others were obviously concerned about the dis-
ruption that would be caused in Church and state ifthe disputes
ofthe 1690sbroke out again. Their fears were soon to be realized.
Some ofthe controversialists in this new' storm were to agree that

Clendon,p. 139. Fciritir discussion of Hilt, sw-pp. 124 32.
Cfcndon’ pp. 159,218. Seepp. 189,220-1.
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God was one and that the Trinity were three persons; what they
denied was that those persons were coequal and consubstantial.

Primitive Christianity

It still comcs as a surprise to some people to realize that Sir Tsaac
Newton (1642 1727) was as interested in theology as he was in
science. Now that many of Newton’s working notes and manu-
scripts have been published or made available to scholars the
extent of his interest is clear to see. In 1667 Newton was elcctcd a
Fellow' of Trinity College, Cambridge. In order to retain his fel-
lowship custom dictated that he should be ordained as a priest of
the Church of England. In the event a royal dispensation freed
him of this obligation, but during the early 1670s Newton had
begun an extensive study of the Scriptures, the early Fathers, and
theology By 1672 he had become convinced that the prevailing
trinitarian doctrine of three cocqual persons was not the leaching
of the Scriptures or the early Church. Trinitarianism was not the
Ur-religion that Cudworth held it to be; on the contrary the doc-
trine of the Trinity was a fraud perpetrated by Athanasius and a
corruption of the original Apostolic preaching. The conclusion
chimed in well with Newton’s conviction that the essence of God
lay in dominion, which he ascribed to the Father alone. At one
stage Newton wTote two letters expressing these convictions to
John Lockc foranonymous publication byJean LeClerc, a leading
Dutch Remonstrant theologian who advocated the unfettered use
of reason in matters of religion. At the last moment Newton
panicked and withdrew- his permission for publication and made
no publiccomment on ihe doctrine for the rest of his life. Howrfar
Newton was further influenced by the studies and conclusions of
ihe unitarian propogandisis of the 1690s and how far he directly
influenced them is beyond the scope of this book. W hat we will
examine though arc the writings and fate of two of his “disciples’,
William Whiston and Samuel Clark.22

a*This paragraph is heavily indebted to articles in James Force and Richard Popkin,
Essays w the Context..Nature and Influence o flsaacNewton's Theology (Dordrccht: Kluwer, 1990).
The correspondence with Lockc can be found in Isaac Newton, '‘Notable Corruptions of
Script-.ire' in Isaac Newton, The Correspondence o flsaacNavton (cd. W. H. Turnbull, 7 vols.;
(Cambridge: Cambridge Uuivx*iStly Pirss, 1959-77),H I, pp. 83-122-
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There can be lew mathematicians who have lost their positions
because of heresy, but this was the fate that befell William Whis-
ton, Newton's successor as Lucasian Professor ai Cambridge, in
1710. One modern historian captures the man well: ‘William
Whiston (1667—1752) was an eccentric, a perennial Cambridge
type, ofimmense and many-sided learning, combined with feeble
judgment, and complete faith in his own opinions’.23 Whiston
explicitly revived and propagated a form of Eusebianism, a heresy
similar to Arianism in subordinating the Son to the Father but
differing from itin denying that there was a time when the Son did
not exist. This he took to be the true doctrine ofthe early centur-
ies, a fact shown by the tide of his four-volume work. Primitive
Christianity Reviv'd, published a year after his deprivation. Like sev-
eral other contemporaries, including Newton, Milton and Locke,
Whiston's protracted investigation ofthe Trinity prompted by the
controversies of the previous decade had convinced him that the
‘Athanasian’ understanding of the doctrine, with its talk of three
coequal persons, was a corruption of early Christianity. The Ref-
ormation process begun two hundred years before would only be
complete when this last relic of Popery, the consubstantial Trinity,
was removed. Then, and only then, would the original, pristine,
authentic doctrine of Christ and his Apostles prevail.2l

His espousal of Eusebianism rested largely on his reading of
The Apostolical Constitutions, a work he took to be an authentic first-
century document, and which he became convinced was the apex
ofthe New' Testament canon and to be treated as such. From his
reading of The Apostolical Constitutions W histon concluded that the
Father alone was ‘God’ in the proper sense, and alone worthy of
worship. He proceeded to draw up 21 propositions, which he
hoped exhibited the true faith of the Church of the first two
centuries in regard to the Trinity and Incarnation.25 T he prevail-
ing trinitarian orthodoxy of three coequal persons was in fact a

h Gordon Rupp, Religion m England 160S 1791 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1906),
p. 249.

MW illiam W histon, Pnmilivf Chrvliamly Rmvd (4- vols.; London: 1711). Volume. | con*
tains W liiston’s self-dcfcncc; volume 2, the Greek of (he Apostolic G mfitutivns and his
translation; volume 3, an essay purporting to show this work is she mostsacred canonical
book or the New Testament; volume 4. a reconstruction «if the faith of the first twit
centuriesdrawn from these augmented Scriptures, presented iri prepositional form.

=JThese propositions can be found in volume 4. See propositions 22 and 23 for the
nature of the distinction and unity ofthe Father,Son and Spirit.
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corruption of Athanasius, for VVhiston, the Father, Son and Holy
Ghostare beingsand persons, really and numerically distinct from
each other, although not entirely separable* The Sun is subordin-
ate to the Father, and the Spirit to both. Hence the reality and
plurality of the persons is maintained but the unity of the God-
head resides solely in the Father’s monarchy. VVhiston felt obliged
to adapt the Liturgy of the Prayer Book to reflect this subordina-
tionism accordingly, aswe saw in the first chapter. For his pains he
was deleted to the Bishop of Ely; and eventually, after proceedings
in convocation at Cambridge, he was deprived of his chair for
heresy on 31 October 1710. His writings only escaped formal
condemnation by the convocation at Canterbury by the
reluctance ofQueen Anne to give the Royal Assentto a motion of
censure. Whiston was lo die outside the established Church in
1752, having become a member of the General Baptists, who
were more tolerant of his views.*’

W histon’s writings exhibited many of the beliefs, worries and
hopes to be found in the: more radically Protestant wing of the
Church of England during tills period. He wasnotalone in believ-
ing that the Reformation needed completion, and there were
others, as wc have seen, who sought to purge the Church ofwhat
they considered to be the last and greatest error ofall: the Athana-
sian doctrine of the Trinity. Whiston was convinced that until this
corruption were purged, the Reformation was incomplete.*" If
Scripture alone was to be the rule of faith (in a canon augmented
by The. Apostolic Constitutions), then creeds, councils and convoca-
tions were of little interest to the biblical Christian. Indeed in
W histon’s view general councils had proved themselves ‘the grand
engine ofthe Devil’.28

Despite his obvious integrity, learning and the suffering that the
synthesis of these two qualities was to bring him, Whiston had
little impactupon the theological debates ofhis day; and his views
were sufficiently outré to be self-marginalizing. He was, however,
an important Straw in the wind. Whiston’s concerns, and his
desire to return to ‘Primitive Christianity’, were shared by others.
The debates of the 1690s had been prematurely closed, and the

K W histon'sownaccount of hisremoval isgivenat |, pp. cxxxvii ft.
A W histon, I, p. xxxi.
IBWhiaon, Appendix,IV.p.20.
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doctrine of the Trinity, its truth, status and meaning, remained a
contentious issue on the theological agenda. Among W histon’s
circle of* close friends was the Rector of St James’, Piccadilly,
Samuel Clarke. His writing was to prove far more dangerous to
the unstable and uneasy truce readied by die end ofthe previous
decade, as we shall now see.2"

Anus redivivus

Samuel Clarke was one of the leading figures of his age. A pro-
digious classical scholar in his youth, tie had become keenly inter-
ested in ‘the new science’ while at Cambridge. Friendship with
Newton followed, and a very promising career in the established
Church beckoned. Clarke was highly regarded as a theologian
and, after Txx:ke’s death, was acclaimed as the leading metaphys-
ician in England. His two sets ofBoyle Lectures, delivered in 1704
and 1705, wrere hailed as a masterly synthesis of theology' and
science, an apologetic tour de force. T o this day his exchanges with
the German philosopher Leibniz are read by students of phil-
osophy. Tn 1709 he became Rector of the prestigious living of St
James’, Piccadilly. His three predecessors were all translated to
bishoprics, and two, Tenison and Wake, became Archbishops of
Canterbury. Clarke was undoubtedly in line for a mitre himself
and may well have become yet another successor to St Augustine
if his reflections on the doctrine of the Trinity had not destroyed
his chances completely.3

In 1712, after several years researching texts and studying the
controversies of the 1690s, Clarke published The Scripture Doctrine
ofthe Trinity. The work was a masterpiece of method, and the title
gives a clear indication of intention: to discover and outline the

71 A very sympathetic study of VVhiston can be found in Maurice Wiles, Archetypical
Heresy:Arianism through the Centuries (O xford: O xford University Press, 19%), see pp. 93-110
tor W histon’s friendship with Newton and Clarke.

