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O  Blessed glorious Trinity;
Rones to Philosophy; bu t m ilke to faith.

W hich , as wise serpents, diversly 
M ost slipperinesse. yet m ost e n ta n g lin g  haih ,

As you distinguish 'd  undistinct 
By power, love, know ledge bee,

G ive m ee a  such selfe different instinct 
O f  these let all m ee elem ented  bee,
O f  power, to love, to  know, you unnum bered  three.

(‘T h e  ï , î ta n ie \  Jo h n  D onne)



Preface

T his book arose ou t of th ree related  questions. T h e  first w as one 
th a t had  puzzled m e for several years: G iven th a t in standard  
C hristian  nom enclature G o d  is spoken o f  as ‘three persons’, w hen 
was G o d  first referred  to as a person? T h is  quickly led  m e to a 
second question: G ran ted  the  standard  narrative o f  ‘recovery’ o f 
the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  fo r W estern  theology a n d  prac tice  in 
the  n ineteenth  a n d  tw entieth  cen turies, w hen an d  why was the 
doctrine o f the T rin ity  ‘lost’? T h e  initial question led m e to the 
Socinians on  the  C on tinen t a n d  J o h n  Biddle in England, who 
were insistent th a t G od  w as one  person  no t three. M y in terest in 
the second question deepened* T h e  fact th a t Socinianism  loom ed 
large, a t least in po p u lar fear, in seventeenth-century  England, 
an d  th a t B iddle’s confession th a t ‘G o d  is the  nam e o f  a  Person' 
was m ad e  in  1644, confirm ed an in tu ition  I  h a d  that the  S tuart 
Age contained  im portan t clues ab o u t the  m arginalization o f  the 
doctrine o f the  Trinity. H ere , how ever, the p lo t noticea bly thinned 
ra th e r  th an  thickened, t o r  all th e ir  rejo icing over the  ‘recovery’ o f 
the doctrine o f  the T rin ity  in recen t decades, it is difficult to  find 
any  tw entieth- o r tw enty-first-century theologian w ho  pays m ore 
th an  the scantiest a tten tion  to English theology abou t the  doctrine 
du ring  the  seventeenth century. T h e  p e rio d  is alm ost always leapt 
over in silence.1 T h e  theological controversies su rrounding  the

1 T h e  ‘ta k e  off’ p o in t  a n d  th e  " la n d in g  s ta g e ' m a y  h e  d if f e r e n t b u t  th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  c le a r  
th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  w ith o u t  c o m m e n t .  C a t h e r in e  L a C u g n a ,  i n  h e r  a c c la im e d  G od f i t  
I k  (N e w  Y o rk : H n jp r r O o l l in s ,  1 l e a p s  fro m  G r e g o r y  P a la m a s  to  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry ; 
E d m u n d  H il l ,  T h e  M y sle ty  o f  the T n n tly  ( I / in d o n :  C ass iill, JÎÎfî.î), 5r.u|>: f ro m  A q u in a s  t o  l l t r  
tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry ;  R .  S . F ra n k s , T h e  D octrine o f  the T rin ity  {L o n d o n : D u c k w o r th ,  1 9 5 3 ) m ak es
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T rin ity  in the  1690s have received som e a tten tion  from historians 
bu t very little from theologians.2 T h is  leap, in  the  w ords o f 
W illiam  Babcock, ‘leaves b lank  the very interval th a t we m ust 
need  to have filled in i f  w e a re  to  g a in  some understand ing  of 
w here and  how  this shift o f  sensibilities took place, the  interval 
betw een the  trin itarian  theology o f  th e  m edieval scholastics and 
the  trin itarian  theology· o f  S ch leierm acher a n d  those w ho cam e 
after him .*1 A nd  so the  th ird  question  form ed itself. W hat had 
gone on  in ihose controversies th a t  w ould  b e  o f  in terest to  the 
theologian? T h is  book hopes to  (ill in th e  b lank  and , by its account 
o f  the  w ay in w hich the  T rin ity  was d isplaced, to  provide ano th er 
brick in the  w all o f  the  history o f  the  doc trine  o f the  Trinity.

A t the outset I freely adm it that I  w rite  a s  a  theologian a n d  n o t a 
historian. The works o f R edw ood, C h am p io n , C lark  a n d  others 
have given m e very  useful a n d  inform ative insights. T h e y  have 
exam ined  the im pact a n d  im plications o f  the  crises surrounding  
the  doctrine a t this tim e fo r English society a n d  C hurch . Som e 
historians have sought to show this p e rio d  as a  stage on the  jo u r ­
ney to  the  Enlightenm ent, o r  religious freedom , o r the  develop­
m en t o f  the  category* o f  're lig ion ' itself. T hese  agendas a re  fine 
b u t they a re  n o t m ine. I  wished to exam ine the  disputes over the 
T rin ity  from  the perspective o f  theology: w hat insights do  the 
disputes have to  teach  us abou t the  doc trine  itself?

All view points a rc  rooted in a  p a rticu la r place a n d  I have tried  
to be as aw are as possible o f  the lim its th a t m y  ow n places on m e, 
b u t I m ust confess that I  w rite  as a  C atholic  theologian w ho Ls 
convinced that, in the  w ords o f artic le  234 o f  The Catechism o f the

p a ss in g  rc tc rc n c c  t o  th e  c o n tro v e rs ie s  o f  th e  1690s. E d m u n d  J .  f o r tm a n ,  T h e  Triune Cod: A  
H istorica l S tu d y  o f  th e  D octrine o f  the T rin ity  ( l.o n d o iv . H u tc h in s o n ,  19 7 2 ). t r e a ts  th e  s e v e n te e n th  
c c n tu r y  s o  b rie f ly  th a t  h is  c o m m e n ts  a r e  o f  li t t le  u se . O ld e r  s y n th e se s  s u c h  a s  J o h n  H u m ,  
R eligious Thought in  E ngland  (3  v o ls .; L o n d o n :  S t r a tu m ,  10 7 0 ). p ro v id e  s u m m a r ie s  o f  th e  
p o s i t io n s  o f  m a n y  o f  th e  p ro ta g o n is ts  o f  t h e  t r i n i t a r ia n  c o n tro v e rs ie s  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  
c e n tu ry ,  i n  a s  m u c h  a s  th e s e  a r c  p a n  o f  a n  i t e m  la b e l le d  ‘rc îig io u s  th o u g h t ' .

9 H is to r ic a l  w o rk s  in c lu d c ,  J .  C .  D .  C la rk ,  E nglish Society 1681! 1 8 3 2  (C a m b r id g e :  C a m ­
b r id g e  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1985 ); G o r d o n  R u p p , R elig ion  in  E ngland 1 6 8 8 -1 7 9 1  (O x fo rd : 
O x fo rd  U n iv e rs ity  P re ss , 1986); J o h n  R e d w o o d ,  R eason. R id icu le and R eligion  (L o n d o n : 
T h a m e s  &  H u d s o n .  1986); J u s t in  C h a m p io n ,  T h e  i\ l! a n  o f  i*rievtcrqft Shaken  (C a m b r id g e : 
C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, 1992). Λ  n o t ic e a b le  e x c e p t io n  to  th e  r id e  a m o n g  th e o lo g ia n s  
is W ill ia m  P la c h c r , T h e  D om estication o f  T ranscendant (L ou isv ille , K Y : W c s tm in s c c r /Jo h n  
K n o x  P re ss , 1996} w h o  c o r re c tly  id e n tif ie s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c c n tu r y  in 
th e  lo s s  < if l l i r  t r in i ta r ia n  d o c t r in e  o f  G o d .

Λ W illia m  S . B a b c o c k , ‘A  C h a n g in g  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  G o d :  T h e  D o c tr in e  o f  th e  T r in ity ' in  
th e  S e v e n te e n th  C e n t u r y ',  Interpretation  4 5  (1991). p p .  1 3 3 -5 6  (135).
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Catholic Church, ‘the m ystery o f the  m o st Holy T rin ity  is the  central 
m ystery o f C hristian  faith a n d  life’. O ld e r  accounts o f  th e  period  
a n d  disputes covered by this book have often been  w ritten  by 
U n ita rian  historians w ho  understandab ly  have b een  keen to show 
the rationality, bravery  a n d  goodness o f  those w ho challenged talk 
o f  G o d  as three persons, T his book is no t a  partisan  rejo inder 
to those works, m any o f  w hich are com m endab le  for the  depth 
and  b read th  o f  scholarship displayed, b u t it  is roo ted  in the  con­
viction th a t  the  lo s s ’ o f  the T rin ity  is a  cause o f  sorrow no t joy. 
K arl R a h n e r’s observation th a t m an y  Catholics a re  m onotheists 
w ho w ould no t notice if  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  w ere dropped 
is probably  overstated, b u t th e re  is still a  considerable w ay to go if 
the m ystery o f  the  T rin ity  is really to  b e  ‘the  cen tral m ystery of 
C hristian  faith a n d  life’. T h is  book is certain ly  no t in tended  p ri­
m arily as a  work o f  apologetics, b u t if  it  contribu tes in  som e way 
to  the  ‘recovery’ o f  the T rin ity  that w ill be welcome.

T hroughout the  w riting  o f  this book I have becom e increas­
ingly aw are o f  o th e r  Issues a n d  controversies swirling around. 
T h e re  a re  b ig  questions concern ing  language, exegesis, solcri- 
ology a n d  ecclesiology, to  nam e a  few that 1 have alluded to  in 
passing. 1 a m  also aw are that there  is a  C on tinen ta l dim ension to 
this story- that bu t partially  appears in  these pages. Several books 
could b e  w ritten  on tha t. I  have focused on  E ng land  because it was 
regarded  both a t hom e and  ab ro ad  as som ew here o f  a  forcing 
house for an ti-trin itarian  sentim ents a n d  argum ents. I f  a t the  end 
o f  this book the  read e r em erges w ith a  c learer understand ing  o f 
the process w hereby the  doctrine o f th e  T rin ity  was ‘lost’ I shall be 
content. Tf the  reader is inspired to  go back to  some o f  the 
seventeenth-century  auliiors them selves, so m uch  the better.

T h e  w riting  o f a  book puts one  in d eb t to so m any people. T h e  
seeds o f m y ow n fascination w ith  th e  T rin ity  w ere sown by Eric 
Was tel I a n d  w ere nourished  m ore fo rm ally  by O w en Cum m ings. 
Som e o f  m y orig inal questions w ere inspired  by Brian Davies, and 
m y quest for answers took m e to C am bridge . I owe an  immense 
deb t o f gratitude to m y PhD  supervisor, N icholas Lash, whose 
delight in  the  T rin ity  confirm ed m y ow n. D uring  my research 1 
received g rea t assistance and  encouragem en t from  D ouglas 
Hedley, R ichard  Rex, H ueston  Finlay, E am on Duffy, R ichard  
Lucketl and  m any o thers  w ho asked pertinen t questions o r p ro ­
vided nuggets o f  inform ation. T h e  staff* in  the R are  Book Room
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in the University L ibrary  a t C am bridge  a n d  their cou n te rp arts  in 
the D uke H um phrey  a t the  Bodleian, O x fo rd  could not have been 
m ore  helpful

Friends helped  m e to  keep  a  perspective on  m y research and 
provided m uch apprecia ted  love a n d  support. A m ong them  I m ust 
th an k  H ugh  a n d  M adeleine M cM anus. D avid  a n d  Liz R obertson, 
Jo h n  and  A nne Burns, D orian  U yw elyn , T h o m as Fink, Tom 
O ’C onnor, Bill Boxall, Am brose W alsh a n d  m any others. Paul 
M cM an u s ' enthusiasm  for the  good th ings o f  life p revented  me 
from  becom ing too  obsessed w ith w ork, a n d  Ϊ owe m uch to  David 
Jam es for his gentle encouragem ent in  this as so m uch  else. T his 
book is dedicated  to m y  p aren ts  as a small token  o f  gratitude for 
all they have given me.



Introduction

Som ething  hap p en ed  to the  doctrine o f the  T rin ity  in the  seven­
teen th  century: it ceased being  a  m ystery  o f  faith and  becam e 
a problem  in theology. T h is  book exam ines how  and  why that 
transform ation  took  place. T h e  six teenth  cen tury  had  no t seen 
any  great blossom ing o f trin ita rian  theology: the  polem ics o f the 
R eform ation debate precluded  tha t, b u t  the trin itarian  consensus 
in doctrine a n d  im agination  w ere still overwhelm ingly intact. 
Calvin bu rn t Servetus for his an ti-trin ita rian  views a t G eneva and  
was app lauded  by C atholics throughout. E urope for do ing  so. 
H enry  V IΠ founded T rinity  C ollege, C am bridge, his Catholic 
daughter, M ary, T rin ity  College, O xfo rd , a n d  his Protestant 
daughter, E lizabeth, T rin ity  College, D ublin. E lizabeth  reacted 
with horrified  disbelief th a t  ‘m onste rs’ w ho den ied  the Trinity 
could exist in her kingdom . Jo h n  D o n n e  p reached  serm ons replete 
w ith  trin itarian  reference a n d  n o n e  o f  his contem poraries 
ob jected to o r  questioned the  audacious trin itarian  im ageiy  o f  his 
poetry, l o r  D onne , it was ‘the foundation , the  sum m e, it is the 
C hristian  Religion, to believe a righ t o f  the  T rin ity’. H e  w as no t 
afraid  to  develop the  political im plications o f  this belief, in his 
p reaching  ‘the  T rin itarian  G od  was a  m odel for the pluralist 
sta te’.7 O thers , too, were no t afraid  to  use their im agination in

'  E v e ly n  S im p s o n  a n d  G e o rg e  P o tte r , cd s ., T he Serm ons o f  J o h n  D onne '  î  0  v o is .; B erkeley : 
U n iv e rs i ty  o f  C a l i fo rn ia  P ress, V I ,  p . 1 3 9 . D o n n e ’s  p o e t r y  is e x a m in e d  in
C h a p ; r r  7.

'  D a v id  N ic h o ls ,  'D sv in o  A nalogy·: T h e . T h e o lo g ic a l  P o li tic s  o f  J o h n  D o n n e ’,  P alitim l 
Studies 3 2  (1 9 8 4 ) , p p . 5 7 0 - 8 0  (.580).



2 ‘Ä  and Hot Disputed

regard  to the  T rin ity .' But by the 1720s, the  m ost trenchan t 
defender o f  the  Trinity, D aniel W atcrland , w arned  th a t the 
im agination  h a d  no  place to play in understand ing  th e  doctrine. 
His own im peccably o rthodox  w ritings a re  dull a n d  stilted. In  the 
in tervening  years assaults upo n  the doc trine  o f  the T rin ity  had 
clearly taken  th e ir  toll. T h is  book exam ines how  the Trinity 
becam e m arginalized from C hristian  life, p rac tice  a n d  thought, 
a n d  why that change took  place.

T o  m ost people in  the  seventeenth  cen tu ry  it would have 
seem ed impossible, and  also undesirable, to separa te  faith and  
theology from  political a n d  social concerns. T h e  fabric o f  life was 
shot th rough  w ith references to relig ion a n d  belief a t every point. 
T h e  assaults an d  defences o f  the  T rin ity  were no t gam es played 
in ivory lowers bu t m atters o f  life a n d , in one case, death. M ost 
o f  the  com batants were n o t politically' naïve a n d  w ere well aware 
o f  the  w ider ram iGcations th a t th e ir  denial o r defence o f the 
doctrine could have for C hurch  and  state, bu t they sim ply will 
n o t lall ou t in to  tw o  n ea t cam ps labelled  ‘rad ical’ a n d  ‘reaction­
ary ’ o r whatever. Anyone w ho  w ou ld  like to  find  a  straight­
forw ard corollary betw een religious an d  political radicalism  or 
reaction will be disappointed. W hile n o t neglecting the  political 
a n d  social im plications of' th e  positions adop ted , this book 
focuses on  the  theology expressed in th e  conflicts. T hose  engaged 
in them , w hatever o th e r  agenda they  m ay  h a w  possessed, were 
doing  so p rim arily  because o f the  theological im plications o f deny­
ing or asserting the  Trinity.

T h e  best histories let the dead  speak  for themselves, so I have 
tried  to let the  defenders and  de trac to rs  o f  the doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  express their argum ents and  concerns in their ow n words. 
T h e ir  w it, exasperation, sarcasm , confusion, ridicule, patience, 
fear and  m uch  m ore is effectively conveyed in the language and 
rheto ric  they  em ployed to advance th e ir  case. The denunciation 
o f  the  T rin ity  as a ‘tripartite  idol’, the  brash  accusations o f ‘heresy 
a n d  nonsense’, a n d  d ie  subtleties involved in  talking abou t ‘three 
subsistences’ still e loquentiy  convey the  positions adopted . O n  
occasions w e are  rem inded  quite  forcefully th a t faith and  theology

'  S e e  D e n n is  R .  K iin c k , ‘ “  Vejligi/t Jrin iiabY ' i n  M a n  a n d  h is  W o rk s  in  th e  E n g lish  R en a is ­
s a n c e ’,  J o u rn a l o f  ihr. H istory· o f  Tile/iS 12 (1 9 8 1 ) , p p .  1 3 -2 7 . K l in e k  s h o w s  h o w  D e m u r  's  
c o n te m p o r a r ie s  s h a r e d  th e  s a m e  ‘a p p lie d  t r in i ta r ia n  is m ’. T h e y  s a w  th e  T rin ity · re f le c te d  in  
h u m a n ity ,  p h ilo s o p h y  a n d  e v e n  physio logy .
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can b e  expressed in a  w ay that is fa r  from  genteel, ‘nice’ and  
unchallenging.

T h e  period  o f  the  investigation covers roughly  the  ‘S tu a rt Age’, 
in itself one  o f  the  m ost controverted  periods o f history. Som e o f 
the  key figures o f  dial epoch  have g en era ted  hundreds o f  volum es 
o f  research a n d  assessment in th e ir  ow n righ t, a n d  there  a re  h u n ­
dreds o f  con tem porary  seventecnth-ceniury  contributions to the 
debates over the  doctrine o f the  Trinity. A no ther study could  have 
cen tred  itself on  the  exegetical p rob lem s raised  by the  disputants 
o r the  soteriological understandings they  m anifested. W hile not 
neglecting those concerns, this book focuses on the w ord  ‘person’ 
a n d  its usage as a w ay o f o rganizing  a n d  gaining insight in lo  the 
m ateria l available. ‘Person’ is one  o f  th e  key w ords in trin itarian  
discourse, yet its m eaning, suitability a n d  usage are  no t agreed 
upon e ither du ring  this earlier p e rio d  n o r in o u r  ow n time. 
T eriu llian  could  have h a d  little idea o f  the  troublesom e legacy he 
was bequeath ing  to the C h u rch  w hen he first in troduced  persona 
into C hristian  theology. A  n um ber o f  tw entieth-century  theo­
logians have questioned  th e  usefulness o f  the  w ord  a n d  the advis­
edness o f re ta in ing  it. Som e, such as B arth  a n d  R ahner, have seen 
the w ord ‘person’ as inherently  p rob lem atic  and  best avoided, or 
at least to b e  very carefully qualified. O thers, such as M oltm ann 
and  Boff, have argued  th a t  the  m o d ern  idea o f 'p e rso n ’ enhances 
ra th e r  than  dim inishes o u r  understand ing  o f  d ie  doctrine. In  the 
seventeenth cen tu ry  ‘person’ becam e a highly contested  concept 
in regard  to  the Trinity. M any, if  no t all, o f  the  disputes surround- 
ing the in terp re ta tion  a n d  acceptability  o f  the  doctrine revolved 
around  the  w ord  an d  ils usage. Part, o f  the  prob lem  lay in  the 
changing understand ing  o f  the  n a tu re  a n d  function o f  language; 
to  oversimplify g rea tly  analogy a n d  m etap h o r w ere at a discount 
while univocal usage was increasingly privileged. P a rt lay in the 
developm ent o f  new  understand ings o f w hat ‘person’ m eant; 
H obbes a n d  especially Locke challenged  the con tem porary  
hegem ony in this area. P art lay in the  theological presuppositions 
revealed in the w ritings o f  the  d o c trin e ’s defenders and  critics; 
th ere  is no  ag reem en t even am ong  the  fo rm er as to the  exact 
con ten t the te rm  w as m ean t to bear w hen  used o f  the  Father, Son 
an d  Spirit.

M y opening ch ap te r gives an  im pressionistic account o f  the 
displacem ent th a t the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  was suffering during
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this period  in  piety, catechesis a n d  p o p u la r  celebration, T h e  next 
ch a p te r  situates the  origin o f m any fu ture disputes in the  context 
o f  the  Civil W ar a n d  its a fte rm ath . D uring’ this period  Jo h n  
Biddle, the  ‘Father o f  the  English U n ita rian s’, m ade  his confession 
that. G od  w as o. person , a n d  it is from  this period d ia l w e witness 
the grow th o f  anxiety ab o u t Socinianism , a  rad ical C ontinental 
heresy  popularly  synonym ous w ith an ti-trin itarian ism . C h ap te r 3 
displays a n d  evaluates th e  speculations o f  T h o m as H obbes in 
regard  to  the Trinity; a n d  th e ir  co n tem p o ra ry  im pact. C h ap te r 4  is 
the heart, o f  the book, and  p resen ts a  survey a n d  analysis o f  the 
controversies o f  the  1690s, which prove a w atershed  in the  history 
o f  the proclam ation  a n d  recep tion  o f  th e  doctrine in E ngland  and  
fu rth e r afield. C h ap te r 5 develops this investigation a n d  assesses 
the contribu tion  o f  J o h n  Locke, d ragged  in to  these controversies 
by the  Bishop o f  W orcester, to the d isin tegration o f  the trin itarian  
consensus. C h ap te r 6 plots the  legacy o f the controversies o f  the 
1690s lor the  early e ighteenth  cen tury  a n d  beyond. T h e  book ends 
w ith a  b rie f conclusion.



C H A P T E R  O N E

Bones to Philosophy, but Milke to Faith

T h e  people o f  the  seventeenth cen tu ry  w ere obsessed w ith G od  
an d  his dealings w ith m en. Q uestions concern ing  C h u rc h  order, 
doctrine a n d  the  limits o f religious to leration  w ere no t the  con­
ce rn  o f clerics a lone bu t the  en tire  nation. C erta in  flashpoints 
could start a  civil war, o r secure the  deposition  o f  a king, o r  ignite 
b itte r  feuds am ong  those w ho called  them selves Christians. 
Tow ards the  end  o f  the  century, disputes over the origins, tru th  
and  m eaning o f the doc trine  o f  die T rin ity  th rea tened  to tear 
ap art th e  C hurch  by law established, a n d  the reaction  o f  die civil 
and  ecclesiastical au thorities at various tim es is a  clear indication 
that the  p o pu lar im pact o f the  disputes w as o f no  negligible con­
cern . To some contem poraries it seem ed  as il' the  heated  debates 
over the divinity o f  C hrist in fourth -ccn tu ry  A lexandria had  sud­
denly arrived in late seventeenth-century  England . T h e  tru th  was 
a  little m ore com plicated, as the  hegem ony o f  trin itarian  belief 
h a d  been  on  the w ane lo r  som e lim e. M ost o f the m ateria l fo r the  
succeeding chap ters has been  g a rn e re d  from  works o f  apologetic 
a n d  polem ical theology; bu t it w ou ld  be a  m istake to  conclude 
from  this th a t there  w ere no  ind ications th a t the  doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  was in trouble in o th e r  a reas  as well. O n ly  an  overly 
restricted  notion  o f theology w ould  lim it this investigation to die 
purely  form al m aterial found in the  controversial books and  
pam phlets. To gain a  fuller insight in to  the fate o f  the  doctrine o f 
the  T rin ity  du ring  the seventeenth cen tu ry  we m ust take account 
o f  w hat m ight b e  labelled 'p o p u lar relig ion’: H ow  did the  popu la­
tion a t large appropriate  the  doctrine o f  the Trinity; il’ they did at 
all? H ow  w as devotion to  the T rin ity  expressed? H ow  w ere the
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persons o f  the T rin ity  pcrccivcd? H ow  w as the  doc trine  taught, 
though t and  celebrated? W hat im pact did the  controversies have 
a t grassroots? A nsw ers to such questions a re  no t readily  obtained , 
an d  it w ould be difficult enough  to  respond  to  diese questions on 
beh a lf  o f  o u r  ow n society. 1’he  passage o f  tim e has obscured 
m atters still further, bu t by  exam ining  a  w ide variety  o f  m aterial 
w e m ay  obtain  som e im pression o f  the b roader p ic tu re  vis-à-vis 
the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity. T h ro u g h  exam ination  o f  catechisms, 
p rayer books, hym naries, a r t  a n d  iconodasm , poetry; diaries and 
proposed  revisions to  the Liturgy' o f  the established C hurch , we 
c a n  savour som e o f  the flavour o f  seventeenth-century  piety in 
regard  to the Trinity. A lthough this ch ap te r m akes no  excuses for 
be ing  im pressionistic arid tentative I  believe it is a useful in troduc­
tion  to investigate th e  m arginalization o f  the  doc trine  th a t  took 
p lace early m odern  E ng land .1

The Practice o f  Pieiie

C an  we know  how  people prayed  then , w hat w ords they  used, 
w h a t sentim ents they  echoed? T h e  sheer volum e o f  p rin ted  prayer 
books is daun ting  a n d  seems to preclude any' generalization , bu t a 
partia l solution to th is difficulty' may' com e by exam ining  the  most 
p o pu lar works o f  th e  period . W e may' assum e th a t these ‘best­
sellers’ w ere m ost influential in fo rm ing  p o pu lar p riva te  piety, and  
the task is m ade  easier by a  survey undertaken  by C . Jo h n  
Som m erville. H e  isolates, by  p rin ting  a n d  reprin ting , the  most 
p o pu lar works o f  th e  day  an d  then  proceeds to analyse these 
works p a rag rap h  b y  p a rag rap h  to assess the concerns o f  p o pu lar 
piety' a t the tim e.2

T h e  R eform ation  d id  no t m ark  anything like a  com plete ru p ­
tu re  w ith  the spiritual heritage o f  the  past. A ugustine’s Confessions^

1 A m o n g  th e  « in d ie s  o f  p o p u l a r  re lig io n  s h o u ld  b e  r io te d  B a r ry  R e a y . Popular C ulture m  
S tw ilttn th  C entury E nglartd (T -o n d o n  : C r o o m  H e lm ,  19 8 5 ), a n d  K e ith  T h o m a s ,  Religion and the 
D ecline o f  M ag ic: Studies in  P opular B eliefs m  S ixteenth  a n d  Seventeenth C entury E ngland  (L o n d o n : 
P e n g u in , 1 9 7 1 ;. a s  w ell a s  s tu d ie s  d e v o te d  to  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r io d s ,  c .g  t h e  C iv i l  W ar.

'  C .  J o h n  S u m m e rv il le ,  P opular Religion in  Restoration E ngland  (G a in e sv il le : U n iv e rs i ty  o f  
K Jo rida  P re s s , 19 7 7 ). see  p p .  9 -  19 . S o m rtie rv ille  m a k e s  s o m e  re fe re n c e  t o  th e  p e r io d  b e tö re  
t h e  R e s to ra t io n .  I  h a v e  a u g m e n te d  th is  w ith  H o r to n  D a v ie s ,  W orship <m il Theology in  England 
(î> vols.; P r in c e to n ,  N J : P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs i ty  P ie s s ,  19G1--7.1)}, a m i H .  S. B e im e u ,  E nglish  
Hooks und Rcailers, 1 6 0 3  1 6 4 0  { C a m b rid g e : C a m b r d g c  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s . 1970).
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à K em pis' imitation a n d  works by S t B ernard  rem ained  highly 
popular. Suitably sanitized versions o f  the  exercises o f  Ignatius 
Loyola a n d  the  m editations o f  Francis de Sales w ere provided for 
Protestant readers. O th e r  works by A ndrew es, Taylor, B ax ter and  
Baker were widely read."* T h e  tr in ita rian  overtones o f  these works 
a re  clear: accord ing  to Sonim crvillc ‘these devotional m anuals o r 
guides to spirituality, how ever m uch they  differ in the  m ethods 
they  inculcate o r in their theological em phases, all express a  robust 
conviction o f  the reality o f  G od , o f  th e  finality o f  C hrist’s revela­
tion o f  his love, o f  the in terio r transfo rm ation  w rought by  the 
H oly  Spirit’.*

O f  particu lar no te  from the  earlie r p a rt of' o u r  period  is the 
w ork o f  the Puritan  Lewes Bayly {d. 1631), Bishop o f  Bangor. The 
Practice o f Pietie was one  o f  the  m ost rep rin ted  works o f 
spirituality J o h n  Bunyan for one  adm itted  it as a  great influence 
on his life. A rguing that, there  can  b e  n o  true  piety w ithout know ­
ledge o f G od , Bayly spends nearly  sixty o f  his open ing  pages 
exploring the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity. H is exposition exam ines the 
three persons a n d  the  na tu re  of' th e ir unity. Bayly inform s his 
readers th a t in the  Divine Essence ‘th e  divers m an n e r o f  being 
there in  a re  called Persons’, a n d  that

a  Person is a  distinct substance o f  the G odhead . T h e re  are 
three Divine Persons the Father, th e  Sonne a n d  the  Holy Ghost. 
T hese  three Persons a rc  no t the  scvcrall substances, bu t th ree dis­
tinct subsistences; o r  th ree divers m a n n e r  o f  being o f  one a n d  the 
same substance, a n d  Divine Essence. So th a t a  Person in  the  Godhead, 
is a n  individuall understanding a n d  incom m unicable Subsistence, 
living o f  it selfe, and  no t sustained by  another.