1</1 have used throughout Samuel Clarke, The Works o fSamuel Clarke (-1 vols.; London:
1738). The Claike-Leibni/. exchange can lie found in volume 4. The accolade o f‘leading
metaphysician’is given in the DNB. For biographical details | have ufedJ. P Ferguson, An
Eighteenth Century Heretic: Dr. Samuel Clarke (Kindon: The. Roundwood Prrss, 1976). Set*
Thomas Pfizenmaicr, The Trinitarian 'Theologyo fDr. Samuel Clarke (I-eiden: Brill, 1997), for a
very sympathetic, study of Clarke. The relationship between Clarke and Newton is dis-
cussed in chapter 1.
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Scripture doctrine of ihe Trinity. The ‘Introduction* to the book
reaffirmed many of the commonplaces we have discovered else-
where: from the fourth century onwards philosophical speculation
and ‘metaphysical uncertainties' have been intruded into the
Christian religion; this process of corruption reached its nadir in
the writings of the scholastics; the Reformation represented a
concerted attempt to recover the true meaning of the Scriptures
and sought to remove the unwarranted accretions of ihe previous
millennium; whatever Christ taught and whatever the apostles
preached, that and that alone isto be accepted as the rule offaith;
the Bible alone is the rule of faith for the Protestant, and there can
be no appeal to tradition or authority. Clarice applies this last
maxim with rigour: we should not ‘read’ Scripture through die
creeds, but rather ‘read’ the creeds through Scripture. This
refocusing isnecessary because words shift their meaning and thus
the creeds need reinterpretation to make them reflectthe leaching
of Scripture. (That such a shift ofmeaning might occur in regard
to the Scriptures too was unthinkable to Clarke and most of his
contemporaries. In an age in which biblical criticism was embry-
onic, the assumption that the Scripturcs were literally inspired and
thus preserved from any error was still quite tenable.) The good
Protestant could go to his Bible and find there the fullness of the
teaching of Jesus against which alL subsequent developments

could bejudged.3
Clarke also emphasized the importance of the use ofreason in
interpreting the Scriptures. One could only accept as part ofthe
deposit of revelation what one was reasonably convinced was
actually part of it. Ifone could not accept that a putative article
of faith was to be found in the Scriptures then one ought not to
acceptit. Obedience to an external authority alone, however pres-
tigious, could not take the place of the probative force ofreason.
Quotes from Fathers and councils could be used for illustration,
they should not be appealed to as means ofsettling the interpret-
ation ofa disputed text or point. One simply has to see for oneself
that an article of faith is indeed such: it is ‘the Duty, and in the
Power, of every particular Christian [with] Helps and assistances
to understand for himself, whatever is necessary for his own

51 The SfripCiaf Dwlriru is found in volume 4 of The. Works. For the corruption of the
original deposit, see p. iv. Fiji-questions about interpretation, sec pp. x-xii.
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salvation'. Clarke reminded his readers of Ghillingworth and
Tillotson’semphasis on the essential part played by reason. ~

Clarke rejected the traditional ‘scholastic' language used of the
Trinity, termssuch as ‘nature’, ‘essence’, ‘substance’, ‘subsistence’.
He retained only language that he labelled ‘property theological’.
Such proper language, he believed, referred to the distinct powers
and offices of each of the three persons, and their respective
honour. The true Scripture doctrine, according to Clarke, lay
between the extremes of tritheism and Socinianism, and Clarke
concluded by challenging his critics to show where he is wrong
from Scripture alone.si

Clarke’s methodology and erudition were impressive. The book
was comprised of three sections: 1, 251 texts gleaned from the
New Testament relating to the Trinity (Part I); 55 propositions
based on these texts (FartI1); and principle passages ofthe Frayer
Book relating to the Trinity (Part 111). To provide a focus for our
examination | will focus attention on the parts of this work that
deal with ‘person’arid its usage, as this is the main issue discussed
by our previous authors.

Part 1 of The Scripture Doctrine was divided into four sections:
those that, spoke of God the Father, those that spoke of God the
Son, those that spoke ofthe Holy Spirit of God, and finally those
which spoke ofall three. From the outset the subheadings ofeach
investigation betrayed the trajectory along which Clarke had trav-
elled in his investigation. Those concerning the Father bear titles
that stress his pre-eminence and singular claim to be styled
‘supreme Cod’. Those concerning the Son open with passages
where he Is ‘supposedly’ called God. Those concerning the Holy
Spirit stress passages that show the Spirit’s subordination to
Father and Son. %

The treatment of the 1, 251 texts is thorough but atomistic;
phrases and sentences are cited with little regard for their context.
W hilst this sort of approach was characteristic of the treatment
of Scripture in general, the: degree of atomism is a reflection
of the influence of the ‘new science’, an influence found in the

'2Clarke, The Saiptvn Dvc/nnt, p. viii. For Tilloison. Ghillingworth and Stillingfleet, see
pp. v~vi.

" Sec Clarke. The SciiptunDoctrine,pp. xii-Xiii.

MSec Clarke, The Sctiptun Doctrine, The Contents’ pages.
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philosophical thought of Hobbes and Locke. Throughout this
textual examination, and in subsequent exchanges, Clarke insisted
that the word ‘person’signifies, and is equivalent to, ‘an intelligent
agent/. Clarke sticks to the intentions declared in his ‘Introduc-
tion” of examining the offices and powers of cach person of the
Trinity, 1 Te acknowledged that each is a ‘person’and that cach is
pre-existent to the universe. He based liimselfsolely on the eco-
nomic Trinity presented in the Scriptures and excluded any
speculation about the inner life ofthe Godhead. From this purely
economic examination he derived highly contentious proposi-
tions. Clarke concludes his perusal of the 1, 251 texts by claiming
that 'from all these Passages, it appears beyond Contradiction,
that the Words “God” and “the Father”, not “God” and “the
Three Persons” arc always used in Scripture as synonymous
Terms’.

Clarke proceeded to develop the implications ofsuch a claim in
55 propositions, all ofwhich arc cross-rcfcrecnced back to the texts
themselves. The substance of Clarke’s thesis, and the preconcep-
tions underlying it, are contained in his first proposition.%

Proposition I. There is One Supreme Cause and Original of
Tilings; One simple, uncompoundcd, undivided, intelligent
Agent, or Person; who isthe Alone Author ofall Being, and the
Fountain ofall Power ... For Intelligent Agent, is the proper and
adequate Definition ofthe Word, Person; nor can it otherwise be
understood with any distinct Sense or meaning at all.37

Having attempted to demonstrate in his Boyle lectures the ration-
ality of beliefin God, Clarke was keen to stress that this God was
not the remote entity of recent deist speculation but rather the
‘personallGod of Christian faith. The influence of Locke in the
definition of‘person’in terms of‘intelligent agenfisapparent, and

" Clarke, The Scripture Doctrine, p. 121. It isinitresting lo note «hat Karl Rahner agrees
with Clarke’s exegesis although notwith the theological conclusions to bedrawn;see ‘Theos
in the New Testament’, in Karl Rahner 7twlogm | Investigations (tr. Kevin Smyth; T-ondon:
Darton, Longman & Todd, 1965), 1.

w | have eonccntratcd on the propositions as more useful to our investigation than the
textual examination itself. 1fone wants to see examples of Clarke’s discussion of person
and itsproprrapplication to the G«dhrad thrn the te-x.s examined on pp. I, ®.55, 104, 117
should he ofhelp. Clarke, as one would expect, rejects thejohanmne Comma, p. 121.

3? Clarke, T t Scripture Doctrine,p. 122.
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the prevalent discounting of any other than univocal usage of
language is also clear in the qualificatory ‘distinct’, which effect-
ively rules out any other definition. However, to assume then that
this God could only be one ‘person’ was a logical shuffle that
many of Clarke’s contemporaries were not to allow.

The restriction of trinitarian consideration to the economic
sphere alone is starkly asserted in the fourth proposition:

Proposition TV W hat the proper Metaphysical Nature, Essence,
or Substance ofany ofthese divine Persons is, the scripture has
no where all declared; but describes and distinguishes them
always, by their PERSONAL Characters, Offices, Powers and
Attributes. .. All Reasoningstherefore, (beyond whatis strictly
demonstrable by the most evident and undeniable Light of
Nature,) deduced from their supposed metaphysical Nature,
Essence or Substance, instead of their PERSONAL Char-
acters, Offices, Powersand Attributes delivered in scripture; are
uncertain and at best probable Hypotheses.38

The desire to rid Christian reflection of w'hat wras considered the
illegitimate importation of alien philosophical categories is mani-
fest. For Clarke, and others like him, true Protestantism should
speak only the language of ehe Scriptures. But, as we shall see,
some of Clarke’s critics were to accuse him ofinfidelity to his own
requirements in this regard. Moreover, the extra-scriptural lan-
guage used to express the doctrine of the Trinity is not simply
rejected as unscriptural, it was also deemed by Clarke to be
incomprehensible:

Proposition XVIII. The Schoolmen, (who, as an excellent
wTiter of our Church [Tillotson] expresses it, wrought great
parts of their Divinity out of their own Brains, as Spiders
do Cobwebs out of their own Bowels; starting a thousand
Subtilties --- which we may reasonably presume that they who
talk of them, did themselves never thoroughly understand;)
made This Matter also, as they did most Others, utterly
unintelligible.3

M Clark«, 7 he Scripture Doctrine,pp. 122- '5.
w Clarke, The Scripiii/fe Dwtrine, p. 147.
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The middle ground in religion as in politics is much sought-
after territory, and Clarke wished to depict his understanding as
the viamediabetween two extremes. He attempted to highlight the
hidden dangers of Sabellianism, which he feared were lurking in
some ofthe standard accounts ofthe Trinit)"

Proposition X X IIT. They who are not careful to maintain these
personal Characters and Distinctions, but, while they are solici-
tous, (on the one hand) to avoid the Errors ofthe Arians, affirm
(in the contrary extreme) the Son and Holy Spirit to be (indi-
vidually with the Father) the self-existent Being: These seeming
in Words to magnify the Name of the Son and Holy Spirit, in
reality take away their very Existence; and so fall unawares into
Sabellianism (which isthe same with Socinianism).40

Exegesis that argued that the entire Trinity should be implicitly
understood as the referent of the word ‘God’ in Scripture was
wholly unacceptable to Clarke. The word was singular and as
such referred to a single ‘person’;

Proposition XX X 111. The Word, God, in Scripture, never signi-
fies a complex Notion of more Persons (or Intelligent Agents)
[sir] than One; but always means One Person only, viz. Either
the Person ofthe Father singly, or the Person ofthe Son singly.4

Any honour due Christ is only on the basis of his role in the
economy of salvation. He is to be reverenced and worshipped
because ofhis mediatorial posiiion:

Proposition L. He [Christ] is described in scripture as invested
with distinct Worship in his Own Person [...] as the Alone
Mediator between God and men.22

Proposition Li. 'Phis Honour |... is] not upon Account ofhis
metaphysical Essence or Substance, and abstract Attributes; but
of his Actions and Attributes relative to Us; his Condescension
.. . hisRedeeming, and Interceding for, us.4*

w Clarke, The Scripture Doctrine, p. 149.
" Clarke, The ScriptureDoctrine, p. 155.
““Clarke, The ScriptureDoctrine, p. 187.
" Clarke, The Scripture Doctrine, p. 18!).
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The last proposition isvirtually a slogan for his entire position:

Proposition 1.V God in Scripture-language, docs not signify the
Trinity, but die First Person ofthe Trinity.4*

If this were true then a whole tradition of exegesis had been
successfully undermined, and die claim that the doctrine of the
Trinity was scripturally based would be no longer tenable.