T his p lu rality  in the G odhead  Is n e ith e r accidental (som ething 
ex traneous o r variable), no r essential (there is only one  essence), bu t 
personal, and  the persons a re  to be regarded  as alius and  alius not 
aliud a n d  aliud. T hese  three persons a re  distinguished in three 
ways: by nam e, by o rder a n d  by ac tion . Bayly then  proceeds to 
give w hat is in effect a  sum m ary  g ram m ar o f  the  Trinity.3 

T h e  divine persons m ay  be distinguished by nam e. T h e  first

5 Sec*. D av ies . I t  pj>. 81- 2 ,  a n d  69Γ.
1 D a v ie s , ΙΓ, p .  78 .
• L e w e s  B ay ly , T h e  Practice o fP ittie  (L o n d o n : 1 6 3 1 ). p p .  5 , 6 .
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person is nam ed  ‘F ather’, firstly in respect lo his n a tu ra l Son, a n d  
secondly in rcfcrence to  rhc elcct a d o p ted  by  grace. T h e  second 
person is nam ed  ‘S on’ because o f  his e ternal begetting  from  the 
Father. T h e  th ird  person is n am ed  'H o ly  Spirit’ because he is 
‘spired’ from  the  F ather a n d  the  S on  a n d  m akes holy  I,lie elcct o f 
G od. T h u s in a  few w ords Bayly links very effectively the  im m a­
nen t T rin ity  (God as G od  exists in his self) a n d  the  econom ic 
T rin ity  (G od as G o d  appears in the  econom y o f  salvation). T h e  
doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is no t conceived as som e arcane  piece o f 
in form ation  ab o u t the im m anen t life o f  G od , b u t ra th e r  is an 
exposition o f  that life as experienced  by the  C hristian . T h e  
in te rnal reladons o f  the  persons m ake  an  im pact on  the  lives o f 
believers. T h e  Father is fa ther o f  the  e lect w ho  m akes his children 
by adop tion  through die sanctificatory pow er o f  the  H oly Spirit. 
T h e  believer does no t p u t his o r  h e r  tru s t in som e undifferentiated 
G od , bu t is caugh t u p  in to  the  life o f  the  Father, S on  a n d  H oly 
S p irit/’

The divine persons m ay  also be d istinguished by order. T h e  
F ather is the first person , having  n e ith e r his being no r his begin­
n in g  from  any. T h e  Son is the  second, being  the only bego tten  o f 
die Father. In  respect o f his essence h e  is o f  him self bu t in respect 
o f  his person he is begotten  by an  e te rn a l and  incom prehensible 
generation. T h e  H oly  G host, the  th ird  person , proceeds from 
b o th  a n d  receives the  whole divine essence by spiration. In  respect 
o f  these distinctions the  F ather is logically before the  S on  whom  
h e  begets, a n d  b o th  are before the  S p irit w hom  they  spire. But 
Bayly insists that this priority  of o rd e r  does not. im ply th a t one 
person  is superior o r an o th e r  inferior. O rd e r  is no t a t the expense 
o f  the coequality  o f  the  persons; they a re  equal in every essential 
respect.··

Finally, the divine persons m ay  b e  distinguished by  their 
in ternal actions. T h e ir  ex ternal ac tions ad extra, although attrib ­
u ted  to one  person , nevertheless a re  actions ‘after a  so rt’ com m on 
to  them  all. However, the internal actions -  begetting, being 
begotten, p roceed ing  -  a re  pecu liar to each  person. T hese  are 
‘incom m unicable Actions; a n d  doe m ake, no t an  cssentiaL accidmial, 
o r  raüonalL but a  real distinction betw ixt the  th ree  Persons'. T h e

"  S e e  B ayly. p p .  7 -8 .
5 S e e  Bayly, p p .  7T 8  -12.
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Father is n o t the Son, n o r  the H oly  Spirit. T h e  divine essence is 
com m on to  all th ree , therefore th e re  is a U nity  in  T rin ity  and  
Trinity in Unity. Bayly concluded  by rem ind ing  his readers that 
rhe T rin ity  is a  m ystery to he ad o red  a n d  w orsh ipped  ra th e r  than  
‘curiously searched by reason '. K

T h is  e la lw rate  trin itarian  g ram m ar, it should  lie stressed, was 
the beginning  o f one o f the  best-selling p rayer books o f  the  age. 
W hy w as this long p ream ble included? Tow ards the  conclusion of 
his exposition o f  trin itarian  doctrine Bayly gives his reasons for 
insisting th a t  the doctrine m ust be know n. Firstly, it helps us dis­
cern  the  true  G o d  from  false gods; w e need  to know th a t w e are 
addressing ourselves to  G od  a n d  no t to  som e p h an to m . Secondly, 
the  knowledge o f  the  T rin ity  we gain from  contem plation  o f ou r 
salvation inspires us to  g rea ter aw e a n d  love. Thirdly, having some 
knowledge o f the m ystery will stir us u p  to im itate  the  divine Spirit 
w ho sanctifies us. Finally, this knowledge will ensure that we have 
the rig h t conceptions o f  G od  a n d  no t gross, blasphem ous im agin­
ations such as those w ho  ‘conceive G o d  to be like a n  old M an 
silting in a  chare: and  the blessed Trinity ' to  be like th a t tripartite  
Idoll, w hich the  papists have pa in ted  in their C hurch-w indow es’. 
In  sum , a p ro p er understanding  o f  th e  T rin ity  rem oves idolatry, 
focuses p rayer and  encourages tru e  devotion an d  knowledge.**

T h e  prayers provided by Bayly a rc  very long-w inded by ou r 
standards. H ow ever, they constantly  address the  T rin ity  by nam e 
an d  have a  definite trin itarian  dynam ic. Bayly does no t exhibit the 
tim idity  o f later divines in talking ab o u t a n d  to  the  Trinity, a n d  he 
is no t afraid  o f  using som e vivid m etap h o rs  to bring  this dynam ic 
out. For instance, the w arm ing  effect o f  the  w ine a t H oly  C o m ­
m union can  be seen as a w arm ing  o f  the  soul by C hrist, a n d  a  
rem inder th a t w c have been  given the  Holy Spirit to drink  (a 
reference to 1 Cor. 12:13). T h is  H oly  Spirit is w hat m akes us one  
w ith C hrist.10

T h ough  the  m ajority  o f  earlier w orks share  the sam e flavour, 
none of the  ‘best-sellers’ a fte r  the  R esto ra tion  were as studiously 
trin itarian  in th e ir outlook. R ichard  Allcstrcc (1619-1681), Regius 
Professor o f  H istory  a t O xford  from  1663 to  1679, rem inded  his

" B ay ly , p . 17; s e e  p p .  15  19.
' B ay ly , p .  5 2 ;  s e c  p p . 5 0  -5 2 .
10 Sftt: B avly, p .  6 0 4 .
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readers th a t acknow ledgem ent o f  th e  true  G o d  w as a  duty 
im posed by  faith. T his G o d  was C rea to r, R edeem er a n d  Sanctifier. 
T h e  persons o f  the  Father, S on  a n d  H oly  Spirit a re  revealed in 
H oly Scrip tu re  a n d  to be accep ted  as tru e ."

Je rem y  T aylor (1613-1667), A nglican Bishop o f D ow n and  
C on n o r a n d  a  celebrated  devotional writer, p receded  his collec­
tion  o f  prayers w ith  a  discussion o f  C hristian  ‘C re d en d a ’, includ­
ing the  fact that

G o d  being  one in natu re , is also th ree  in person; expressed in 
the  Scrip ture by  the  nam es o f  ‘Father, Son, and  H o ly  Spirit’. 
T h e  first person  is know n to  us by th e  n am e o f  ‘T h e  Father o f  
O u r  L o rd  Jesus C hrist’. T h e  second  p erson  is called ‘T h e  Son, 
a n d  die W ord  o f  the Father'. T h e  th ird  is ‘T h e  Spirit and  
Prom ise o f  d ie  F ather’. A n d  these a re  ihrec a n d  one  after a 
secret m anner, w hich w e m ust believe, b u t can n o t understand.

G iven this C red en d a  it is n o t surprising  to  find th a t  one  o f  the  first 
acts in  the  ‘ag en d a’ o f  prayer is th a t ‘w hen you first go o ff from 
your l>ed, solem nly and  devoutly bow  your h ead , a n d  w orship  the 
H oly Trinity, the  Father, Son, a n d  H oly  G host’.12

T h o m as K en (1637 1711), B ishop o f  B ath  a n d  Wells, later 
deposed  for his refusal to accept W illiam  o f O ra n g e  as K in g  in 
p lace o f  Jam es  IT, p roduced  a  p ray e r book for children, which 
provides prayers to  the H oly C hild , a n d  also one  for the  help  of 
the  H oly  Spirit in read ing  the  Scrip tures correctly. T h e  H igh 
C h u rch m an , Jo h n  Cosin (1594—1672), w ho  becam e Bishop o f 
D u rh am  a t the  R estoration, published  a  p rayer book w ith an 
am en d ed  form  o f  the  m onastic offices o f  Terce, Sext a n d  None. Tt 
was fitting to p ray  three tim es d u rin g  the  day, h e  argued , ‘in  rever­
ence o f the  B LESSED  T R IN IT IE ’. · '

W hile it w ould be w rong to  suggest too  great a  shift in the 
substance o f  devotional m aterial, it is notable th a t the best-sellers 
o f  the  period  a lte r  the  G lorious R evolu tion  in 1688 a re  no t so 
‘spiritual’ in tone. O n e  o f  the leading books o f  the  day  w as m ore

11 R ic h a r d  A ilc s trc c , T h e  W hole D u ty  o f  M a n  (L o n d o n :  16 5 9 ), see  p p .  4  6.
‘Je re m y  T ay lo r, T h e  G oidm  C /rvzf, in  The. W hole W orks o f  /he R ig h t R tu . J n r m y  Tayh>t { I f>

vo ls .: Ï /M u lo n : M o y e s , 1828), Χ \ ·  p p . 12, 33 .
11 T h o m a s  K e n .  A  M a n u a l : f  P ra ym  f i r  lis e  o f  th e  Schobm  o f  W mtiht& ur College (L o n d o n : 

1675), s e e  p .  11 . J o h n  C o s in .  A  C ollection o jP riva te  D evotions (L o n d o n : 15 5 5 ), p .  5 .
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concerned  to indulge in an ti-R om an  po lem ic  a n d  present an  a p o ­
logia for the  C h u rch  o f England , r a th e r  th an  provide a  trin itarian  
exposé o f  prayer.14 P erhaps a  fu rther straw  in the  w ind  was the 
popu larity  enjoyed by the books o f  th e  Q u a k e r and  founder o f 
Pennsylvania, W illiam  Penn (1644 1718). Penn h a d  fallen foul o f 
die au thorities for his alleged an ti-lrin ita rian  sentim ents. T his 
general shift is reflected in Som m erviile’s synthesis. H e  notes an 
increase in  stress on the  anger o f G o d  after the  R estoration a n d  a 
dow n-playing o f C hrist a n d  the H o ly  Spirit. Som m crvillc also 
claim s th a t som e o f  the  best-sellers show a distinct confusion 
abou t the  persons o f  the G odhead . T h e  em phasis on  the  Father, 
which som e have detected  in  the  p iety  o f  th e  P ro testan t reform , is 
clearly in  evidence, while ‘the  H oly  Spirit was n o t a  subject o f 
interest in its own right, a n d  w h a t little mysticism the  literature 
expressed was n o t associated w ith th e  person o f  the  Spirit’. T h e  
m em ory  o f  the fervent pneum ato logy  o f  som e o f  the  Civil W ar 
sects m ay  well have con tribu ted  to this distancing from  th e  Spirit 
and , in a coun try  th a t w as still very sensitive abou t the  legacy o f 
the  In terregnum , anything that sm acked o f  such m anifestations 
o f ‘en thusiasm ’ was highly suspect.3>

T he Christian's A B C

T h e  next chap ters will concen tra te  o n  disputes a n d  controversies 
betw een those w ith  some theological sophistication. W hile the 
works genera ted  w ere o f  considerable: influence, they w ere obvi­
ously no t read  by the  bulk o f  the  population. N evertheless, through­
out. the  period  the com m unication  o f  basic instruction in the 
C hristian  faith w as a  constan t con cern , a n d  w e need to exam ine 
how  the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  w as p resen ted  in  popular teaching.

H ere w e face sim ilar problem s to  those we encoun tered  in 
investigating devotional works: the  am o u n t o f  w ritten  catechetical 
m ateria l is vast. But aga in  we are  fo rtuna te  in  having  a reliable 
guide. In his m agisterial work, The Christian’s ABC . Ia n  G reen

1 W illia m  S tan ley , T h e  1‘a ilh  o f a  Chureh o f  E ngland  tM an, 2 n d  e d n  (L o n d o n : 1673).
S o m m c rv il lc ,  p .  8 0 ; s e e  p p .  7 6 - 8 ,  8 6 . S o m tn e r v i l le  ta b u la te s  th e  re s u lts  u f l i i s  re s e a rc h  

in  « η  A p p e n d ix . T h e  m o s t  p o p u la r  o f  a i l  su b jec ts  d e a l t  w ith  in  d ie  m a te r ia l  Ls ‘T h e  p e rso n  
o f  G o d ’ (B l  J- U n f o r tu n a te ly  th e re  is n o  w a y  o f  t e l l in g  t r o in  d ie  t itle  o f  th is  c a teg o ry ; n o r  
f :o in  the. le x t ,  w h a i  e x a c tly  S u m m e rv il le  m e a n s  b y  s u c h  a  p h ra s e .
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freely adm its th a t the m aterial o f  o ral instruction is now  unrecon- 
structable, bu t argues th a t the  lite ra tu re  is a n  ind icato r o f  the  lone 
o f  catcchcsis a t the  period . H is book con ta in s an  exhaustive list o f  
p r in te d  catechetical m aterial. H e  h im self investigates a  lim ited 
n u m b er o f  besi-sellers. W h a t follows is an  investigation o f  som e o f 
those th a t reached  die ‘top  tw enty’. O n c e  again  a  general pa ttern  
em erges, w hich conform s to th a t w h ich  wc have already detected: 
as tim e progresses, the presentation  o f  the  T rin ity  becom es less 
vivid a n d  m ore defensive, a n d  th e  T rin itarian  im agination 
con tracts.lb

W illiam Perkins' Foundation,  published  first in 1595, w as one 
o f  the  m ost p o pu lar works in the  first h a lt 'o f  the  seventeenth cen ­
tury· Perkins (1558-1602), Fellow o f C h ris t’s College, C am bridge, 
and  a leading P u ritan  divine, w as concerned  to m ake his read ­
ers ‘doers’ ra th e r  th an  just ‘h ea re rs ' o f  the W ord, a n d  his 
exposition o f  the C reed  was geared  to  th a t end. H e  tau g h t that 
'T h e re  is one  G o d , c re a to r  a n d  governor o f  all things, dis­
tinguished in to  the  Father, the Sonne, a n d  the holy G host’, and  
claim ed th a t this is the  p lain  teach ing  o f  Scripture. W e conceive 
G od , says Perkins, ‘no t by fram ing any im age of* h im  in my 
m inde, (as ignoran t folkes doe. th a t  th ink  h im  to be an  oldc 
m an  sitting in heaven) b u t I  conceive him  by  his p roperties and 
his workes’. G o d  is distinguished ‘in to  the  Father w hich beget- 
te th  the  Sonne, in to  the Sonne w ho  is begotten  o f  the Father, 
in to  the holy  G host w ho  p roecedeih  from  the  F ather and  the 
S onne '. T h e  rejection of” pictorial im ages o f  G o d  is a  them e 
th a t w e will exam ine shortly; fo r the  m om en t it. is im p o rtan t to 
no te  th a t Perkins set the  to n e  for fu rth e r catechetical projects by 
insisting that the T rin ity  a re  d ifferentiated by ‘p roperties and  
workes’. 1 ''

T h is  differentiation was echoed in o ther p o pu lar catechetical 
works. R ichard  B ernard  stated th a t C o d  ‘is b u t one substance, 
yet distinguished into three, the  Father, Sonne, a n d  holy  G host, 
w hich distinction is in person , propertie . a n d  m an n e r o f  w orking’. 
S. E gerton , wr ite r o f  the best-seller d u rin g  the period  1610-1630,

"  I a n  G r e e n ,  T h e  C hristian 's A B C (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P re ss , 1996). .See h is  ‘In tr o ­
d u c t io n ’ f o r  th e  s ig n if ic a n ce  o f  c a tc c b is rn s  l o r  P ro ic s U tu is m  in  g c n t-ra l, a n d  fo r  a n  o u tlin e  
o f  h is m rtho (k> l‘’j<y £ n i l  u irari.s  o f  a n a ly s in g  m a te r ia l .

'■ W ill ia m  P e rk in s , T h e  Foundation o f  C hristian R elig ion : Gathered info S ix  /M iu ip les  (L o n d o n :
1 5 9 5 ), p . ?>. B 3 .
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w as keen to em phasize the con tinu ing  w ork o f  the  Trinity: Christ 
sanctified o u r n a tu re  111 his person  a n d  continues to sanctify us 
daily by the  Spirit. Baptism  in given in the  nam e o f the  T rin ity  
because it  is th rough  this sacram en t th a t  we com e to share com ­
m union  w ith th e  three persons in one  G od. A no ther a u th o r  illus­
tra tes his teaching by highlighting th e  trin itarian  dynam ic o f 
prayer: the  H oly Spirit moves, the  S on  m ediates, a n d  the Father 
h ea rs .'8 From the  same period  an o th e r  catechism  sim ilarly illus­
tra ted  the works o f  the three persons from  Scrip tu re  and  from 
C hristian  experience, b u t included a  cau tio n  against the  deficien­
cies o f worldly analogies. T h e  w hole m atter w as ‘very  mvsticall, 
an d  therefore hath  b red  m any  heresies in som e’. M ost au thors, 
w hen appealing  to  scrip tural w arran ts , appealed  to  the  Johann ine  
C om m a (1 J n  5:7), a tex t w hose au then tic ity  w as to  be fiercely 
disputed in later years.1”

T h e  m ost p o p u la r catechism  o f  th e  en tire  first h a lf  o f  the 
seventeenth century; Jo h n  Ball’s Short Treatise, again  em phasized 
the  im portance o f  p roperties  a n d  w orks in discussing the  Trinity. 
It is the p ro p erty  o f the F ather to be o f  him self and  beget the  Son, 
it is the property  o f the Son to be bego tten , a n d  o f  the  H oly Spirit 
to  proceed from  bo th . T h e ir  works a rc  those o f  decree, creation 
a n d  providence. Ball is keen that his readers understand  how  the 
w ord  ‘person’ is used o f the Trinity:

A  person generally  taken, is one  in tire  substance, no t com m on 
to many; endued  with life and  understand ing , will a n d  power. A 
person  in the  G o d  h ead  is the G o d  h ead  restrayned, o r  dis­
tinguished by his personall p ropertie  . . . T h e  w hole divine 
n a tu re  being  indivisible . . .  is com m on  to  all th ree  persons 
Father, Sonne, a n d  H oly G host . . . therefore whatsoever doth 
absolutely agree to the  divine na tu re , o r is spoken o f  the  divine 
na tu re  by relation to  the  creatures,, that do th  agree likewise to 
ever\' person  in T r initie . . . Every p e rso n  in T rin ity  is equal! in 
glory; an d  etern itie  . . . a n d  there  is a m ost neare  com m union  
a n d  union  betw een them , by w hich each one  is in the  rest, and

R ic h a r d  B e r n a r d .  Λ  D ouble C atechism  [C a m b r id g e ; 1607), p .  14 . S. E g c r to n ,  A  Β ή φ  
M ethod n j  C a le th çw g  ( T a n d o n :  H i!5 ;, sec  p p .  7  8 ,  15  T h is  la t te r  w o rk  w a s  o rig in a lly  
p u b l is h e d  in  i  5 9 4 . G eon»o  B ro w n e , A n  Introduction to V ieb ea n ii / /um anihe  l lx jn d o n :  1(513 ), sc«*
p . 13.

J o h n  M a y e r , T he E nglish  Caiechism e E xpla ined, 3 r d  o d n  (I^ o n d o it: 16 2 3 ). :>. 2 5 .
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with the r e s t . . . and  every one d o th  possesse, love, a n d  glorifie 
each  o ther . . . working the  sam e th ings.20

D u rin g  the  Civil W ar a different to n e  can  be detected  creeping 
in to  catcchcsis. A  m ore defensive no te  is found in  the  catechism  o f 
the  royalist divine, H enry  H a m m o n d  (1605 1660). W ritten  in 
1646, H am m o n d  m akes a p ica  for non-scrip tu ral items in  the 
Liturgy, such as the  Te Deum, becausc they  praise the Trinity. T h e  
Gloria Patn likewise should be re ta ined . H am m o n d  w arns against 
the  A rian  fo rm  o f  the  doxology w hich  gives glory to the  Father, by 
the  Son, in the  H oly  Spirit. H e  d ep lo red  the  setting aside o f  creeds 
as som e o f  his Parliam entarian  o p ponen ts  w ere advocating as a 
recipe for ‘tu rn in g  G od  a n d  C hrist, a n d  all the Articles o f  the 
C reed  o u t o f  m en ’s  b rains’.21

T h is  defensive tone can  b e  d e tec ted  in tw o po p u lar catechism s 
th a t appeared  after the R estoration  in  1673. T h e ir  exposition o f 
the  doctrine w as also m uch d r ie r  a n d  less im aginative. R ichard  
Sherlock defended the doctrine against objections, w hile E dw ard  
B oughcn thought it necessary  to  defend  the  origin a n d  use o f  the  
C reeds. A  year latter, ano th e r catechism  argued  th a t the Trinity 
could  indeed  be found in the  Scrip tures, b u t the  only text 
advanced  in favour o f the  claim  was ih c jo h a n n in e  C om m a. T he 
fo rm at found in the catechism  o f J o h n  Wallis (1616 1703), the 
cham pion  o f o rthodoxy  in the  1690s, could n o t b u t have contrib­
uted to diis a rid ity  In  this w ork questions a ie  p u t th a t requ ire  a 
‘yes’ o r ‘n o ’ answer. T h e  teach ing  on  the  T rin ity  is reduced  to 
answ ering in the  affirm ative th a t there  a re  three persons, and  that 
each  is G od .22

T h e  rising tide o f  unease with the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  is 
reflected in a  catechism  o f  1690. T h o m a s  Jekyll acknow ledged 
doubts abou t the  au tho rsh ip  o f b o th  A postles’ a n d  A thanasian  
C reeds, bu t argued  th a t even if  they  a re  no t the  ac tua l com posi­
tions o f  their titu lar au thors, nevertheless they  a re  g leaned  from

7RJ o h n  B ail, A  Short Treatise C on tayn ingA li the P n n o p eU  G ro w th  o f  C hristian R eligion  ( f .o n d o n :

1 6 3 3 ), p .  5 0 .
ai H e n r y  t f a m in n n d ,  A P ractical C altchitone (L o n d o n :  16 4 6 ), p .  2V; see p p . 2 5 ,  26 .
v> R ic h a u i  S h e rlo c k , T h e  P riru ipks o f  H o ly  C hristian R eligion  (L o n d o n :  1 6 7 3 ), see  p p . 271'. 

E d w a r d  R o u i^ Iirn , A  Sfior: E xposition o f  the CaUxhism  (L o n d o n :  1673). J o h n  W o r th in g to n ,  A  
Form  o f  Sound W ords (L o n d o n : 1674), s e e  p . 2 .  J o h n  W aiJis , A  B riefe  a n d  E a rn  E xplanation  o f  th t 
Shatter C a tu fa sm , 9 th  c d n  (D u b lin :  1683).
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their writings. I t  can  be proved from  Scrip tu re  that each  o f  the 
three persons a re  ascribed a ttribu tes th a t  belong to  G o d  alone and 
a rc  therefore divine. R eason is b rough t into play to cou n te r the 
a rgum en t th a t the  doctrine destroys the natu ra l notion  o f  the 
unity  o f  G od. For earlie r au thors the  T rin ity  w as a  m ystery 
beyond reason, to be adored  by faith a n d  experienced  in C hristian  
life, for Jekyll the  T rin ity  rests on  a rgum en ts  revolving around  
notions o f  the  divine being. T h e  trac t is o rthodox  in term inology, 
bu t trin itarian  sentim ent is m issing a n d  the  p rayers ap p en d ed  to 
the  book have little trin itarian  rh y th m  o r con ten t.24

By the  tu rn  o f  the  cen tu ry  the  legacy o f  the  controversies o f  the 
previous decade a re  clearly evident. P e ter N cw com e concedes that 
atheism  is a  b a re  possibility, but argues th a t even i f  that w ere true 
it would still b e  beneficial to  believe. N ew com e stresses the  unity 
o f  G od. T h e  persons w ithin the G o d h e a d  a re  d istinguished by 
properties and  operations. T h e  p roperties arc  cashcd  o u t nega­
tively: the  F ather is the  Father no t the  Son. T h e  m ystery is 
incom prehensible bu t credible because o f  the  w itness o f  revela­
tion. Reflecting the  disputes o f  the  decade , N ew com e insisted that 
the  persons a re  n o t m ere nam es o r  fo rm s, a  person is a ‘singular, 
subsistent In tellectual Being’, no t an  accident, quality; energy- or 
operation  o f  G od. But lo r  all its carefully  chosen language, 
N ew com e’s catechism  does little to develop a lively sense o f  the 
im portance  o f  the trin ity  in the  life o f  th e  believer.24

T hese  w ere the  standard  best-selling catechism s o f  C h u rch  o f 
E ngland  divines. In  the next ch a p te r  we will exam ine the  anti- 
trin itarian  R acovian C atechism  a n d  th e  tw o catechism s o f  Jo h n  
Biddle. T h e y  undoubtedly7 had  an  influence on  certain  thinkers, as 
we shall find th em  referred to  at various tim es, but th e ir  popu lar 
im pact w as slight. O n e  o f  the  m ost p o p u la r  English C atholic  cat­
echism s. published in 1637, devoted a  significant n u m b er o f  pages 
to discussion o f  the Trinity. T hom as W hite, a  friend  o f  T hom as 
H obbes, claim ed th a t  w hat in o thers  is a  ‘th ing’ is a  'p erson ' in 
m an . A  person is initially defined a s  a ‘rationall o r  intelligent 
th ing1, bu t this is quickly am ended  as ‘person ' a n d  ‘tiling’ a re  not 
in terchangeable. Even things can  be b o th  one  a n d  th ree , a n d  the

■M T h o m a s  J c k y tl ,  A  B r ie f and W ain  E xposition o f Ihe C h u n k  C atechism  (L o n d o n : 16 9 0 ). see 
p p .  î 3 ,  <4. F o r th e  p ra y e rs  see  p p .  7 5 - 7 .  T h e  H o ly  S p ir i t  is  noL m e n tio n e d .

11 P e te r  N e .w eo n ie , A  C atechetical C o m e  o f  Serm onsß r  the W hole Year (2  v o ls .; L o n d o n :  1700). 
I ,  p . 3 0 ? ;  see  |> |h 158,37 -8 .
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very lam e illustration of a  th ree-co rnered  tab le  is p rov ided  as an 
example.. W hile substantially  revised his catechism  for its second 
edition in 1659. O riginally  the  discussion o f ‘p e rso n ’ took p lace in 
the  con tex t o f  the hypostatic  un ion , a n d  a  discussion o f  the  T rin ity  
followed. By 1659 W hite discussed the  concep t o f ‘p e rso n ’ first in 
the  context o f  trin itarian  doctrine a n d  th en  p roceeded  to  the 
hypostatic union. T h is  m ay  well b e  an  indication o f a  growing 
aw areness th a t ‘p e rso n ’ was becom ing a prob lem atic  te rm  in the 
context o f the T rin ity  by this tim e.2*

T he H ym nes and Songs o f  the Church

For m uch o f  ou r p e rio d  p a rts  o f  Morning· a n d  E  vening Prayer 
a n d  C om m union  S endee  m ay  have been  sung o r  chan ted , but 
outside th is ‘o rd in a ry ’ the  only fare w as m etrical psalm ody. T he 
collections o f  m etrical psalm s often included  versions o f  the  Te 
Deum and  the  Qukunque Vu It {the A thanasian  C reed , so-called from 
its o pen ing  words).

Before the R estoration, non-scrip tural hym ns w ere regarded  by 
m ost w ith  suspicion as being  ‘relics o f  Popery’. H ow ever, the  ori­
gins o f English hym nology a re  to b e  found in th e  early  seven­
teen th  century.·1' I t  w as du ring  this period  th a t the  first hym n book 
appeared  for C h u rc h  o f  E ng land  congregations. G eorge  W h h cr’s 
Thu Hymnes and Songs o f the Church was quite an  am bitious 
endeavour. The hym ns and  songs w ere com posed by W ith e r while 
O rlando  G ibbons prov ided  the tunes, bu t the project w as doom ed 
from  the start. W ith e r h a d  fallen ioul o f the S tationers’ Com pany, 
w ho sought to m ain ta in  th e ir m onopoly  on  the  p rin te d  w ord  and, 
despite repeated  attem pts to break  ou t o f th e ir im posed  strait- 
jacket, W ither w as u n ab le  to  popularize  his w o rk .f

T h e  book included  a m etrical version o f the  A thanasian  Creed:

2> T h o m a s  W h ite ,  A  C<jtechiirn o f  C hristian D octrine (P a r is : 1 6 5 9 ), p .  7 7 ;  see  p p .  7 6  9 .  Λ 
fac s im ile  o f  « rd ilion  o f  1-637 is a v a i la b le  in  D. M . R o g e r s ,  c d .,  E ngtish  R ecusant Literature 
1 5 M - I0 4 0 , v o l. 3 5 8  illk ley : S c h o la r  P re s s , 1977;.