Before we proceed to examine some ofthe criticalcontemporary
responses to ITie Scripture Doctrine, we could benefit from pausing to
lake stock of Clarke’s position in regard to the doctrine of the
Trinity. It should be noted that while this study has ibcused on
Clarke's understanding of the usage of the word ‘person*® in this
context, many other issues are, and were, raised in response.%

The delineation, which Clarke thought f proper and adequate
definition’, of‘person’as ‘intelligent agent’reveals a similar shiftin
understanding ofthe word as wc found epitomized, ifnot originat-
ing, in liOcke’s reflections. A ‘person’isno longer seen primarily as
an intelligent substancebut as an intelligent agent. Such a conception
was more dynamic, and may well reflect the growing importance
of motion as one of the key concepts in physics. Given such an
understanding, Clarke clearly believed that trying to hold to the
traditional formula of three persons and one God verged on the
unintelligible: if three persons are conceived as three intelligent
agents they cannot be the one intelligent agent that he believed the
Scriptures depicted asthe supreme God. By insistingthat his defin-
ition is sufficient Clarke insisted upon a univocity of use, which
precluded any analogical use o f‘person’ in speaking ofthe Trinity.
(This assumption of*univocity provided a focus for the attack of
several opponents.) There isno awareness, asthere isin Augustine,
that ‘person’ is the least worst option, the best stab at language in

44 Clarke, The Scripture Doctrine, p. 191.

J' liiere aie several studies of Clarke’s theological position. That of Pfizchmaicr focuses
on The Scripture Doctrine, which claims that Clarkewas notso much Arian as Eu&ebian — a
judgement made by some of Clarke's contemporaries such as the Jesuit flawardcn, the
essential différence being that Eusebius and Clarke did nor believe the Arian claim that
‘there was a lime when He (Christ) was not'. Clarke seems to have believed that the Son
existed from all eternity but subordinately. There are several points that would repay
carcful study: ihe influence of Newton and the ‘new physics’; questions surrounding bib-
lical inspiration and interpretation; Clarke’sdeparture from previous Anglicanunderstand-
ings of ihc nature of Protestantism, especially in regard to the part played by Creeds and
Fathers, to cite but three.
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an area in whichwe are all at sea. Instead of finding a word Ihat it
isjust about possible to use ofthe ‘three* revealed in the Scriptures.
Clarke proceeds from a strict definition of ‘person’ to consider-
ations of its proper application to the Deity. Clarke did not think,
as some had done before hin), that some of the three cannot be
referred to as persons, neitherdid he degrade them to mere mani-
festations, nor did he reduce the Son and Spiritto creaturehood. It
is the claim lhat the three persons share equally in the divine
nature that he found totally unacceptable. The problem had
become not whether there are three persons in the Godhead, but
what these three persons arc, and how they relate to each other.
Clarke’s solution is a subordinationist schema, in which the
supreme God is the Father alone. Clarke’s stress on the monarchy
ofthe Father leads to the subordination and inequality ofthe Son
and Spirit. And in doing so, despite his initial disclaimers, Clarke
had drawn conclusions about the immanent. Trinity.

Equally Unscriptural

It continues to be a matter of conjecture whether Clarke was
naively innocent in putting forward his reflections, courageously
fighting for truth, or fatally overawed by his own ability. W hat is
certain is lhat a new storm broke during which his career was
sweptaway One ofhis firstopponents, the veteran polemicist and
vilifier of Locke, John Edwards, was in no doubt that Clarke’s
writings where part and parcel of an older debate. He fulminated
that Tt is now about Twenty Years since the Disputes concerning
the Trinity were started among us, occasioned by some Foreign
and English Socinians, who call’d themselves Unitarians ... Mr.
Whiston and Dr. Clarke, have reviv’d those Heretical Opinions.
With his usual charity Edwards rubbished Clarke’s scholarship,
claiming that his patristic quotes wyere stolen from the works of
Bull and Petavius. Clarke was little worried by such a spiteful
attack, but other adversaries wrere to be far more subtle, and a
flood ofcriticism flowed from their pens.4*

Edwards, SomeAmmadvmwnson I)/. Clarks StT/f/tlae DtCI/irU, (As ht Sttléiit) iffthé
Trinity (London: 1?12),p.5, and forallegationsoftheft,secp.4 1. Clarke repliedto some of
these critics, who replied in their turn. 1'hc sheer volume of the fiowrofcorrespondence
precludes a blow by blow account ofit, which would be tedious in any case. My sifting of
these pieces has beendone so (hatonlythe ‘wheat’relevant (o (his study is left.
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Although Clarke was attacked on several fronts, what follows
(houseson those who took issue with him for his understanding of
theword ‘person’. Most questioned Clarke’srestriction ofthe word
to a univocal use. Edward Wells (1667-1727), Rector of Coteshach,
Leicestershire, concentrated his tire on Clarke's ‘Introduction’,
chiding him for his neglect of the OIld Testament, mistaken
understanding ofthe way in which Scripture functioned as a rule
of faith, and denial ofthe authority ofthe Fathers, He could not
accept Clarke’s claim that the statement ‘thereare in the Godhead
Three Persons ofthe Same Individual Essence’ was a contradic-
tion, or above understanding. He insisted that Clarke was mistaken
about the nature of theological language, and wrong to deny its
analogical nature: ‘neither the word Individual, not yet the word
Person, when applied to the Three in the Deity, is to be taken in the
Same Sense, as when applied to Created Intelligent Beings’.47

These same concerns were cchoed in an anonymous pamphlet
written by Francis Gastrell, by now Bishop of Chester, and a
veteran of the controversies of the 1690s: ‘Intelligent Being and
Person are all along used by him as synonymous terms; so that
according to his scheme, the three divine Personsmust be three differ
entBeings, individually distinct from each other; and ... mustbe of
a different Nature. tool4*Having attacked his synonymous use of
‘person’ and ‘intelligent being’, Gastrell then protested against
Clarke’s equivocal use of the word ‘God’ in saying that the Son
and Spirit may be called ‘God” in some sense. In this he parts
company both from the Socinians, who thought ‘God” applicable
only to the Father, and from the orthodox who apply the word
unequivocally to Father, Son and Spirit. The modern Arian
equivocated applying ‘God’ in one way to the Father and in
another to the Son and Spirit.? Finally' Gastrell punctured
Clarke's rhetoric about the use ofscriptural language. While he
may have avoided scholasticjargon, Gastrell argued that Clarke’s
hypotheses were couched in ‘inrirely Philosophical' language, and
‘equally unscriptural’.50

47ForWells'original strictures, sec Edward Wells, Remark, on Dr. Clarke’ Introduction lo H is
Scripture D tnlrin o fthe Trinity (Oxford: 1713). For his subsequent reply to Clarke, see A
Letter to DieReverendDr. Clarke. In Anfiver to hii LeitertoDr. Wells, (O xford: 1713).

46 [Francis Gastrell], Remarks upon Dr. Clark's [sic] Scripture Doctrine o fthe Trinity (London:
Clements, 1714),pp. 0 7.

v’ So* Gastrell,remarkx,pp. 1 6 -

° Gasirdl, Remarks,pp. 529, 13f>.
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Further pamphlets resonated with the concerns of Wells and
Gastrell. Stephen Nye argued that Clarke was not so much an
Arian as a trithcist. He accused Clarki: ofbelieving in three divine
beings and of replacing the divine monarchy with an aristocracy
of gods. The root of the problem lay in Clarke’s insistence that
person, mind and intelligent being were all equivalent terms.3
Writing in 1718, Thomas Bennett, Vicar of St Giles, Gripplegate,
agreed with Nyc’s diagnosis and denied lhat the word ‘person’
admitted only of univocal application. When applied to the Son
and Spirit it ‘does not signify a distinct intelligent Being . . . tho’
we can’t exactly define what a Divine Person is, yet we can say what
‘tis not. And consequently the three Persons of the Godhead
are not three Persons in the same Sense, in which three Men are
three Persons.” The manner of the distinction of the persons
of the Trinity is incomprehensible, but. then ‘we know so little of
the substance of anything’, adds Bennett with a Lockean twist,
that we have no adequate idea of God and yet still believe in him,
and are right to do so as Clarke himself claimed in his Boylean
lectures. Part of Clarke’s problem lies in his definition of'person’.
In Proposition 1, for example, Bennett chides Clarke that ‘you
manifestly make, as you do elsewhere, intelligent Being and
Person to be synonymous and convertible Terms’, in common
speech Bennett concedes this is so; it is even possible to speak of
‘die supreme cause’ in this sense, but there is another sense in
which the supreme cause isthree persons.5*

One of Clarke’s most acute critics was a country clergyman,
Robert Mayo, who denied that Clarke’s conclusions were the cor-
rect ones to reach from reading Scripture. He believed that Clarke
made a numberofunwarranted leaps in his hermeneutic. He had
conflated the immanentand economic Trinity:

We are to distinguish between the Trinity of Persons in the
Divine Nature, and the Manifestation of the Trinity in the
Christian Oeconomy or Dispensation; and the latter isdepend-
ing upon the former. The Trinity of persons is natural and
neccssary to the Divine Being ... but the manifestation of the

A Stephen Nye, The Explication o fthe Articles o fthe Divine Unity, the Trinity, and Incarnation
(London: 1715),pp. 10,37, 153.

v Thomas Bgnnclt, A Discourse on the Eunbltsstxi 7U nify in Unity, with an Examination o fDr.
Clarke's Scripture Doctrine o fthe Trinity (London: 1718;, p. 231.
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Trinity in the Christian Dispensation, is arbitrary of his own
Free-will.M

Clarke’sreply lo Mayo was a clear statement of his position.

By the Word God, when used absolutely, 1 mean that supreme
intelligent Agentwhich governs all things; and the Words Intel-
ligent Agent are the definition a Person ... Your conclusion
therefore, (if meant literally) one God IN Persons three» is a
Language ofwhich | understand not the terms. One Intelligent
Agentin Three intelligent agents, or three intelligent Agents in
one intelligent Agent, are English words, blit have no English
signification.

In reply Mayo explored the nature of the analogical language
used when speaking of three persons in one God. Echoing
Augustine, he claimed that the distinction of the three found in
Scripture admitted of no better distinction than ‘personality".
This is a remote analogy based on the way in which distinction is
made in human creatures. The schools had spoken of ‘three
modes subsisting', using the language not to divide but to dis-
tinguish. A mode isa permanent unchangeable property whereby
one person is distinguished from another. If wc are to read the
Scriptures correctly, wc have to keep in mind that it speaks in two
ways: ofone God essentially and ofthe three personally:*

Clarke’s reply crudely dismissed such scholastic language,
deriding such thought as beyond his capacity ‘as difiérent from
Reasoning in any other Science, as a sixth sense in the Body would
be different from the Five we now have’.50 Clarke’s reply high-
lighted the differences between him and his opponents, and
revealed a fundamental disparity in the very' basic models of
God at work in the debate: ‘I have no other Notion of God, but
his being Supreme Governor of the Universe, and that He
derived this Power from none, but had it eternally of Himself,
being Sell-existent. This is the Notion of God by the Light of

JIR. Mayo]. A Plain Scripture-Argument a<iinstih Clarks [ncj Doctrine Concerning tht Ever
Blkv/ai TrinityJi.ondon: 1715

JI May*), p. B. Mayo reproduces Clarke’s replies in his text.

MMayo,p. 11;see p. 10.

%M aw,p. 27.
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Nature.*7This isvery much the Newtonian God* Such an under-
standing could not but lead to a monarchical, unitary deity. I'he
same imaginative difficulty beset this model, originating in the
‘new science’, as beset Hobbes5absolute monarchy in the political
sphere: plurality at the apex ofcither model threatened to destroy
it. But this was by no means the only understanding of God on
offer and, as Mayo pointed out, some were logically prior to that
of Supreme Governor - God was God before there was any
universe to govern. Tn retrospect perhaps itisnot Clarke’s difficul-
ties with the Trinity that stand out, but the easewith which he felt
he could talk about God. This God, ironically, seems far from the
loving creator, redeemer and sanctifier revealed in the Scriptures
and much more like the ‘classical’ barely personal, remote, tran-
scendent, sovereign deity satirized by modern ‘process theology’.3

No Reasoning Can M ake it Plainer

Clarke’s career was destroyed by an attack ofthe Lower House of
Convocation in 1714. The clergy, concerned that Clarke’s book
perverted the meaning of the Articles and Liturgy, urged the
bishops to action in earlyJune. The bishops requested an Extract
of Clarke’s work, upon which he himselfwas to comment. Clarke
provided a spirited reply to tliis Extractofthe Lower House at the
end ofJune, which took issue with their accusations. At the begin-
ning ofJuly, however, Clarke presented a much briefer Paperto the
bishops. In it he seemed to cave in to pressure. He also gave two
assurances: that he would not preach on the Trinity nor write on
the subject any more, which seemed to give the Paper the flavour
of a recantation. The nature of his comment has remained a
matter o fsome speculation. To some like Whiston it seemed as if
their champion had betrayed them. The Lower House were
unconvinced but as the bishops were content to lay the matter to
restthey could only register theirunhappiness that Clarke had got
off so lightly. Wake, the Archbishop of Canterbury, shielded
Clarke from further persecution and the matter was dropped. But

y' Mayo, p. 27.
‘ASrc Mayo, p. 29. Srr William Plaohcr, Thr. Darmuticafian o f Transcaulenu, (Louisville,
KY: W estminster/John Knox Press, 1996) pp. 177-8.
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Clarke’scareer was finished. The same Wake was adamant, along
with Gibson, the Bishop of London and others, that Clarke
should never join them on the bench. A few years later they
blocked his elevation for ever.1'

It would be a great mistake to think that Clarke wanted for
defenders.JohnJackson, a convertto Clarke’s views on the Trinity,
using the pseudonym Philalethes, commended him for his stand
against the relics of Popery and his defence of the principle of
private interpretation.”0ln hisown name,Jackson praised Clarke’s
methodology and his synthesis of Scripture and reason. Jackson
regarded both sides of the bailies of the 1690s, epitomized by
Sherlock and South, aswrong. Clarke had opened hiseyes: ‘Three
Persons, that is Three Intelligent Agents, in the same individual,
identical Substance; is so self-evident a Contradiction, that T think
no Reasoning can make it plainer than Intuition’. 1

A number had been scandalized by what they took to be
un-Christian persecution. An anonymous diatribe emerged from
the pen of the veteran theologian Daniel Whitby. We know from
his posthumous memoirs that his faith in trinitarian orthodoxy
had been shattered by reading Clarke, and that he became a
covert Arian.® His book A Disuasivefrom Enquiry is a biting, ironic
letter to an interlocutor determined to investigate die doctrine of
the Trinity. This task is fraught with difficulties, warned Whitby,
demanding the reading ofa large number ofbooks. The doctrine
has little practical value, and die Fathers are a labyrinth in which
the unwary get lost for ever. In regard to the use of the word
‘personlin the context of the Trinity', W'hitby gave this advice to
the young would-be enquirer: 4.et me advise you not nicely and
curiously to enquire into the properimport ofihe Word Person; the

A contemporary, and favourable, aeeount of -Clarke's trials can be found in [John
ljawronccJ. An Apologyfor Dr. Clarke (London: 1714). For an in-depth accountofthe convo-
cation and the ‘rccantarion’, see Ferguson, chapter 7. lvir Wake's part in the affair, see
Norman Sykes. William Wake,Aichbish/p o fCanterbury, 1657-1737 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 195?),csp. pp. 155-9. Voltaire’sofL-quoted story aboui Gibson’s re.spmi.se
to Queen Anne’sdesire to elevate Clarke — *‘Mr. Cl-arke isihe wises) and most honourable
manin die Kingdom. He lai/Ls only one thing... He isnota Christian”’ can be found in
Placher, p. 164.

fA Philalethcs, Refection* upon the Present Contnversie Concerning the Holy Trinity wherein An &f
Forth the InconveniencUs o fsome VulgarExplications (London: 1714).

01 [JohnJackson), ‘/href letters to !>r. Clarisftom a Clergyman o fthe Church o fEngland (Lon*
don: 1714),p. 31.

62See the entry in the DNB.



196 [Nice and HotDisputes'

greatest men, even Bishop Stillingfleet, seem to have failed in that
attempt . .. the word Person when applied to God, is used in a
Sense infinitely different from what it means, when used of
Men.’83 Given this infinite disparity of use, argues Whitby, how
could we know whether or not a statement contains a contradic-
tion? Much ofthe debate boils down to the question: W hat is a
person? Isita mode, a relation as the ‘systematical” divines prefer?
Or is it a distinct intelligent existence as advanced by Clarke? If
one uses reason to settle such questions then one must answer
further questions, and new problems arise/*

Finally, Whitby warns if one reaches Unacceptable* answers,
one risks the prospect oflosing one’s living if not one’s life. All in
all the search is not worth the candle, and subsequent lack of
interest in the Trinity was to be in part dictated by prudential
desire to avoid the fate of Clarke and Whiston. W hitby was not
alone; Francis Hare, later Bishop of Chichester, gave similar
advice u>his young student, remarking cynically that it seemed as
if ‘Orthodoxy atones for all vices and heresy extinguishes all vir-
tue’. Benjamin Hoadly, afterwards to become Bishop ofBangor,
wrote at least two satires attacking those who would make the
formularies of the Church of England more infallible than those
of the Church of Rome. (Hoadly was to find himself under sus-
picion for his own orthodoxy in regard to the Trinity by William
Law among others.) To the distaste for speculation was added the
distaste of persecution, especially as the niceties in hand seemed
to many of a latitudinarian disposition to be unimportant for the
virtuous life ofreligion, which was to them, as Clarke had written,
‘the end and purpose ofreligion’.

Alterum Athanasium

If Clarke was perceived as the ‘new Anus’, it was Daniel Water-
land who was acclaimed as ‘another Athanasius'. Watcrland, born
in 1683, became a scholar at Magdalene College, Cambridge, at

M [Daniel W hitby], A Dissuasivefrom Enquiring into JhtDoctrine o fthe Trinity: or; the Difficulties
and Discouragementwhich Attend the Study o fth/it Doctrine, (ly>ndyn: 1714) p. 24.

“ W hitby,pp. 29-3».