?1S c c J .  R .  W a ts o n ,  T he E n g lish  H ym n (O x fo rd : O x f o r d  U n iv e rs ity  fJr r s s ; 19 9 7 ). W a tso n  
a im s  to  p r o v id e  ' a  s tu d y  n o t  a  survey" o f  h y m n u lo g y  fro m  ih c  s c v e n tf tc n tli  c c n tu r y  t o  the. 
p re s e n t  day.

t; G e o rg e  W ith e r . The. H ym nes a n d  Songs o f  the Church (L o n d o n : 1 6 2 3 ]. A n  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  
d is p u te ,  w h ic h  s aw  th e  S ta t io n e r s  e n te r  i n to  a n  u n h o ly  a ll ia n c e  w ith  t h e  P u r i ta n s  c a n  b e  
fo u n d  in  W atso n , p ,  37 .
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T h o se  th a t will saved be m ust hold,
T h e  tru e  catholicke faith ,
A nd  keepe it wholly, if  they would 
Escape eternal! death.

W hich Faith a  T rin ity  adores 
In  O n e ; and  O n e  in T hree:
So, as the  Substance being  one,
D istinct the  Persons be.

O n e  Person o f the  Father is.
A no ther o f the  Sonne:
A no ther o f  the H oly  G host,
A nd  yet their G odhead  one:
Alike in  glory; a n d  in their
E tern ity  as m uch: G od
For. as the Father, b o th  the  Sonne,
A nd  H oly-G host is such.

Verses 3 and  4 p roceeded  to  outline th a t these th ree  persons arc 
uncreated , infinite, e te rn a l and  yet one. Verse 5 expounds the 
p roper predication o f  the  term s ‘G od ' and  ‘L o rd ’:

T h e  F ather likewise G o d  a n d  Lord;
A nd G o d  a n d  Lord the  Sonne;
A nd  G o d  a n d  L ord  the  H oly-G host,
Yet G o d  a n d  L ord  but O ne.
For th o u g h  each  Person by himsolfe,
W e G o d  a n d  Lord confesse:
Yet C hristian  Faith forbids th a t we 
T h re e  G ods o r Lords professe.

T h e  subsequent verses hym n the  Begetting o f  th e  Son, the  Proces­
sion o f  the Spirit, the  eoeternality  a n d  equality  o f  the  three p e r­
sons, the In ca rn a tio n  a n d  R edem ption , and  conclude w ith the 
hope o f  th e  Second Com ing.2”

W ither also provided hym ns for seasons a n d  feasts, including a 
translation o f  the Vera Creator which invokes a n d  addresses the

-* W ith e r , ‘S o n g  4 3 '.
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H oly  Spirit. ‘Song 59 ’ w as in tended  for T rin ity  Sunday a n d  the 
hym n stressed the lim itations o f  reason in  the face o f  the mystery:

T hose , o h , thrice holy T h re e  in one,
W ho seeke thy N a tu re  to explainc,
By rules to  h u m ane  reason knownc.
Shall finde th e ir labour all in  vaine;
A nd  in a shell they m ay  intend,
T in : sea as  well to com prehend.

Faith’s objects true , a n d  surer bee,
T h a n  those th a t reasons eyes doe see.

T h e  im portance  o f analogy7 is recognized by W ither, and  he draws 
upon the  trad itional m e tap h o r and  im agery  that as we shall see 
was to be so d isparaged  by· A derne  in  his directions for preachers:

Yet, as b y  looking o n  the Sunnc,
(T hough  to his substance w e  are  blinde)
A nd by th e  course w e see him  ran n e ,
Som e N otions we o f h im  m ay  finde'
So, w hat thy Brightnesse d o th  conceale,
T h y  w ord , a n d  w orkes in p a r t  reveale.

As the  m otion, light a n d  h ea t o f  the  sun, a re  distinct a n d  yet there 
is only one sun, so likewise w ith the T rin ity  there  is d istinction and  
unity:

M ost glorious Essence, w e confesse 
In  T h ee  (w hom  by faith  we view)
T h ree  Persons, ne ither m o re  n o r lesse,
W hose workings th em  distinctly shew:
A nd sure we are, those persons Three 
M ake b u t  one  G od, a n d  th o u  a r t  He.

H aving established th e  distinction in the  Trinity, W ith e r  outlines 
th e ir perichoretic  o r in terpenetrative unity w hen  ac ting  ad extra:

Yet, though  this M otion , L ight, an d  H ea te ,
D istinctly  by  them selves we take;
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E ach  in t.he o ther h a th  his scat..
A nd bu t o n e  Sunne w e see they  make:
For, w hatso’erc  the  O n e  will doe,
H e  w orkes it w ith the  o th er two.

So in the  G odhead  th ere  is knit 
A w ondrous threefold True-love-knot,
A nd  perfect U n io n  fastens it.
T h ough  flesh a n d  bloud  perceive it not;
A nd w h a t each  Person doth  alone,
By all the  T rin itic  is done.

T h e ir  W orke they  joyn tly  doe pursue,
T h ough  they  th e ir  Offices divide;
A nd  each  one  by him selfe h a th  due 
H is p ro p e r  A ttributes beside:

Each person  is e te rn a l a n d  infinite in unity:

A n d  n e ith e r Person augh t d o th  misse,
T h a t o f d ie  G odheads essence is.

T his trin itarian  devotion surfaces in o th e r  hym ns, fo r exam ple the 
hym n for All Saints looks forw ard to the  end  o f  tim e w hen the 
saints will be gathered  in to  the com pany o f  Father, Son a n d  H oly 
Spirit.29

W hatever the m erits o f  W ither’s w ritings as poetry; as hymns 
they a re  quite  va lian t attem pts to  render the com plexities o f  the 
doctrine o f  the  Trinity7 in to  a p o p u la r  genre. H is  verse never 
achieves the  dep th  o f  feeling o r flourishes o f  rhe to ric  th a t w e will 
find in D onne, bu t i t  does reveal a  faith that w as thoroughly  trin i­
tarian  in flavour. W ither w as obviously ‘a t hom e’ w ith  the  doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  m uch as D onne was, a n d  in a  w ay  in  which the 
m ajority  o f  later divines w ere not.

O nce  again, in hym nology we find fu rther evidence that the 
em ptying o f  the devotional and  em otional appeal o f  the  doctrine

29 W ith e r  i a te r  » 'x p a u d c d  h i*  w o rk  in to  i h r w  v o iu m e s ; th e  in t r o d u c t io n  to  th is  Ila ild u ia h  
s ta te s  t h a t  th e  w o rk  is i n  th r e e  p a r t s  !o  m i r r o r  th e  T r in ity . fi» r d r  ra i ls  o f  th i$  la te r  w o rk , 
w h ic h  w a s  p u b l is h e d  in  1 6 4 1 ,  s e e  W a tso n , p . 64 .
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was accclcrated  a fte r the  R estoration. H ym n books from  (.his 
period  a re  no t rep le te  w ith hym ns to the  Trinity. W illiam  B arton ’s 
Four Centuries o f Select Hymns published after the R estoration  con­
tains som e trin ita rian  doxologies:

To G o d  the  F ather a n d  the  Son, 
a n d  H oly  G host therefore 
E te rn a l h o n o u r let be done, 
henceforth  for everm ore.'5"

A nd  also contains a p o o r  verse on  the  Jo h an n in e  com m a:

T h re e  witnesses there  a re  above, 
an d  aÉl these th ree  a re  one:
T h e  Father, Son, and  sacred dove,
O n e  deity  alone.
T h e  living F a th er sent the  Son,
W ho by the  Father lives:
A nd u n to  them  that ask o f  him  
the H oly  G host h e  gives.3'

But B arton  sim ply lacks the  spark  o f  trin itarian  feeling found in 
Wither.

John  M ason 's Spiritual Songs from  the  last decade  o f  the  seven­
teenth  cen tu ry  sim ilarly contains a  variety  o f  trin itarian  
doxologies:

Praise Father, Son, a n d  H oly Ghost;
T h e  F a th e r sent his Son;
T h e  S on  sends fo rth  the  H oly Ghost,.
For M ens salvation. 52

vl W illiam  B a r to n ,  fo u r  C m lu n ts  u f Selnct H ym n s  (L o n d o n : 1668';, ‘H y m n  X L I X ' in  chc 
s e c o n d  o c n iu ry . If .sh o u ld  I k :  p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  th e  "cen tu rie s*  a r c  " r o u p s  o f  o n e  h u n d re d  
h y m n s .

·'' B a r to n ,  c e n tu r y  I ,  ‘H y m n  X C \
1,1 {John  M a s o n ] ,  S p iritu a l Songs { L o n d o n : 1 6 % ) , p .  7 .  M a s o n ’s  s o n g s  a r e  th o ro u g h ly  

s c r ip tu ra l .  T o  m o d e r n  m in d s  n o t  so  s te e p e d  irt th e  O l d  T e s ta m e n t  th e  r e s u l ts  c a n  b e  
u n in te n t io n a l ly  h ila r io u s ,  a s  in  i h r  h y m n  (.still s u n g  in  a  t r u n c a te d  f o r m  to d a y ) ‘H o w  .shall I 
s in g  th a ï  m a je s ty ’,  w h ic h  c o n ta in s  th e s e  m e m o ra b le  Sines: T h y  B r ig h t  B a c k -p a r îs ,  C ) ( i o d  o f  
G r a c e ,  /  I  h u m b ly  h e r e  a d o re * . T h e  b o o k  o f  E x o d u s  w a s  o b v io u s ly  m o r e  t o  ü ic  fo r c ir o n t  o f  
th e  s i  v e t i te c n th -c c n tu r v  m in d  th a n  o u r  ow n!
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Bui d ie  spark is m issing here  as well. T h e  hym n to th e  H oly  G host 
does n o t really address the  th ird  d iv ine person , a n d  in general the 
hym ns arc em pty  o f  references to the T rin ity  a n d  devoid o f  trin i­
tarian  dynam ic, in  th e  hothouse a tm osphere o f  the 1690s this was 
hard ly  surprising.

B atter m y H eart

T his general trend  tow ards an  em ptying o f the  affective im agin­
ation  in regard  to th e  T rin ity  is also reflected in th e  poetry  o f  the 
S tuart Age. B en Jortson in ‘T h e  S inner’s Sacrifice’ addressed  h im ­
self to  the H oly  T rin ity  tenderly  while uphold ing  the  central 
aspects o f  trin ita rian  teaching:

C) holy, blessed, glorious T rin ity  
o f  persons, still one G od, in unity 
T h e  faithful m an 's  believed mystery,
Help, help  to lift

Father, S on , a n d  H oly  G host, you three 
All eo e tc rn a l in your majesty,
D istinct in  persons, yet in U nity 
O n e  G od  to  see.

T h e  poem ’s last verse is a very' skilful w eaving o f  theology' and  
triple triad ic structure. T h e  persons a rc  n am ed  by th e ir  a ttribu ted  
works in the creation: ‘m aker’, ‘saviour’ a n d  ‘sanctifier’. Ih c  
present experience o f  the  believer in the  trin ita rian  dynam ic is 
then outlined as the  persons a re  requested  to ‘h e a r ’, ‘m edia te’ 
an d  ‘sw eeten'. Finally, Johnson  inverts the o rd e r  o f  the  Trinity
lo celebrate ihe  trin ita rian  gifts to hum anity : ‘g race ', ‘love’ and  
‘cherishing’:

M y m aker, saviour, a n d  my sanctifier.
T o  hear, to  m ediate, sweeten m y desire,
W ith g race, with love, w ith cherishing entire,
O  then h o w  blessed.35

“  B e n  J o h n s o n ,  T h e  C om plete l\> m s  (cd . G .  P a r f i t ;  N e w  H a v e n : V a le  U n iv e rs ity  Pres?, 
1982).
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G eorge H e rb e rt (1593-1633), one o f  the  first A nglican poel- 
divines, w rote of the T rin ity  several rimes. H e  ten d ed  to stress the 
incom prehensibility  o f  the Trinity, bu t in a  w ay th a t is an  invita­
tion to  w orsh ip  ra th e r  th a n  a  defence. In a  p o e m  entitled  
‘U ngratefulness’ he writes,

T h o u  hast bu t two rare  C ab inets full to treasure,
T h e  Trinity, and  the Incarnation :
T h o u  h as t unlock’d  them  bo th ,
A nd  m ade  th em  jewels to be tro th
The work o f  thy  creation

U n to  thyself in everlasting pleasure

'D ie statelier C ab in e t is the  T rin ity  
W hose sparkling’ light access denies:
T herefore  th o u  dost n o t show 
T his fully to  us, till d ea th  blow 
T h e  dust in to  o u r  eyes:
For by th a t pow d er thou  wilt m ake us s e e /4

Again, like Jonson , H e rb e rt does no t sim ply state th e  bare  bones 
o f  the doctrine, bu t ho lds ou t the vision o f  perichoretic  life as the 
C hristian  goal.

But clo thing the  ‘bare  bones’ o f doctrine is achieved p re­
em inently  in the  w orks o f  Jo h n  D onne (1572-1631), D ean  o f  S t 
Paul’s C athed ra l, L ondon. I f  ever there  w ere a  poet o f  the  Trinity, 
it is he. D o n n e ’s reverence, love a n d  im aginative feel for the  doc­
trine in his p reach ing  w as noted  in the  In troduction , T h is  flair is 
given full expression in his poetry.'"’

T h e  L itan ie’, w hich dates from the first, decade, o f the  seven­
teenth  century, is based  on  th e  trad itional L itany o f  Saints. As a 
litany it opens w ith invocations to th e  Father, S on , a n d  Spirit. 
Each person  is addressed  w ith a  pe tition  for m ercy  a n d  help. In  
the fourth  stanza D o n n e  addresses the triune  G od:

O  Blessed glorious Trinity,
Bones to Philosophy; bu t milke to faith,

34 T h e  W oiki o fiito tg t H erbert (2  vo ls .; L o n d o n : B d L  1859).
“ J o h n  D o n n e ,  Com plete E nglish  Poem s (w i. C .  A .  P a t  r id e s , T a n d o n :  D e n i ,  ΙΦΜ ).
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W hich* as wise serpents, diver sly
M ost slipperinesse, yet m ost en tanglings hath .
As you distinguish 'd  undistinct 
By power, love, knowledge bee,
Give nice a  such selfe different instinct 
O f  these let all m ee e lem en ted  bee,
O f  pow er, to love, to  know, you  unnurnbred  three.