K W hitby, see pp.4.5,8, 12, 17,22. For Law’ssuspicions, see William Law, A Second fatten
to the Bishop' o fBangor-London: 17-.7),p. 67.
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sixteen, and remained there for the rest ofhis life. His mastership
ofthe college lasted from 1713 until his death in 1740. Tn 1717 he
became Regius ProfessorofDivinity at the university. His import’
anee in these new trinitarian controversies may be gauged by the
fact that of his ten volumes of collected works, live contain
material exclusively concerned with the doctrine of the Trinity
and attendant controversies/*

Such an output occurred almost by accident. Apart from his
BD thesis in 1714, which disputed the lawfulness of Arian sub-
scription, a subject he was to return to ten years later, Waterland
published nothing on the controversies until 1719.' His involve-
ment even then was with reluctance. He had answered privately
some queries sent to him by John Jackson, Clarke's supporter.
Finding thatJackson had published these together with his replies,
W aterland felt compelled to enter the fray. The Victorian church
historian Van Mildert claimed that ‘from the time that Waterland
took the field, the reputation and authority of Dr. Clarke per-
ceptibly declined1 W hatis certain is that Waterland’s mind was as
agile and learned as Clarke’s. He proved a formidable opponent
seeing himself as the defender of Bull, the great defender of
Nicene orthodoxy in the previous century. But. Waterland’s
concern extended beyond the narrowly scholarly, and for the
next twenty years he engaged in battle against the ‘new' Arians’
wherever he found them/*

A Vindication o fChrists Divinity, published in 1719, exhibits most
of the arguments and positions of Waterland's subsequent writ-
ings. The Vindication made public the answers given in response
to 31 ‘Queries’ sent byJackson. Waterland was keenly aware of
the nuances of theological language and this was reflected in all

66 Throughout the references are to the van Mildert edition, The Winks o fvut Rev. Daniel
W aterland fed. William van Mildert: 10 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1823). This collec-
tion is itselfan indication of the esteem with which W aterland was held even after his
death. He was considered by many to be one of the finest ornaments, of the eighteenth*
cecntury ChurchofEngland. The firstvolume opens with a glowing appreciation ofW ater-
land byvan Mildert. For the account ofthe accolade with which thissection begins, see vol.
1,p. 312, note a.

Clarke’s work occasioned a great debate about the exact meaning ofshe Thirty-Nine
Articles to which all clergy in the established Church had io ‘subscribe’ before receiving
their bcncftecs, and the liberty of interpretation allowed to those who so subscrilted. Some
of Clarke's opponents accused him of prevarication in this regard. See Ferguson, pp. 72,
73 and passim-

MW aterland, I, p. 57.
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his writings.6ackson’ssecond ‘Query’concerned the meaning of
the word ‘God’, floping to create the possibility- of a Clarkean
equivocation in the use of the word, Jackson asked ‘whether the
word (God) in Scripture can reasonably be supposed to carry an
ambiguous meaning, or to be used in a different sense, when
applied to the Fatherand the Son, in the same scripture, and even
in the same verse?’ Waterland deftly turned the argument against
his opponent. The important distinction to bear in mind when
using the word ‘God’ Lsnot some alleged ‘supreme/subordinate’
distinction, but rather one between proper and improper usage.
Clarke’s restriction of the notion of God to dominion is too nar-
row: ‘God’ means far more than that. Further, priority in the
Godhead does not imply, as Clarke assumes, subordination and
inferiority Waterland dealt with many of Clarke’s claims in this
way, by simply demanding that arguments be given for assertions
made.'0

The response toJackson’s 22nd ‘Query’ provides the substance
of Waterland’s critique of Clarke’s usage of ‘person’: W hether
his (the Doctor’s) whole performance, whenever he differs from
us, be any thing more than a repetition of this assertion, that
being and person are the same, or that there is no medium
between Trithcism and Sabellianism? Which is removing the
cause from Scripture to natural reason, not very consistently with
the title of his book.’7L This is W aterland’s position in a nutshell.
He disputed Clarke’s identification of ‘being’ and ‘person’. He
denied that the language of ‘three coequal persons’ drove one on
to the rocks oftritheism or Sabellianism. Furthermore, despite his
claims, Clarke’s work is as ‘metaphysical’as those he derides. It is
not the fact of the Son’s ‘subordination’ by virtue of generation
that Waterland disputes, but the consequences that Clarke derives
from it. The Son isindeed ‘begotten’ ofthe Father, but this does
not mean that he is thereby inferior. Clarke supposes rather than
proves his point.

W aterland pushed further. Clarke does not prove that ‘being’
and ‘person’ are interchangeable terms. ‘Being’ can have two
meanings, as Waterland pointed out in his response to Jackson’s

m W aterland, 1
W aterland, I, p. 34; for W aterfand’s reply, see pp. 34 51.
TIW aterland, I, p. 23\.
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ninth ‘Query’: being as ‘existence'and being as ‘a separate entity’,
a beingll While it is true that x number of separate persons are
indeed x number ofintelligent beings, that does not exclude united
persons from being one being. Waterland demands thatthose who
object that this isnot possible prove their ease rather than assert it.
The Scriptures reveal three persons but deny that there are three
gods. lhe Fathers denied the equation of ‘person’ and 'being’.
W aterland thinks it is ironic that, it is Clarke and his sympathizers
who arc in (act the polytheists: rheir language leads them to posit
three Gods, a greater, a lesser and a least."™*'

The attack continued in the consideration ofJackson’s tenth
‘Query’. Given his delineation of God in terms of ‘dominion’,
Clarke had demanded to know why, if there are three divine
persons each with dominion, there is one God not three. Clarke
saw the only way of preserving the reality of the persons and
avoiding tritheism as a subordinationism in which only one per-
son, the Father, is God in the absolute sense. Waterland countered
by arguing that, if one is speaking of God essentially, there is a
sense in which none of the persons is God simpliciter. He rejected
Clarke’s claim that the Father is God in some exclusive sense.
W hen reading the Scriptures and doing theology, the grammatical
structure of a phrase needs to be examined so that, we can see if
we are referring to God essentially or personally. Speaking person
ally it is legitimate to say that one person is God because that one
person is a divine hypostasis and as such ‘possesses deity’. We can
equally say that God isthree persons because then we speak ofthe
divine essentially. F.ach divine person is an individual intelligent
agent but subsists in one substance. When considering God essen-
tially9as that one substance, we speak as ifthere is but one intelli-
gent agent. Waterland urged reverence for the mysteries under
consideration: ‘you seem to consider every'thing under the notion
of extension, and sensible images. A reverential silence may well
become usin so awiul a subject. In which imagination has nothing
lo do.” We cannot ‘picture’ the Trinity readily in our thought or
language as the very subject matter defies easy speech. In all this
W aterland believed he had the witness of fourteen centuries of
church history on his side, including the Reformers themselves,

17W aterland, 1,pp. 119-22.
T<W aterland, I, pp. 251-42.
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and all who thought that ‘religion is not a thing to be coined and
recoined every month’. 74

We HaveNo Third Way

Over the winter of the same year Waterland delivered his ‘Lady
Moyer’s Sermons’. These were explicitly intended as a supple-
ment lo the Vindication. The ‘Preface’ set outsome general points:
the sermons were didactic rather than polemical; it was a priori
odd that the Church could have been deceived for so long about
such an essential matter; the orthodox reading of the Scriptures
was the most probable. Part of his aim in the serinons was to
answer some recent defences of Clarke’s position. One such
pamphlet alleged that to say that a divine person is an intelligent
agent subsisting in one substance, and to say that this substance
itsell'can be seen as an intelligent agent, brings us to the absurdity
that three persons are one person. To this Waterland countered
that firstly, 'person’ and ‘intelligent agent’ are not reciprocal
terms, and secondly, that problems are bound to arise in this area
because there is no fixed principle of individuation applicable to
human and divine persons alike.

The sermons are well-crafted pieces aiming to persuade the
listener ofthe truth of Christ’s divinity. Sermon IV touched most
explicitly on the language of ‘person* at work in trinitarian doc-
trine. Waterland asserts the fundamentally analogical nature of
theological language. The language o f‘person’is no exception. In
a refreshingly candid section of the sermon he admits that ‘Our
ideas ofpersons are plainly taken from our conceptions of human
persons, and from them transferred to other subjects, though they
do not strictly answer in every circumstance. Properly speaking, he
and him are no more applicable to a divine Person than she or her.
but we have no thirdway of denoting a person; and so of the two
we choose the best, and custom familiarizes itto us.”’6 Herein lies
the general problem of any references to God in personal lan-
guage. We rcjcct speaking o f‘it’ or ‘that’ as unworthy, wc use ‘he’

11W atrrlaiid, I, pp. 250, 335; see Question X X IIl. pp. 245-8. Forthe value oftradition,
see Question X XI1X.. p. 335.
The Lady Moyer'sSermons arc to be found in volume 2 ofthe Works. S'rr.p. xxviii.
ThW aterland, 11.pp. 83 4.



The Scripture. Doctrine o fthe Trinity 201

and ‘him’ to stress the personal attributes of God, but we could
legitimately, on occasions, speak of ‘they’ and ‘them’. While
Clarke is correct to claim that the majority of references of‘God’
in the Scriptures arc to the Father, nevertheless in theological
language ‘God’ can refer to one person or three.”

W aterland clarified his position further in the following year in
An Answer to Dr. Whitby's Reply. Whitby’s basic mistake, in
W aterland’s eyes, was that he made "essence’and ‘person’equiva-
lent terms. This, he argued, as in the case ofClarke, is merely a
supposition. The unity of the divine persons may be mysterious,
indeed as Bull admitted that there was no human resemblance for
TEPIXOIPETIC, but this docs not mean that such a union is impos-
sible. Whitby has misrepresented Waterland by claiming that he
regards the divine persons as mere modes. The modes rather dis-
tinguish the divine persons: ‘modes ofexisting, was not designed to
denote the persons themselves, buttheir distinguishing characters’.
W hitby has similarly misquoted and misrepresented South who, in
his Animadversions, had categorically denied that ‘the three persons
are only three modes ofthe DeityVe

The fundamental problem in Whitby’s identification of
‘essence’ and ‘person’, according to Waterland, lies in the fact
that, for all his talk of ‘same numerical essence’, no certain prin-
ciple ofindividuation can be fixed: ‘you know not precisely what it
is that makes one being, or one essence, or one substance’. This
ignorance, once acknowledged, entails that, we cannot exclude
different persons sharing the same essence, as is the case with ihc
Trinity. Whitby supposes that one intellectual essence equals one
person, he cannot prove that three real, divine persons are notone
numerical essence.'9

This denial of exact identification of ‘person’ and ‘essence’
may be found in other parts of W'ateriand’s trinitarian writings. In
a supplement to The Case ofArum Subscription Considered, a rework-
ing of his BD thesis which appeared in 1721, Waterland argued
that although an intelligent agent can be a person, nevertheless
‘intelligentagent’and ‘person’are not interchangeable terms.8"An

* Waterland, I, :.. itf.
s W aterland. IT, AnAnswer lo Dr. WhdhyVReply,pp. 213 14;und see pp. 200, 211.
W aterland, Il, p. 215;see pp. 2 1f>.276.
W aterland, A Supplementto the Case ojArian Subscription Consideredin Works,I1, p. 3f4. The
CaseojAnar, Subscription Considered is in the same volume.
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Answer to Some Queries printed at Exon, relating to the Arian Controversy
proceeded in similar vein. Although the word 'God’ may some-
times refer to one person, it does not always do so. Three distinct
persons does not imply three distinct beings, as "intelligent being’
and ‘person’are not reciprocal terms. God is three united persons
in one intelligent being, the persons are real and distinct but so
united as to be only one being. Opponents of the doctrine of the
Trinity have not proved their case, preferring simply to assume the
logical identity o f‘person”and ‘intelligent being\R

Another reply toJohnJackson, the Vindication o fChrists Divinity,
covered the same ground as before. Waterland pushed hard at
Jackson's claim that the three persons could be one only in a
tritheistic schema.Jackson had argued that two beings could not
be one being, that two substances could not be one substance.
This, Waterland points out, is the very subject under discussion:
Are the threeone being, one substance or not? We know that these
three persons are one God even though we do not know how they
are.**

In 1724 Waterland published his last contribution to a debate
that he was now finding both tedious and annoying. He was
accused ofsaying that many Gods in one substance are not many
Gods, and rejects such an absurdity completely: ‘Though the
union of the three Persons (each Person being substance) makes
them one substance, yet the same union does not make them one
Person; because union of substance is one thing, unity of Person is
another: and there is no necessity that the same kind of union
which is sufficient for one, must be sufficient for the other also.,w A
‘person’ is ‘an intelligent acting substance5 but this is not an
exhaustive definition, nor can the terms of such a definition be
regarded asreciprocal, forthe same reason that while itis true that
man is an animal it is not the case that ‘man’ and ‘animal’ arc
interchangeable terms. Throughout, Waterland claims, his
opponents have not shown that more than one person cannot be
one being, one substance, one God. One is reminded of Locke’s

11W aterland, An Answer to Some Queries /printed at F.xon, relating to the Arian Conlrma.ry in
Works, TY’ pp. 341, 343, A4-4. For an account of the Exeter controversy see Michacl R.

W atts, The Dissentm (O xford: Oxford University Press, 1978), pp. 374-5.

02 W aterland, A Second Vindication o fChrist's Divinity orA Second Defence o fSome Queries rdating
toDr. Clarke's Scheme the. Holy Trinity in Answerto the Country Clergyman’s lie.pty in Works 111, see
pp. 238 :$03.

ui W aieiland, A Further lindication o fChrists Divinity. in Works, IV p. 22.
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discussion of personal identity which dissolved the facile equation
of identity' of person with identity ofsubstance.

W aterland’s skill in controversy cannot he denied, but neither
should his scholarship. In addition to these carefully honed pieces
ofpolemic he produced a major scholarly work on the Trinity in
the form ofA Critical History o fthe Athanasian Creed, which appeared
in 1723. It was a magisterial discussion o fthe origins, age, author-
ship and value of the Athanasian Creed. It was undertaken partly
because ‘the Athanasian Creed becomes the subject of common
and ordinary conversation’. A very methodical study ol’manu-
scripts and opinions that surrounded the Creed, it remained a
standard in the theological arsenal well into the nineteenth
century.&4

This Wretched Argument

But for all Waterland’s skill and learning, it was a question from a
Jesuitat.court that, stopped Clarke short. Edward Ilawarden asked
Clarke a simple but profound question: Did he believe that the
Father could annihilate the Son and Spirit? Clarke paused and
admitted that he had never thought of the question. He gave
no answer, and died soon alter without providing one. Hawarden
provides us with a useful summary ofthe entire debate, and helps
to clarify the nuances involved in speaking o f‘person’in the con-
text ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity at this time:

If you ask me, what the Word, Person, means; | answer, that it
has a known, but yet a different signification, when itisapply’d
to Creatures, and when itis apply’d to die B. Trinity ... When
apply’d to Creatures: a person is an intelligent Being, or an
intellectual Agent, whose Nature is divided from that, of any
other ... But when we speak ofthe B. Trinity: a Person is one,
who has a common and undivided Nature with another, or it is one, dther
Father; Son, or H. Spirit, who has the Godhead in common with the other
two, and with each o fthem?J

W aierland. A CriticalHistory o fdu. Atfumuian Creed>in Works, IV The reader has only to
look at the tablesprovided to sec die breadth o fW aterland’s scholarship.
Hi [Kdward HawardcnJ, foJX Clark\su\ andMr. Whiston, Coiuernitigthe D iciriiiy o f
the Son, uralo fdie Holy SpiritfU>tulon: 1729),p. >
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Such an adaptation of terms is legitimate because ‘new Percep-
tions ... require new Words, or at least new Senses of the same
Words, by taking in more or fewer Ideas, than they had before’.
(Here, as elsewhere in Hawarden’s text, the influence ofJohn
Locke, especially his ;new way ofideas’, is clearly present.) It is a
lack of appreciation of this point, Hawardcn believes, that led
Clarke into his errors. Indeed ‘Dr. Clark’s System is chiefly
grounded on this wretched Argument: Three Persons, in Creatures,
are three intellectual Agents, as three Angels, or three Men: Therefore
they must be so in the Blessed Trinity-> Hawarden proceeded to
analyse 1 he Scripture Doctrineand Clarke's replies.06

in his own exposition of the d<x.:trine Hawarden insisted first on
distinguishing what wc can know by reason from what we learn by
faith:

That there is one divine and self-existent Person, Reason
informs us. But three divine persons we know only by Faith.
Reason telLs us, that there is a Person, who is Godfrom no other.
And Faith teaches us, that there arc two Persons who arc God
from God*'

The word ‘God’ therefore functions differently in the grammars
of faith and reason. ‘The Word, God, frequently denotes a self-
existent Person’as in philosophy, and even in the collects from the
Liturgy. However, in Christian faith ‘when we say, that the Blessed
Trinity is God, the meaning is, the first Person Ls Godfrom no other;
that the second is Godfrom the Father; and thatthe Holy Spirit is
God from the Father and the Son’. As Hawarden puts it in his
‘Addenda’, God is a logically (but not physically) higher term than
any of the divine persons, and as such signifies nothing that is
peculiar to any of them. For his pains Hawarden was voted the
thanks ofthe University of Oxford, an indication oftheir support
for his position, and all the more remarkable given that Hawardcn
was not only a Catholic butalJesuit priest!8

Hawardcn, pp. 5, 7. Interestingly, Hawardcn lalie's Clarke a F.ufcrbian rather than an
Aiian, p. 15. This is the judgement of Pfizcnmaier. a modern-day admirer of Clarke, sec
The Trinitarian Theotog>o fDr. Samud Clarke, p. 217.

17Hawardcn, p. 35.
“ Hawardcn, pp. 36, 3“. Thr ‘Addenda’ is al ihr Mid of ihr Ixtok. For ihr voir of
thanks, see the 7>V72
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Acquaintance with the Three Divine Persons

Most wars arc conducred on a number of fronts. In the intel-
lectual sphere rhe war seemed to be moving in the direction of
irinitarian orthodoxy. By a combination of scholarship and
extraneous ecclesiastical and civil pressure, the threat from various
anti-trinitarian forces seemed to be waning. The meaning of the
word 'person’was sufficiently disputed to allow for a lack ofclear-
cut univocal usage, and this aided those who upheld the doctrine
of the Trinity to a certain extent. Few were prepared to risk airing
alternative views and lose all like Whiston, or invite the ruin of
their careers like Clarke. But underneath the surface of conform-
ity the picture was somewhat different. Disenchantment with the
whole business of the Trinity was discernible, one has only to
think of Whitby’s cynical advice to sec those forces at work, and.
even if the doctrine were not directly disavowed, it was being
moved to the ideological lumberroom. It issurely salient that the
bishops required Clarke’s silence rather than his recantation, and
that some ofthe later bishopsthought that Clarke had been pillor-
ied for hair-splitting niceties. In many' ways W aterland’s last work
in this area, 77ie Importance o fthe Doctrine o fthe Holy Trinity Asserted,
showed an awareness that an ‘academic’ victory alone was not.
sufficient and that the centrality ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity had
to be reasserted. The book was written not for those who dis-
believed the doctrine, nor those who had suspended judgement,
but for those who assented to it but downplayed its importance.
This threefold division is probabty an indication of the general
mood of the country. Waterland hoped his investigation would
show that the doctrine of the Trinity was clear, practical and
scriptural. The comparative weakness of his reflections on the
second claim showed that all was not well within the orthodox
camp.&

According to Waterland, the doctrine has practical implications
in several areas. It teaches us our duties to God: if we fail to
worship one person then we fail to honourthe Godhead properly.
It engenders the proper dispositions of mind tor eternal life, by
disposing towards the Trinity the better 'to be taken into their

MW aterland, The Importance o fVu Doctrine o fthe Holy Trinity Asserted{1734), in Works,V St:r
pp. 1-5, 11
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friendship'. An appreciation ofthe Trinity .strengthens the motives
of Christian practice by showing us the love of God generating
the economy of salvation. We gain a deeper understanding of
grace as wc realize the nature of the gifts we are given in the
Spirit. We learn the virtue ofobedience to what God has revealed
which we could not have discovered by reason. In short, ‘W hile we
consider the doctrine ofthe Trinity, as interwoven with the very
frame and texture of the Christian religion, it appears to me nat-
ural to conceive, that the whole scheme and economy of man’s
redemption was laid with a principal view to it, in order to bring
mankind gradually into acquaintance with the three divine per-
sons, one God blessed for ever9i

But while Waterland’s attempt to stress the ‘practical’ aspect of
the doctrine is commendable, one cannot help feeling that the
dynamic and depth of trinitarian imagination present in earlier
works, such as Cheynell’s, has been lost. Instead of a sense of the
centrality of the doctrine to the whole of Christian experience,
the reader is left with the feeling that Waterland is desperately
trying to make the doctrine ofthe Trinity ‘relevant’. The dance of
perichoresis is reduced to a nodding ‘acquaintance with the three
divine persons’.