The result is audacious: o rthodox  doc trine  a n d  startling  im agery 
a re  woven together in m asterly  fashion. T h e  perichoresis o f  the 
th ree  divine persons is cap tu red  by th e  im agery  o f  en tangled  ser­
pents, a n d  the  tw o words ‘distinguish’d  undistinct’ suggest alm ost 
effortlessly w hat oceans o f  ink were to b e  unable to com m uni­
cate. T h e  relative a ttribu tes o f  power, love a n d  knowledge poin t to 
this ‘distinguished undistinction’. T h e  stanza  ends w ith  the  plea 
th a t  the au th o r b e  caught up  in to  the life o f  what. D onne refers to, 
in a  startling  paradox , as the  ‘u n n u m b re d  th ree ’. T h e  verse Is a 
vivid testim ony to the wray in w hich doctrinal form ulae, ’the  bones 
to philosophy’, can  successfully couple w ith the  devotional 
im agination, ‘the  milke to  faith ’. In  som e ways the  w hole history 
o f the  progress o f the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  du ring  the seven­
teenth  ccnuji-y is from D onne, w ho gives b o th  ‘bones’ a n d  ‘milke’ 
to the  valley o f  th e  d ry  bones found in  the defences o f  W atcrland 
th a t we will exam ine in C h a p te r  6.

T h e  sam e im agination shines in th e  Holy Sonnets. In  ‘Sonnet 
X IV ’ D onne exclaims, ‘B aiter m y h e a rt, th ree  person’d  G o d ’ and 
the entire  sonnet is a  p rayer to  be rav ished  by the perichore tic  deity. 
T h e  sam e desire for com m union  w ith th e  th ree  persons is found in 
'S onnet X V I’, w here D o n n e  speaks o f ‘his joyn tu re  in the  knottie 
T rin itie’. T h e  adjective cap tures w onderfully b o th  the difficulty o f 
the  doctrine bu t also the inseparability' o f  the  three d iv ine persons, 
a n d  by extension those w ho  are  caugh t up  into th e ir love.

T h e  years after the Civil W ar have sim ply no th in g  to com pare 
in trin itarian  im agination. T h e re  h a s  been  m uch dispute about 
the  doctrinal teno r o f the  works o f  M ilton. I will investigate 
M ilton ’s De Doctrina Chmtiana in  C h a p te r  4. In his book Milton 
and ifie English Revolution, C hristopher Hill com m ents sagaciously 
th a t a ttem pts to  re n d e r  A lilton o rthodox  tell us m ore about, the 
anxieties o f  th e ir  p roponen ts th an  M ilton .36 U nfortunately  his

:<J C h r is to p h e r  H iJ .  M ilto n  and the E nglish Revoluaon (L o n d o n :  F a b e r  &  F a b e r, ΐ 9 7 7 ), st:c p . I
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com m ent tu rn s  o u t to  be a Parth ian  shot. H ill's  ow n designs in 
claim ing M ilton as ‘a  rad ical here tic’ a re  clearly visible, and  while
il  is true  that M ilton advocated  ‘a m o re  perfect refo rm ation ', the 
ex ten t a n d  scope o f  such a  refo rm ation  in regard  to trin itarian  
doc trine  is n o t a i all clear. I t  is difficult to decide the na tu re  and  
extent o f  M ilton’s alleged heresy in  regard  to the Trinity, and 
H ill’s a ttem pt to read  Paradise Lost a n d  the  Doctrina as symbiotic 
p a rtn e rs  is heavily contested. W hile th e  latter docum en t seem s to 
have a  distinct subord inaiion ist lone. Paradise. Ij)st has to  b e  judged 
on  its ow n m erits.3'

T h e  obvious h a s  to be stated  a t th e  outset: Paradise Ix>st is no t a 
doctrinal treatise. As poetry  it m ust n o t b e  judged by alien categor­
ies. T h a t there  a re  three persons in the  narrative is clear, though 
the H oly  Spirit is hard ly  treated. W h a t is a t stake in the  debate  is 
the relationship betw een them . A t certa in  points M ilton can 
sound thoroughly  orthodox: the  Son is "only bego tten1, the  'ra d i­
a n t im age’ o f G od 's  glory m oreover ‘in h im  all his Father shone 
substantially express’d ’, h e  is b o th  ‘G o d  and  m an ’. O th e r  points 
sound a  m o re  d iscordant no te: ‘T h e e  nex t they  sang  o f all 
C rea tion  first /  B egotten  Son, D ivine S im ilitude’. ̂

W hatever the  true  n a tu re  o f  M ilto n ’s belief abou t the  Trinity; it 
should b e  no ted  th a t even those w ho  w ould defend  M ilton  from  
the  charge o f  heresy see the  trin ita rian  ism o f  Paradise Lost as dis­
tinctly subordinationist. M ilton, in  c o m m o n  w ith m any o f  those I 
shall investigate in the  following chap ters, took C hristian  doctrine 
to  b e  clearest a n d  purest n ea r its source, and , again  in com m on 
w ith m any others, saw  a  disastrous sea change occurring  in 
C hristian ity  a ro u n d  the  tim e o f  the  C ouncil o f  N icea. M ilton 
perceived the  teaching o f the  an te-N icene Fathers to  be  the  true 
teach ing  o f  C hrist a n d  his Apostles. T h e  understand ing  o f  that 
teaching, w hich again  it m ust be stressed was no t strictly speaking 
A rian, len t the  subordinationist tone found  in his writing.39

M S n :  C .A . P a ir id e s ,  M ilton  a n d  A c C ktisiian  Tradition  (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, 
1966), a n d  W . ] \. H u n te r ,  e d . .  B right Essence. S tud ies in  M ilto n 's  'Theology (S a lt L a k e  C ity :  
U n iv e rs i ty  o f  U t a h  P re ss . 1071).

Mj o h n  M il lo n ,  folra/lise Iji.it ( 1 /m d û n :  P e n g u in ,  b o o k  ΤΠ, l in e s  SO, 6 3 , 137, 3lf> ,
38-^5.

S ee  P a tr id e s  f o r  th e  c la im  th a t  M ilto n  to o k  u p  t h e  re v iv e d  s u b o rd in a t io n is t  c o n c e p tu a l­
iz a tio n s  o f  th e  C a m b r id g e  P la io n is ts  (p. 16). H u n t e r ’s  a r t ic le s  i n  Brigfct Essence re je c t  th e  
c h a r g e  o f  A ria n is m  le v e lled  a g a in s t  M ilto n  b y  s h o w in g  th a t  th e  S o n  is g e n e r a te d  f r o m  th e  
suhsU U u'e o f  lilt·. F a th e r  a n d  no», a s  A r in s  w o u ld  haver i t ,  'o u t  of n o th in y '.
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T h e  sam e forces th a t  we have found present in o th e r  areas o f 
p o pu lar expression seem  to  be at w ork in p o e try  too: a  dis­
tancing from  the doctrine, a  dum bing  dow n o f  th e  im agination, 
a loss o f  trin itarian  dynam ic. W hile T m ust stress that m y study 
o f  po p u lar religion is tentative a n d  im pressionistic, it  does seem  
th a t du ring  the  seventeenth cen tury  a  decisive a lienation  from 
the doctrine is occurring. This a lienation  is reflected  in  the 
im agination. As th e  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is eviscerated  o f  its 
p o pu lar appeal, the bones a ie  left to knaw  on  b u t  die milk has 
d ried  up.

Three Faces in a Knot

Given the  alleged obliteration  o f im ages from English churches 
du ring  the six teenth  century, it m ay seem  som ew hat futile to look 
for iconography o f the Trinity. H ow ever the  ‘stripp ing  o f  the 
altars’ w as no t as to ta l as is som etim es im plied —  the  iconoclasts 
o f  the  Civil W ar certain ly  h a d  a  busy tim e rem oving  the  relics o f  
Popery'. T h e ir  accounts imply th a t m ost, though  by  n o  m eans all, 
o f  the  im ages still left in the  churches before the  1640s w ere found 
in stained glass. A re  there  any  clues to b e  found ab o u t popular 
devotion to the persons o f  the  Trinity?10

W hen  Paul Best inveighs against ‘the triple h ead ed  C erberus’ 
o f  the  T rin ity  in th e  I640s it. is tem pting lo dism iss this as a 
piece o f  flo rid  polem ic. But w hen we find the  sober Lewes Bayly 
w arn ing  his read ers  n o t to conceive the  T rin ity  a s  4a tripartite 
idolT we need  to  th ink  again. Best’s com plain t has m o re  substance 
th an  w ould initially appear. Prior to  the  R efo rm ation  the  most 
po pu lar m ethod  o f  depicting the  triune G o d  w as the  so-called 
‘Ita lian  Trinity*. In  this im age the  Father, often w earing  a  iriple 
tia ra , holds in his h an d s  the  crucified C hrist, over whose head 
hovers the  Spirit in the  form  o f  a  dove. T h is  im age w as widely 
used. Som etim es th e  three divine persons were even dep icted  in 
the  form  o f  th ree h u m an  persons: th ree m en  equa l in  stature,

4l'  T w o  usefu l a c c o u n ts  o f  ( lie  ie o tio e ia sm  ·>Γth e  s e v e n te e n th  c c n t u r y  . i r e  g iv e n  in  M a r g a ­
re t  A s to n ,  E ngland's I tv n x la tfy (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s , 1 9 8 8 ), a n d  J o h n  P h illips, 
T h e  R ejotm uâint o f  Im ages (L o n d o n :  t in ïv e rx ïîy  o f  C a l i fo rn ia  P re s s , 1 9 7 3 )- A s to n ’s  tx io k  re fe rs  
to  a  ‘re s to ra t io n ’ o f  im a g e s  in  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c c n tu ry , p r e s u m a b ly  u n d e r  L a u d ,  b u t  
u n fo r tu n a te ly  d o e s  n o t  d e a l  w ith  this.
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visage a n d  action. T h e  Fitzw illiam  M useum  in  C am b rid g e  h a s  a 
well-preserved a labaste r dep icting  the  T rin ity  in Lhis way. Devices 
and  symbols, such a s  triangles a n d  interlinked circles, w ere fre­
quently used to express devotion to the Trinity.41

I f  pictorial rep resen ta tion  o f  the  T rin ity  w as com m on, objec­
tions to  such po rtrayal had  a  venerable history. Wycliffe h a d  
singled ou t im ages o f the T rin ity  for attack: 'laym en  depict the 
T rin ity  unfaithfully, as if  G o d  the  Father w as a n  ag ed  paterfamilias, 
having G o d  the  S on  crucified on  his knees a n d  G o d  the  H oly 
Spirit descending o n  both  as a  dove’. T h e  Lollards w ere particu ­
larly concerned  a b o u t im ages o f  the  T rin ity  a n d  inveighed against 
them  in th e ir  Twelve Conclusions. T h is  opposition to  im ages o f  the 
T rin ity  grew  d u rin g  the  R eform ation  period. C ra n m e r opposed 
such representations, a n d  conccrn  was voiced a b o u t such images 
tliroughout the  reign  o f F,lizabeth T.‘w

It m ust b e  stressed th a t concern  abou t images o f  the  Trinity 
was m ore  th an  a  re  jection o f im ages per se. I t  w as n o t the  pecu­
liar preserv e o f  p u ritan s  o r m ilitant Protestants. O n  the  C o n tin ­
ent, the Bishop o f  M eaux  h a d  selectively p ru n ed  im ages from  
his cathedral, being  especially concerned  to  rem ove any  con­
nected w ith the  Trinity.'· Je rem y  Taylor w as particu larly  vexed 
by such depictions. In his Dissuasive from  Popery he reproved ‘the 
custom  o f  the ch u rch  o f R om e, in p ictu ring  G o d  the  Father, 
an d  the m ost holy a n d  undiv ided  T rin ity’. T ay lo r w as acutely 
aw are that, such representations were hostages to  fortune: ‘it 
m inisters infinite scandal to  all sober-m inded m en , a n d  gives the 
new  arians, in Polonia, and  an ti-trin itarians, g rea t and  ridiculous 
en te rta inm en t, exposing th a t sacred  m ystery to derision and  
scandalous co n tem p t’. T aylor w ould no t coun tenance  symbolic 
representation  either. H e  rep robates Papists who, in  M ass books 
a n d  glass, ‘p ic tu re  th e  holy T rin ity  w ith three noses, a n d  four 
eyes, a n d  three faces in a  knot, to the  g rea t d ish o n o u r o f  G o d ’. 
Taylor argued th a t  the  H o ly  T rin ity  never a p p e a re d  in any 
form , therefore it could  n o t be depicted  visually. As all represen­
tation  o f  the essence o f  G o d  is excluded, the  T rin ity  canno t be

11 S r e  H e a th e r  C h ild  a n d  D o ro th y  C o ! « ,  C hristian Sym bols (L o n d o n :  B ell. 1971} f o r  a n  
a c c o u n t  o f  s y m b o lis m  in  r e g a r d  t o  th e  T r in ity , p p . 4 3  5 1 . H o ly  ' t r i n i t y  C h u r c h ,  L o n g  
M c lf o rd .  is n o te w o r th y  fo r  i t s  t r in i ta r ia n  rjrv ic ^ s . in c lu d in g  t h r  'R a b b i l  W indow *.

A s lo n , p .  15 it; s e e  p p .  1 3 1 ,3 3 5 ,4 3 2 .
H S e e  A s to n , p . 33 .
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pictu red , a n d  no  sym bol can  be found for that w hich has no 
fo rm .44

D u rin g  the  1630s the  ascendancy o f  the  L audian  p a rty  led to  a 
lim ited revival o f  im ages in the C hurch  o f  England . T h e  extent 
a n d  con ten t o f this revival is still unclear, and  we lack evidence 
abou t the subjects portrayed . Som e stained glass was com m is­
sioned for sure, and  the statue o f d ie  V irgin above th e  portico  o f 
the  U niversity C h u rc h  in O xford , w hich con tribu ted  to L aud ’s 
conviction a n d  execution, shows th a t glass w as no t the  only 
m edium  em ployed. J o h n  C osin, in the  vanguard  o f  th e  restoration 
o f  images, apparen tly  had  the  fon t a t D urham  C a th ed ra l decor­
a ted  w ith a  dove to rep resen t the H oly  Spirit. C osin  was accused 
o f  re-im porting  the  Italian  Trinity; a n d  one o f the canons o f  the 
cathedral delivered a  je rem iad  against d ie  b ishop irs which h e  was 
denounced  for w earing a  cope em broidered  w ith a n  im age o f the 
T rin ity /"

W hatever the  ex ten t o f  this revival o f  imagery, th e  reaction  was 
ferocious. In a  c lim atc  th a t was hysterically a n d  pathologically 
anti-C atholic  such innovations could  n o t be to lerated . T h e re  were 
iconoclastic riots in 1640 a n d  1641, a n d  in  1642 th e  L ong Parlia­
m en t decreed th a t ‘all crucifixes, scandalous p ic tu res  o f  any  one 
o r m o re  persons o f  the  Trinity, a n d  all images o f  the  V irgin  M ary, 
shall be taken  aw ay a n d  abolished’.4t>

O n e  o f  the  m ost zealous o f  the iconoclasts w as W illiam 
Dowsing. His ‘J o u rn a l’, record ing  his forays into th e  churches of 
C am bridgesh ire  a n d  Suffolk, m akes in teresting an-d sad  reading. 
C ountless w indows w ere sm ashed and  images rem oved. Dow sing 
listed his destruction  w ith delight. A m ong those destroyed a t Little 
St M ary ’s, C am bridge , was a ‘picture’ o f  G o d  the  F a th e r  sitting in 
a chair, possibly a n  ‘Italian  Trinity*. Pictures in  T rin ity  College

■' T a y lo r ,  W o rh , X ,  p p . f 7 5 - 6 ,  177: X I ,  p .  169. A t th i s  l a u e r  p o in t  -can  at**» b e  fo u rn i a 
sp ec if ic  c e n s u r e  o f  th e  I ta l ia n  T rin ity .