If the truth be told Waterland was fighting a losing battle
against the spiritofan age which had little time ior what it took to
be theological minutiae. Christian apologetic had now to combat
those who questioned the very existence of any personal God
whatsoever, and to many the centrality of the doctrine of the
Trinity seemed an expensive luxury to maintain against this latest
threat. The shunting of the doctrine of the Trinity into the theo-
logical sidings accelerated. Given the concession of some ortho-
dox writers that God could be spoken of as one person, the
parameters of Godtalk became increasingly blurred, and covert
Unitarians within the established Church hid behind the camou-
flage. Those clerics of the established Church who would not
equivocate over subscription left to found a full blown Unitarian
Church, lead by Thcophilus Lindsey, Vicar of Catterick. Their
reformed liturgy was based largely on the changes that Clarke
had proposed to the Book of Common Prayer. The Dissenters
too suffered controversies, notably in Exeter, and among the

* W aterland, V;p.47. See pp. 27,34,35,45,49.
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Presbyterians in particular Unitarian theology made great head-
way. The doctrine of the Trinity remained the official leaching of
the Church of England but had little impact on its liie. Perhaps
the tale is most poignantly illustrated by the fact that the writings
of Waterland’s successor as Master of Magdalene, Peter Peckard,
arc clearly not trinitarian in tone or expression.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Conclusion

The ncglcct of the seventeenth century is a serious lacuna in
contemporary studies of the history of trinitarian doctrine. Most,
investigations leap over this period, frequently taking off from
Aquinas or Scotus and landing at Schleiermachcr or twentieth-
eentury writers. The reader is thus catapulted over a crucial epi-
sode in the story of how the Trinity has been understood and
celebrated. The developing popular appropriation and appreci-
ation of trinitarian doctrine in our own time is enhanced and
enriched by a study of its evisceration in the seventeenth century.
Granted the standard story that trinitarian theology has been
recovered in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, one would
have expected that, the dynamics ofits loss would have been of
more concern than they have been. While an understanding of
the process whereby the doctrine ofthe Trinity was relegated to
the lumber room oftheology might help to prevent any similar
future displacement, it certainly warns us against hubris in our
own reflection on this mystery. It also emphasizes the need for the
development of a vital and vibrant trinitarian imagination. It is
an unfortunate myth that depicts this period as of little interest to
the theologian concerned with the doctrine ofthe Trinity. By and
large historians such as Redwood, Clark, Champion and Others
have been far more aware of the importance of the trinitarian
disputes in the late Stuart Age than the theologians. Pladier is
commendable in being one of the lew to realize the theological
importance ofthese trinitarian disputes. This book has wanted to
press the matter still further: this is not simply a key time in the
history oftrinitarian doctrine, it is Ike key time as far as the loss of
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trinitarian vitality is concerned. To quote Babcock once more: to
ignore this area ‘leaves blank the very interval that we must need
to have tilled in ifwe are to gain some understanding of how this
shift of sensibilities took place'.l1 Babcock sees the 1690s as a
crucial part of (his narrative, and indeed they are. 1 have
attempted to show that the origins of these disputes lie earlier in
the seventeenth century' and have a potent legacy for the next,
and that the disputes demand iheokgical as well as historical
investigation.

The sheer extent of the material alone is a ready indication of
the importance ofthis neglected area, and the impression is con-
firmed by the longevity of the controversies raised. But. another
manifestation of their significance is shown by the stature ol’the
protagonists they engaged: llobbes and Cudworth, Locke and
Stillingileet, Laud, Chillingworth, Owen, Wallis, Clarke, W histon,
W aterland, Toland, any many others, were all dragged in by the
vortex created by the disintegration of the Trinitarian consensus.
It was only Newton’s timidity and understandable personal anx-
iety that kept him from entering the fray publicly. Given the
breadth ofmaterial, the long-running nature ofthe disputes, and
the illustrious stature of many of its players, it is difficult to see
why the trinitarian conflicts of the Stuart Age have not received
more investigation. The theological neglect of this area is most
puzzling as these disputes arc undoubtedly as important as those
connected with Armimanism, Toleration and Mortalism.

To render the material manageable | have focused on the piv-
otal role played by the use ofthe word ‘person’. Not all the prob-
lems in trinitarian understanding at this time revolved around this
contested concept; as we have seen, disputes about exegesis,
ecdesiology and the like impacted on the general decline of the
trinitarian consensus. The fading of analogical modes of dis-
course, and the privileging of a more univocal usage oflanguage,
was bound to prove problematic for theological discourse in gen-
eral. In the case of the use of the word ‘person’ the difficulties
were acute. Crude literalists, such as Best and Biddle, inevitably
interpreted the doctrine ofthe Trinity as tritheism. More sophisti-
cated thinkers found it difficult to determine the exact significance

1W iliiam S. Babcock. A (-hanging ofthe Christian God: The Docirine of the Trinity in
the Seventeenth Century”. Inteipetation 45 (1991}, pp. 1 5 6 (135).
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and meaning of the word in the context of the Trinity. Attempts
by the orthodox divines in the 1690s to maintain accepted
nuances in understanding were ill received by their opponents.
Once a situation arose in which ‘person’was first, defined and then
applied to the doctrine of the Trinity serious problems were
bound to emerge.

I have wanted to provide a survey of the material surrounding
the displacement of the doctrine ofthe Trinity from theological
and spiritual reflection, but 1have also wanted to indicate some of
the components necessary in any answer to the fundamental ques-
tion: Why did this loss of trinitarian sensibility occur? A1l answers
will inevitably be partial. The complexities contributing to any
important change, he it theological, philosophical, social or polit-
ical, cannotbe reduced to simple formulae or admit ofexhaustive
analysis, and this is certainly true ofthe change undergone by the
doctrine ofthe Trinity. However, several elements seem to emerge
that are integral to any explanation. To aid understanding, and
not bccausc such a distinction can be rigidly applied, it may be
useful to categorize these factors as ‘external’and cdnternal\ The
former are extraneous to the theological disputes but bear upon
them. The latter are theologicaland intrinsic to the arguments and
reflections surrounding the doctrine during this period.

Three main external forces impinge upon the fate of the doc-
trine ofthe Trinity during this period: language, politics and phil-
osophy The changes taking place in the understanding ofthe role
and function of language during the Stuart period are profound
and do notadmit of easy capture. lhe drive lor clarity and preci-
sion of expression quickens pace after the Restoration, revealing
the impact of the ‘new science’.2 But this tendency is not
undetectable in the period before and during the Civil War, and
indicates the influence of Cartesianism in England. At the risk of
oversimplification wc could characterize the early modern period
as one in which the analogical imagination is fading and a more
univocal usage of language is privileged. This tendency is
reflected and reinforced by the atomistic approach to language
found in Hobbes and Locke, both ofwhom conceive language as
a structure that, in parallel to physical compounds, can be broken

Toulmiti and others have argued that Law gives way to science as a paradigm for
rationality daring this period.
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down into more discrete atoms of discourse. Discourse is por-
trayed as a succession of images inthe mind. Such a treatment of
language tends to reduce meaning to mental pictures, and thus
weakens the basis on which analogy functions. The Trinity is
difficult to ‘picturel and therefore engagement with the doctrine
becomes more difficult.

The links between the political changes of the Stuart. Age and
the doctrine ofthe Trinity are not immediately apparent. It is not
until well into the eighteenth century that theological heterodoxy
becomes an unmistakable badge of political unorthodoxy. Trini-
tarian analogies were sought for in the civil sphere, but there does
not appear to have been one single paradigm at work here. There
is simply no easy identification of unitarianism in theology with
unitarianism in politics or vice versa; the absolutist pretensions of
some of the Stuart monarchs did not incline them to disbeliefin
the Trinity, nor did the resistance to such pretensions exhibited by
Lockc lead him to accept the doctrine. What we can detect, at
least from the 1690s onward, are non-reflexive tendencies. Tories
tended to be upholders ofthe doctrine, opponents ofthe doctrine
tended to be Whigs. Another political factor impinging upon the
doctrine was the centralizing tendencies ofthe Stuart state, which
provided an atmosphere in which plurality was, if not suspect, at
least not cherished. It should come as no surprise that appreci-
ation of the doctrine of the Trinity was in sharp decline at
precisely the time when the centralized British state was emerg-
ing. The subsequent ‘Union’ was not federal, the partners were
certainly not equal, and the resultant polity was distinctly
subordinationist.

The most important philosophical change impinging upon the
doctrine ofthe Trinity was undoubtedly the processthatled to the
recasting of ‘person’. The conception of ‘person-as-substance'
was a product, at least in part, of theological reflection on the
Trinity and the hypostatic union. The hegemony of such an
understanding was challenged initially by Hobbes’ revival of an
older, ‘Ciceronian’ usage of ‘pcrson-as-actor’. In Hobbes’ eccen-
tric theology the doctrine of the Trinity was not rejected but
reconstructed: God could bear three persons in the way that any
human being could. The more important challenge, epitomized
by John Locke, argued for a conception of ‘person-as-
consciousness\ It was thisunderstanding, or one very similar to it,
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that underlay Sherlock’s unfortunate explanation of the Trinity.
In the event this new understanding of ‘person* was not as
destructive as some like Stillingfleet had feared. Unfortunately,
by the time this was apparent much damage had been done and
the disputes over the precise meaning- ofthe word ‘person’in the
context ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity bad taken their toll.

Michael Buckley has admirably shown how the rise ofmodern
atheism was in many ways a self-inflicted wound; a similar story
has emerged regarding the demise of the doctrine ofthe Trinity.3
Here, too, it is the internal factors that arc the most important,
interesting and poignant. Theology simply failed to keep the doc-
trine alive. There were a variety of causes for this, among them
the lading of trinitarian imagination, fear of practical pneuma-
tology, problems connected with exegesis, the development of
what could be labelled ‘over-familiarity’ in talk about God, and
the corrosive power ofridicule.