S e e  P h il lip s , p p . 352, i 7V. F o r  th e  c a n o n ic a l  d ia tr ib e ,  see  P e te r  S tn a r i ,  T fie  lu tiite  ta>/i 
D o w n -fe ll o f  Superstitious P ofnsk G ercrw nm  (E d in b u rg h : 1628). S m a r t 's  a c c o u n t  is still bU sngly 
fu n n y , a ç  w h e n  h e  inveighs· » g a in s !  th e  m u s ic  a i  I l ie  C o m m u n io n  S e rv ic e  a s  a  'h y d r o u s  
n o is e ' w h ic h  r e n d e r s  ‘th e  g re a te a t  p a r t  o f  th e  se rv ic e  - 1 n o  b e t t e r  u n d e r s to o d  t h a n  i f  ii 
w e re  in  H e b re w  o r  Ir ish '!  (p . 24).

** D a v ie s ,  I I ,  p  3 4 3 . A n  e y e w itn e s s  a c c o u n t ,  g iv in g  a  v iv id  a n d  g r a p h ic  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the  
d e s e c ra t io n  p ra c tis e d , c a n  b e  lo u n d  in  B ru n o  R yvcs, A ngliae ru ina  (fn .p .] : 1647}. H is  a c c o u n t 
c a n  la p s e  in to  b a th o s  a s  w h e n  h e  re c o rd s  th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  o r g a n  a t  W e s tm in s te r  
A b b e y , 'th e y  b ra k e  d o w n  t h e  O rg a n s ,  a n d  p a w n e d  th e  P ip es  a t  s e v e ra l!  A le -h o u ses  f o r  p o ts  
o f  A le ’ (p . 2 3 6 ).



28 'Nice and Hot Disputes ’

and  the R ound  C h u rc h  suffered the  .same fate. A t Teversham  
there  w as a  p icture w ith  four suns, th ree  con ta ined  th e  Father, the 
Son a n d  the  H oly  Sp irit, a n d  the fourth the  three persons in one 
G od. T h is  100  w as destroyed. In ano th er church  D ow sing  spared 
an  image o f  the  devil as such im ages w ere n o t included w ithin the 
parliam e n ta r  y  deer e e Π '

I t  is difficult to conclude w ith certain ty  w hat im pact these 
im ages, a n d  their subsequent destruction, h a d  upo n  their 
beholders. I t  m ust also be  em phasized  th a t iconoclasm  and  anti- 
trin itarianism  are  in  no  w ays coterm inous. Such  im ages were 
reviled by Best, an  op p o n en t o f  the  Trinity, bu t also decried  by 
Bayly an d  Taylor, s tau n ch  trin itarian  believers. For a  culture that 
was becom ing symbolically den sensitized such im agery m ay have 
been  a  h ind rance  ra th e r  th an  a  help  to u n d ers tan d in g  T h e  icono­
clasm  is clearly consistent w ith  the genera l trend  tow ards a  sup­
pression o f the  im agination  in religion in general. However, in a 
society th a t was still largely illiterate, the  destruction  o f  such aids 
to  devotion possibly rem oved w hat little hand le  the  o rd inary  
believer could  get on  the doctrine.

T he M ailer and Stile o f  Sermons

T h e  vast m ajority  o f  churchgoers w ould  have h e a rd  a t least one 
serm on on a Sunday. Most, o f  these discourses perished  as soon  as 
they w ere preached , a n d  it  is thus very  difficult to  gain  a  clear 
p icture o f  the s tan d a rd  fare on offer in m ost parish  churches. T h e  
celebrated  and  influential p reachers h a d  th e ir  serm ons copied  and  
published, but these are hard ly  a  representative p ro p o itio n  o f 
the  whole. T h e  n a tu re  o f  o rd inary  p reach ing  a n d  its references to 
the  divine persons is alm ost a  closed book, b u t some h in ts a re  to  be 
tound.

T h e re  is general ag reem en t th a t bo th  the style a n d  the  content 
o f  p reaching  changed  quite drastically d u rin g  o u r period . T h e  
open ing  years o f  the  S tu a rt Age saw th e  flourishing o f  the 
so-called ‘m etaphysical p reachers '. M en  such as D onne , A ndrewes 
and  Je rem y  T ay lo r w ere praised for th e ir learn ing , w it and 
rhetoric. T h e ir  serm ons a re  rep lete w ith quo tations, im agery and

'■ Τ /ι*  O im fm dgr. jv u rn td  o f' W illiam  D o u sin g  I f/4 3  ( tr a n s c r ib e d  b y  A . O . M o u le ;  C a m ·  
b r id g e :  C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s , 19 2 6 ), p p . ? , 12.
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allusions d raw n  largely from  ehe Scriptures but also from  the 
Fathers and  Classical au thors. T hey  w ished to  m ove th e ir  hearers 
to  action a n d  d id  so by  linking doctrine a n d  p rac ticc  in a  seamless 
whole. T hey  appealed  to  the  im agination , used allegory, and  
played fairly freely w ith  th e ir text. T h e  R estoration  divines were 
very different. C harles II, having grow n used to the b riefer exposi­
tions o f  C on tinen ta l preachers, p rized  a n d  p ra ised  brevity and  
sim plicity o f  style. T h e  C o u rt p reachers quickly c a u g h t on. T h e  
concerns o f  the  R esto ra tion  period  also afiècted  preaching. Any­
th ing  th a t sm acked o f  fervour o r ‘en thusiasm ’ w as autom atically  
suspect —  th a t sort o f  thing had  led  to the  C ivil W ar. Coolness 
and  rationality  w ere valued. T h e  Scrip tures w ere cited less fre­
quently; and  the F athers down-played. P reach ing  becam e less 
urgent a n d  m ore u rbane . Preachers bo thered  them selves with 
m oralism  n o t w ith mystery, a n d  natu ra l explanation  was preferred  
lo supernatural. T h e  'p la in  speech' o f the Royal Society  affected 
the p reachers o f high socicty. P reaching  w as valued  i f  it was 
rational, peaceable a n d  useful T h e re  w as little  tim e  for specula­
tion o r celebration o f  mystery. P reaching  tow ards th e  end  o f  the 
seventeenth century' becam e, in the  waspish com m ent o f  one 
recen t com m enta to r on the  serm ons o f  T illotson, the  expounding  
o f 'C h ris tian  discipleship w ithout the  taking up  o f  a cross1. Such a 
clim ate was no t conducive to any im aginative res ta tem en t o f  the 
doctrine o f the Trinity.48

A  p reachers1 guide published in  1671 shows the d irec tion  o f  the 
tide quite  clearly. P reach ing  has fallen in to  con tem pt, the au th o r 
argued, precisely because preachers dealt too m uch  w ith obscure 
points o f  doctrine a n d  no t enough w ith  everyday concerns. In a 
serm on there  should  be no  ‘obscure passages, o r  nice specula­
tions’, a n d  the p reach e r m ust resist the urge to  becom e 'a  
M ystery-rnan \ R eason  is the tool to confirm  faith, no t ‘Enthusi­
asm o r b a re  trad ition , b o th  o f  th em  bad  N urses’. T h e  em ptying 
o f  the im agination is categorically enjoined in a  passage  th a t  deals 
w ith trin itarian  m etaphors:

n o r  should you study  to  prove th e  T rin ity  in U n ity  {as some
have attem pted) by the com parison o f  three folds in the  same

D a v ie s , 11: From  A ndrcives !o B axter and F ox i 19 7 5 ). p .  184. T h is  p a r a g r a p h  re l ie s  h eav ily  
o n  D a v ies .
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cloath, o r by the  three faculties o r  pow ers in the  soul, w hich are 
all one  in essence, o r by the  sim ilitude betw ixt h im  a n d  the 
substance, light and  heat ol the  S un . T h e  tru th  o f  such articles 
is no t to b e  m ade evident from  com parisons, which prove noth­
ing, bu t from Scrip ture so in te rp re ted  by m ost ancien t Councils 
a n d  Fathers.4'*

T h a t  a t least two o f  the  censured m etapho rs  are  found in the 
writing o f  the  Fathers docs n o t seem  l o  have struck the author. 
G iven such direction it is no t surprising  th a t the serm ons o f  the 
1690s a re  m uch less vivid and  convincing than those o f  D onne, 
whose serm ons, while hard ly  ‘un reasonab le’, a rc  testim ony to his 
conviction th a t the  T rin ity  w as a m ystery  'n o t  to  be chew ed by 
reason, but to be swallow ed by fa ith ’.,0

A final clue to the  con ten t o f  serm ons, a t least after the  Restor­
ation , is o llercd  by the  diarist J o h n  Evelyn. H is first record  o f  
preaching  against Socinianism  dates from  1659, the  next is an 
account o f  a  serm on p reached  on T rin ity  S unday  in 1679. In  the 
1680s references a re  m ade  m ore frequently  a n d  becom e a  flood in 
the 1690s as the  Socinians ‘began  exceedingly to broch th e ir her­
esy m ore th an  ever in E ngland’. Evelyn’s accounts arc  o f serm ons 
p reached  against the  errors o f  t he Socinians and  Arians. T h e  doc­
trine w as expounded in defensive term s: it  was a  m ystery; it 
requ ired  faith  n o t reason; it w as th e  leaching o f  the  prim itive 
C hurch . Evelyn gives no  account o f  an y  serm on th a t a ttem pted  to 
in tegrate  the doctrine in to  the  affective life o f  piety, o r dem on­
stra te  its p ractical use. T h e  m ost im aginative response w e find is in 
an  en try  for Ju ly  1691 recording th e  creation o f  a  new  parish 
church . T h e  [»residing bishop told th e  congregation  th a t the  new' 
church,

w as to  be dedicated  to the H oly  Trinity, in h o n o u r o f  the  3 
undivided Persons in the Deity, & to  m ind  their duty; in 
giving equal w orship  to  both  the  Father, Son, & H oly  G host, & 
steadfastly to  cleave & assert, the  G o d h e a d  o f  th em  all, accord- 
ing to  the  faith o f  the  C h u rc h  in all ages, & now especially,

“ J o h n  A r t ie r  n e ,  D im H um s C onm ning  the M a tin  a n d  S tile  o f' Serm ons ( r< l J o h n  M a c K a y : 
O x fo rd :  B lackw ell. 1 9 5 2 ), p p . 3 , 4 ,  6 ,  2 5 - 6 .

v ' Q u o te d  in  D a v id  N ic h o ls . ‘T h e  P o litica l T h e o lo g y  o f  J o h n  D o n n e ',  'fh w lo g u a l Studies
4 9  (19 8 8 ), p p .  4 5  6 6 ,(5 7 ) .
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that A rianism e, Socinianism e. & A théism e, began  to  spread 
am ongst u s / '1

T h e  Rhythm, o f the liturgy

Theological reflec tion  that, neglect s the  study o f  L iturgy runs the 
risk o f  serious distortion. Investigation of’ the  ac tua l prac tice  of 
public  w orship helps the  historical theologian  in his task. Indeed, 
'th e  study o f  the asp iration  a n d  ad o ra tio n  o f  entire Christian 
com m unities an d  com m unions is a  profound  clue to the in te rp re t­
a tion  o f  religious life at any  period  . . . it is as im portan t as the 
consideration o f  the ideas o f  individual theologians’. I t  m ight 
even b e  said that ‘the tru e  history o f  th e  C h u rc h  is . . . the  history 
o f  its w orship’.52

D u rin g  the S tu a rt Age the  Rook o f  C om m on P rayer was under 
a ttack  on  two fronts. Before die C ivil W ar it w as seen by m any as 
too  'Papist’, a percep tion  th a t cu lm inated  in its proscription on 3 
Ja n u a ry  1645. T h is  ban  was c ircum vented by num erous stra ta­
gems, a n d  its L iturgy was freely available th roughout the  C o m ­
m onw ealth  period. ’1 T h e  very m in o r revisions o f  1662 a n d  1689» 
a n d  the m ore profound aborted  refo rm s proposed a t the outset of 
the R estoration, sprung from  co ncern  w ith  the  ‘Papist’ na tu re  of 
the  p rayer book.

T h e  m o re  interesting and  less pred ictab le  a ttack  was that 
m ounted  in the  early eighteenth  cen tu ry  by the  m averick scholar 
W illiam  W histon and  the leading theologian Sam uel Clarke, who 
were m uch m ore concerned  to ‘co rrec t1 the  doctrinal e rrors o f  the 
p rayer book. '4 (I will investigate t he theological w ritings o f  both in

' '  T h e  D ii> y o f  J o h n  E velyn  (cd . E . S . D o  I k c r ;  L o n d o n :  O x f o r d  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s , 1959), 19 
M a y  1 6 9 5 . 1 9 J u ly  1 6 9 1 ; s e c  d ie  e n tr ie s  fo r  13  F e b r u a r y  1 6 5 9 , 15  J u n e  1 6 7 9 , 2 J u l y  1 6 9 9 , 
2 6  M a y  1700.

“ D a v ie s , 111: From H a lts a n d  W esley to M a v ric t {1961}, p p .  6 - 7 .  S e e  fo o tn o te  9  fo r  th e  
c la im  o f  R o g e r  L lo y d  a b o u t  th e  ‘t r u e  h is to ry  o f  th e  C h u r c h ',  w h ic h  D a v ie s  e n d o rse s .

y> T h a t  th is  w a s  th e  c a se  is a b ly  d e m o n s t r a te d  b y  M o rr il l  a n d  S p u r r :  s e e ,  f o r  in s ta n c e , 
S p u r r 's  f ir s t  c h a p te r  d e a l in g  w ith  th e  In te r r e g n u m .