The fading of trinitarian imagination has been obvious
throughout this study. The imaginative celebration ofthe mystery'
of the Trinity in the sermons of Donne and the non-polcmical
work ofCheynell gave way to the rather arid studies found in later
writers such as Sdllingfleetand W aterland. The same process was
clearly at work on many7levels, as we saw in Chapter 1. lhe
doctrine ceases to be celebrated as the centre offaith and life and
starts to be defended as something to be accepted. After the Res-
toration many churchmen felt vulnerable, despite their reap-
propriated status, and insecurity never provides fertile ground for
the flourishing ofnew approaches to doctrine. The emergence of
a climate overly anxious about, the rise, growth and danger of
Socinianism undoubtedly sapped the imaginative strength of the
trinitarians. The fading of the trinitarian imagination was
accelerated in several ways. Extraneous factors, such as those
identified above, obviously had their role to play; but forces
internal to theology-- were the major cause of this evaporation.
There was a lack of fruitful interplay with the doctrine, and quite
how far this interplay had been lost was clear once the contro-
versies of the 1690s began in earnest. It was notjust the crassness
of Sherlock’s exposition that attracted opprobrium; the sheer

"Michael Buckley; Attiu. Origins ofMadma Atluism (New Haven: Yale University- Kress.
3987).
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‘newness' of his exposition disturbed several of liis contemporar-
ies. Sticking to the form of sound words was, in some cases at
least, more an indication ofinsecurity than strength ofconviction.
The legal restraints ofthe last half of the decade did not deter its
detractors, but they probably had the unfortunate side-effect of
warning offthose who might have tried to think the doctrine out
afresh, The parroting of the approved language was counted a
sufficient indicator of belief, and the doctrine's lifeblood ebbed
away. Those convinced oftheir own orthodoxy, as always, could
not bear to admit that models, insights and understandings other
than their own had anything to offer, and the infighting amongst
the ‘orthodox’ did more to marginalize the doctrine ofthe Trinity
than any Unitarian tractor pamphlet. Theologians, preachers and
believers grew timid of entering terrain that had become a theo-
logical minefield. Whitby’s ironic warning to his young cleric
against investigation ofthe mystery was far more than the wearied
response of a cynical old man; given the fate of Clarke it was a
counsel of prudence.

Nourishing this loss oi'imagination was a deep distrust ofwhat
we might label ‘practical pneumatology’. It was no accident that
the person of the Holy Spirit became even more neglected in
theology. The Socinians denied that die Spirit was a person at all,
and although the orthodox rejected such a demotion they became
increasingly suspicious of any manifestations of the Spirit at work.
In the anarchy ofthe Civil War there had been the blossoming of’
sects claiming direct, immediate inspiration through the Holy
Spirit. While these sectswere actually very small, they assumed the
status of bogeymen after the Restoration. Any exuberance or, to
use the favoured word, ‘enthusiasmlbecame deeply suspect. Any
appreciation ofthe Spirit’srole in uniting the believer to the pcri-
choretic life of the three persons all but vanished, and prayer was
seen as the way in which the believer got in touch with the undif-
ferentiated God. This God also increasingly had to be tracked
down through the signs and clues of design he gave in creation,
rather than be found revealed through scripture and worship.

This fear of ‘enthusiasm’, coupled with a rejection of what
was seen as the arbitrary' authoritarianism epitomized by the
Church of Rome, led many Anglican divines to stress the role of
reason in mailers of scriptural interpretation and exegesis. They
argued that the Scriptures, interpreted by the light of reason
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alone, yielded true doctrine. Such a position was fine for trini-
tarianism as long as the light of reason was fed by trinitarian
sentiment, but once the doctrine came under attack problems
multiplied. On a strict application ofthe principle of sola scriptura
it was far Irorn clear if the doctrine of the Trinity could be
regarded as fundamental to Christian teaching. Not only were
the words used in the doctrine unscriptural, it was not immedi-
ately clear that the doctrine was in Scripture at all. The influence
of critical scholars like Simon showed that the pedigree of some
of the prooftexts used to establish the doctrine were highly ques-
tionable to say the least. To some oftheir opponents the trinitar-
ians seemed to perform some kind of Tndian rope trick: in
strange and mystic fashion they found the Trinity in Scripture,
and then, having climbed to the heights of doctrinal certitude,
they pulled up after them the means of their ascent. Once a
variety of readings of alleged trinitarian texts had been can-
vassed it became more difficult to assert, that the doctrine of the
Trinity was the plain teaching of holy Scripture. Catholic apolo-
gists were tempted to use the ‘absence’ ofthe doctrine in scripture
as an argument in favour of transubstantiation but the resultant
polemic could be dangerously counterproductive.

The increasing reliance on a narrowing conception ofreason in
theology, and the drive for clarity in general, produced a desire to
show that talk about God was plain, simple and easy. Sherlock’s
opening remarks exhibited this urge very clearly. Absence of
transparency and lack of limpidity were no longer seen as indica-
tions of the inadequacy of human reason when speaking of the
divine, but rather as a sign that any such unclear doctrine was
suspect. Again and again those who attacked the doctrine of the
Trinity insisted that its obscurity was an indication ofits untruth.
This new-found confidence in talking about God was starkly at
odds with the previous thinkers. For an older tradition God’s unity
wasjustas problematic as his trinity indeed for Luther itwas more
so. The language of ‘person’ might be opaque when speaking
about God, but it was no more problematic than other words
similarly applied. In response, some of their opponents tried to
provide explanations and illustrations of the doctrine in accord
with reason; unfortunately many of these became hostages to for-
tune as the batde ranged into new areas. The seventeenth century
saw the burgeoning of a process that, in Placher’s telling phrase,
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‘domesticated’ God. This God was a sober 'Governor’ and a
rational 'Architect’, rather than an untamable ‘Lover’.

It would also be wrong 10 neglect the role played by ridicule in
the disputes, and Redwood’sbook isright to highlight the import-
ance of this rhetoric. Time and again when reading the material
flowing back and forth between the trinitarians and their
opponents, it is the latter who have the more telling phrase, the
wittier aphorism, the more trenchant bombast. The trinitarians by
and large were more learned than their opponents, but their
enemies could render them ludicrous with devastating effect. The
jocular abuse ofthem and theirdoctrinal positions was a powerful
solventon popular estimation ofthe doctrine. The lack ofa popu-
lar apologist for the trinitarian cause in the 1690s was a serious
dcfcctin the armoury ofthe trinitarian party.

The doctrine was not completely vanquished, however, and,
although if dropped from sight in much popular religion and was
displaced from the centre of theological endeavour, it survived*
above all in the Liturgy. Two otherwise opposing theologians have
recognized the crucial role played by the public forms ofprayer in
the maintenance of trinitarian belief. Catherine I|-aCugna
advanced as an almost timeless axiom that ‘the liturgy far more
than theology kept alive in Christian consciousness the trinitarian
structure of Christian faith'.4 This ‘axiom’, when applied to the
seventeenth century, finds endorsement in the lament of the uni-
tarian theologianJohn MacLachlan, who sought to account for
the ultimate demise ofunitarianism in the established Church:

one reason ior this, often overlooked, was undoubtedly litur-
gical. In the Church the Prayer Book used by Unitarian cler-
gymen (however criticised by them anonymously in print)
familiarized the minds of worshippers with addresses and
petitions to the three persons of the Trinity: W hatever the par-
son said or left unsaid from the pulpit could not sink into the
mind as did the prayers from the reading desk and the
responses from the pews repeated Sunday by Sunday.’

1Catherine LaCugna, Godfor Us (San Francisco: liarpcrColtins, 1991), p. 2t0,
although Umusl be emphasized once again that one of:hc weaknessesofLaCugna’s book
isthe passing over of the seventeenth century in complete silence.

1H.John MacLachlan, Socinianim in Samtemth Century England (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1951), p. 334.
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The sheer rhythm of die Liturgy familiarized churchgoers with
beliefin the Trinity, ft provided a vocabulary in which that belief
could be preserved, expressed, reinforced and celebrated. The
doctrine of the Trinity was ultimately not discarded but displaced.
It was to take a couple of centuries before the doctrine’s value was
seen once more arid the process ofrestoration begun.

We live in avery differentworld to the people ofStuart England,
This book has tried to bring that period alive by examining dur
trinitarian debates that engaged a greatdeal oftheir attention and
concern. In doing so it contributes to the critique of the present
that, every past age provides. It. has sought to provide an account
ofthe ‘loss' ofthe doctrine ofthe Trinity spoken ofby many ofour
contemporary theologians, by doing so | hope it has provided
some contribution to the recovery of the Trinity as ‘the central
mystery of Christian faith and life’.
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& T CLARK ACADEMIC PAPERBACKS

At the beginning of the seventeenth century the doctrine of die Trinity was
still a central theme in Christian theology. By the end of the century it was
fast becoming peripheral. As theologians today increasingly recognize the

Trinity to be at the very heart of Christian theology, the question of ‘what

went wrong’ three hundred years ago is a matter of growing interest.

W hereas most studies of the history of trinitarian doctrine neglect the
seventeenth century almost entirely, Philip Dixon argues that this is a key
period in the history and development of the doctrine and, indeed, essential for

contemporary understanding.

Drawing on a wide range of primary sources, Dixon examines the Socinian and
anti Socinian writings of the 1640s and 1650s, including Biddle and Cheynell,
and their legacy for the disputes of the 1690s; the trinitarian theology of
Hobbes and the violent reaction ot his critics; the debates from the Restoration
to the 1690s, including Milton, Nye, and Bury; the writings of Locke and
Stillingfleet; and the continuation and development of these disputes into the
early eighteenth century. A final chapter offers some significant conclusions for

students of systematic and historical theology alike.
In the breadth of its scope and in the importance of the material uncovered
this book makes a unique contribution to the understanding of trinitarian

theology and practice.

Dr Philip Dixon lectures at University of Wales College, Lampeter, and is

an Academic Tutor at the Maryvale Institute, Birmingham.
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