'■ T h e  d e p th  o f  th e  B C P ’s  t r in i ta r ia n is m  c a n  b e  s e e n  in  t h e  fo llo w in g  b r i e f  o u tlin e . T h e  
p ra c tic e  of’r e p e a t in g  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  d o x o lo g y  ‘G lo r y  b e  t o  th e  l  a th e r ,  a n d  to  th e  S o n .  a n d  
t o  th e  H o ly  G h o s t ' a t  th e  e n d  o f  e a c h  p s a lm  is a  d e a r  e x a m p le  o f  th e  P ra y e r  B o o k ’s 
t r in i ta r ia n is m . A s  it  s to o d , th e  fo r  i n  o f  th e  d o x o lo g y  r e n d e r e d  e a c h  p e r s o n  e q u a l  p ra is e  a n d  
h o n o u r .  T h r  L itan y ; w h ic h  w a s  t o  Lh* r r c ’- tc d  e v r r y  S u n d a y , W rd n e s d a y  a n d  F rid ay , in v o k ed  
th e  th re e  d iv in e  p e r s o n s  in d iv id u a lly  a n d  co llectively . I t  s la te d  c a te g o r ic a lly  t h a t  th e re  w ere
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C h a p te r  6.) T h e ir  proposed refo rm s a n d  a d a p ted  Liturgy 
reflec ted  th e ir subordinationist theologies. W histon’s eccentric 
na tu re  was am ply  displayed in his liturgical provisions, w hich he 
later recalled  had  b een  the  im m ediate  occasion o f the  first o f  several 
entanglem ents w ith the  Bishop o f  Ely^ unhappy  w ith his omission 
o f  th ree o f the  four open ing  petitions o f the  L itany a n d  the  com ­
plete ab an d o n m en t o f  the  A thanasian  C reed .5,1

D istu rbed  by the  coequality  im plied  by the  io rm  o f  the  dox- 
ology used a t the  e n d  o f  the m etrical psalms, he  proposed a 
revision:

To G o d  the  Father, th rough  the  Son,
A nd in the H oly  G host,
Be G lory  now, a n d  ever p a id ,
By us, a n d  all his H ost.5*

G rea t poetry it is not, bu t it neatly illustrates the  purely econom ic 
T rin ity  advocated  by  one w ho  saw' him self as a  ‘Primitive C hris­
tia n ’. H is  revised L iturgy expunged the  A thanasian  C reed  alto­
gether, deleted  the  Preface fo r Trinity Sunday; a n d  altered  the 
w ords o f baptism  a n d  o th er o rd inances to reflect the subord ina­
tionist tendencies o f  his thought. W histon  was no  m ere rationalist, 
p a iin g  dow n the  liturgical form ulae: am ongst o th er proposals 
he advocated a  re tu rn  to  the first P ray er B ook o f  E dw ard  the  VT,

‘th re e  P e rs o n s  a n d  o n e  C o d '.  T h e  A p o s tle s ’ C r e e d  w a s  r e a d  e v e r y  m o r n in g  a n d  e v en in g , 
a n d  th e  N ic c n e  C r e e d  r e c i te d  d u r in g  th e  c é lé b r a i io t i  o f  th e  H o ly  C o m m u n io n .  T h e  A th a ­
n a s ia »  C r e e d  w a s  tu  h r  m e l te d  o n  th i r te e n  s e t  d a y s  a n  in s tru c t io n  d e e p ly  r e s e n te d  a n d  
d is o h e y r d  in  c e r ta in  c irc le s . T h e  P re fa c e  f o r  T r in i ty  S u n d a y  w a s  e m p h a tic :

W h o  a r t  on«· G o d ,  o n e  I x i r d :  n o t  o n e  o n ly  P e r s o n ,  h u t  th re e  P e rso n s  i n  o n e  S u b s ta n ce .
F o r  t h a ï  w h ic h  w e  b e lie v e  o f  th e  g lo ry  o f  th e  F a th e r ,  th e  s a m e  w e  h e lie v e  o f  th e  S o n ,  a n d
o f  ih c  H i j ly  G h o s t ,  w ith o u t, a n y  d iilc fc ü c « ' o r  in e q u a lity .

T h «  b le ss in g  g iv trn  a t  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  C o m m u n io n  w a s  e x p lic itly  t r in i ta r ia n ,  a s  w e re  
th e  fo rm u la e  f o r  b a p t is m ,  th e  g iv in g  o f  th e  r in g  in  m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  a b s o lu t io n  a t  th e  V is it­
a t io n  o f  th e  S ick . T h e  la y in g  o n  o f  h a n d s  a t  d ia c o n a l ,  p r e s b y tc r a l  a n d  e p is c o p a l o r d in a t io n  
w a s  g iv e n  ‘i n  th e  n a m e  o f  th e  F a th e r , a n d  o f  th e  S o n .  a n d  o f  th e  H o ly  G h o s t '.  A t th is  
c o n fe r ra l  o f  o r d e r s  th e  Verii Creator s e q u e n c e , a n  e x p lic i t  in v o c a tio n  o f  th e  S p ir i t ,  wra s  su n g . 
A s w e ll a s  th is  e x p lic it t r i n i t a r ia n  la n g u a g e  th e  l i t u r g y  p o sse sse d  a  t r in i ta r ia n  e th o s .  T h e  
fe a s ts  o f  C h r is tm a s ,  F r n i r c o s t  a n d  T r in i ty  S u n d a y  w e re  c e le b r a te d ,  p ro v id in g  a m p le  
o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  re f le c tio n  u p o n  th e  In c a r n a t io n ,  th e  S p ir i t ,  a n d  th e  m y s te ry  o f  th e  T rin ity . 
T h e  o rd in a r \·  S u n d ay 's  o f  th e  y e a r  w e r e  c o u n te d  a s  ‘S u n d a y s  a f te r  T r in i ty ’.

r,r‘ W illia m  W h is to n ,  C fm ilia n ily  R eviv'd , ;4  v o ls .:  L o n d o n :  IV11 j .  Ï ,  see  p p . x c i, Ixxv.
r'r> W h is to n , 1 , p .  c x x ix .
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and  the use o f  oil in baptism . In  Liturgy, as in w riting, h e  was 
concerned  only w ith die reconstruction o f  w h a t h e  took  to  be 
‘Prim itive C hristian ity ’. Several o f  W histon’s suggestions cropped  
up again  a n d  aga in  in proposed revisions o f  th e  p rayer book 
during  the  e ighteenth  and  n ineteen th  centuries.'”

T h e  proposed revision o f  Sam uel C larke was m ore rationalist 
in tone: the L iturgy needed  reform  to m ake it acceptab le  to  right- 
th inking m en. His copy o f  the  1662 p rayer book, p reserved  in the 
British M useum , has all its trin itarian  form ulae s truck  through. 
C larke did n o t publish  his proposed  revision b u t circulated  it p ri­
vately Prayer is d irec ted  to ilie Father alone. T h e  A th an asian  and  
N icenc C reeds a rc  om itted, a n d  the Apostles’ C reed  am ended  
w ith  a com m a to read  ‘I believe in G o d , th e  F a th e r Alm ighty'. 
T h e  doxologv is changed  to ‘G lory  be to G o d  by  Jesus Christ 
th rough  the  heavenly  assistance o f  the  H oly Ghost*. The Preface 
o f  T rin ity  S unday  is deleted, a n d  all trin itarian  form ulae am ended 
in a  subord ination ist direction.J,j A lthough the  proposals of 
YVhiston and  C larke  h a d  little d irect influence u p o n  the  Liturgy 
o f  the  C h u rch  o f E ngland , the latter's proposals w ere to  b e  influ­
ential in the  developm ent o f non-trin itarian  liturgies outside the 
established Church.™

W e have found d e a r  evidence th en  th a t the seventeenth  century' 
m arked  som ething o f a  w atershed in p o p u la r appreciation  and  
appropria tion  o f  the  doctrine o f  the Trinity. In  the following 
chap ters we shall exam ine som e of die causes lo r this decline in 
trin itarian  im agination , a n d  investigate som e o f the  argum ents 
a n d  disputes that eroded  the  trin itarian  hegem ony o f  doctrine.

J'  For W h is to n ’x L itu rg y  a n d  som e in te restin g  com parisons, sec  W. J a rd in e  (Jrisbrookc, 
Anglican M lu r g k to f the Sevtni& eiiih a n d  Eighteenth C enturie' (L ondon : S P C K , · 938).

Vl S e e  R . C .  D .  J a s p e r ,  P n n w  Book R tu iiio n  in  E ngland  / (9 Ö 0 - /9 0 0  (L o n d o n :  S P C K , 19 5 4 ), 
[>p. 2  3 . A g a in s t ?his b a c k g r o u n d  W a te d a n d 's  s p ir i te d  d e fe n c e  o f  th e  A th a n a s ia n  C r e e d  is 
m o re  u n d e r s ta n d a b le .  T h e  w r y  m o d e s t  re v is io n s  o f  th e  P i a y e r  B o o k  iai 1 6 8 9  h a d  r e d u c e d  
th e  n u m b e r  o f  t im e s  i t  w a s  t o  b e  r e c ite d  d u r in g  ih e  y e a r  fro m  th i r t e e n  t o  five. T h e r e  h a d  
b e e n  s o m e  d is c u s s io n  o f  its re m o v a l  a l to g e th e r  in  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n c i l ia te  th e  n o n c o n fo rm ­
ists b u t  th e  p ro p o s a ·  w as d e fe a te d .  W elt in to  th e  n in e te e n th  c c n tu r y  th e  s u ita b ility ' o f  th is  
c r c c d  f o r  p u b lic  w o r s h ip  w a s  still a  b o n e  of‘c o n te n tio n .

r>B S e c  A .  E llio tt P c a s to n .  T fv  l* n y e r  B o o t R eform  M tm em m t in  the X V U Ith  Century (O x fo rd : 
B la ck w e ll, 1&40).
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The Rise, Growth and Danger of 
Socinianisme

T h e  chaos, confusion a n d  to rm en t generated  by th e  English Civil 
W ar is well cap tu red  in the  lap idary  title o f  C h risto p h er H ill’s 
book, The. World Turned Upside Down. Hill a n d  o th e rs  have skilfully 
p resented  us with th e  turm oil th a t engulfed m uch o f  the  British 
Isles du ring  ‘the  E nglish  Revolution’* T h e  crucial im portance  o f 
religion in the  conflict has been  rccognized increasingly 111 recent 
years, lead ing .John M orrill to insist that this p e rio d  sees n o t the 
first m odern  revolution bu t the  last w ar o f  religion. A narchy, con­
fusion a n d  disorder reigned in C hurch  a n d  state, a n d  religious 
disputes w ere die m o st powerful m o to r b e h in d  the  civil conilict. 
T h e  English R eform ation  had  never produced  th e  u ltra-radical 
e rup tions th a t occu rred  in M ünste r and  elsew here on  the 
C ontinen t, bu t the English Revolution was to  eclipse them . Civil 
chaos provided a  catalyst for th e  advancem ent o f  various ‘deviant’ 
doctrines, opinions a n d  practices in religion. D o g m a, m oral teach­
ing a n d  the  in terp re ta tion  o f Scrip ture w ere exam ined , questioned 
an d  rejected  as never before. T h e  breakdow n o f  any  effective 
censorship m ean t th a t  heterodox views could  be canvassed alm ost 
w ith im punity, a n d  tracts a n d  invectives p o u red  from the 
unregulated  presses in  abun d an ce .1

' C h r is to p h e r  H ill ,  T he W orld Turned. U pside D ow n  (L o n d o n : T e m p le  S m i th ,  1972}. Λ  v e ry  
usefu l b ib l io g r a p h y  fo r  C iv i l  W a r  m a te r ia l  c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  M a r k  K is h lan s k y . A  M onarchy 
Ι ϊα η φ τ π η Ι  (f.pnd< m : P r n g u ii : ,  19 9 7 ), p p . 3 .5 3 -6 . J o h n  M o r r i l l  e m p h a s iz e s  Lhe im p o rtan ce , 
o f  re lig io n  in  hLs e ssay s, m a n y  o f  w h ic h  a rc  c o lle c tc d  in  T he .Nature o f  lh e  E nglish  Revolution 
(L o n d o n : L o n g m a n ,  1993}. T h e  im p a c t o f  th e  c o n f lic t  u p o n ,  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t  o i, re lig io u s  
g e n re s  is  tr a c e d  in  N ig e l S m i th ,  fj^terafure a n d  R esolution in  E ngland 16 4 0  1 6 6 0  (L o n d o n : Yaic 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1991).



T h ere  h a d  been  som e chinks in the tr in ita rian  consensus in 
the  previous centuries. T h e  Lollards w ere u n h a p p y  w ith  popular 
depictions o f  the doctrine in iconography. A  priest called 
A ssheton h a d  b een  co rrec ted  by A rchbishop C ra n m e r for his 
alleged unorthodoxy  in regard  to  the Trinity. B artho lom ew  Legate, 
a  p reacher am ong  (lie Seekers, a n d  E dw ard  W ightm an , the  last 
person to h e  b u rn t io r  heresy in England , h a d  b o th  been  executed 
in 1612 for th e ir an ti-trin ita rian  views am ong  o th e r  tilings. Bui 
these w ere isolated inciden ts and , in the case o f  p o o r  W ightm an at 
least, m ore the  p roduct o f ieeble-m indeness th an  th e  result o f  any 
system atic denial o f th e  doctrine. T h e  1640s w ere different. I t  was 
in this tu rbulen t decade th a t the  seeds o f fu ture trin itarian  con­
flicts w ere sown. Som e links, such as the rcpublication  o f  Jo h n  
B iddle’s works in th e  early 1690s, are obvious. O th e rs  are  not 
qu ite  so b latant bu t provide c lear evidence th a t th e  controversies 
o f  the 1690s w ere th e  re-em ergence o f a  them e th a t  had  been 
h e a rd  unm istakably fifty years before. T h e  issues found in  the 
disputes o f the later decade —  the  in te rp re ta tion  o f  Scripture, the 
limits o f  reason, the  role o f  trad ition , the  im plications o f  toler­
ation, the intelligibility o f  doctrinal language —  c a n  all b e  found 
in the 164-Os and  1650s. O n e  o f  the aim s o f this boo k  is to correct 
the  neglect o f  an teceden ts that nearly all w ho  h av e  sought to 
exam ine the controversies o f  the 1690s have been  guilty of. 
A lthough I  do  no t ag ree  with their theological conclusions, the 
sh a rp er historical insight exhibited  by U nitarian  apologists such 
M acL ach lan , a n d  W allace before him , m ust be given p roper 
acknow ledgem ent. T o  roo t the conflicts o f  the  1690s in the  period  
surrounding  the  C ivil W ar is no t to  com m it the  fallacy o f  posl hoc 
ergo propier hoc found in  some historical theology, b u t sim ply to  insist 
th a t the  topog raphy  o f  these later controversies su rround ing  the 
doctrine o f  the T rin ity  is a lready  abundan tly  c lea r du ring  this 
earlier period  and  in  particu lar th a t the  w ord  ‘p e rso n 5 occupies 
the  central p lace in th e  dispute. '
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2 H. J o h n  M a c L a c h la n ,  A m n ia n im  in  Seventeenth C entury E ng land  (O x fo r d :  O x fo rd  U n i ­
v e rs ity  Pres.s, 1 9 5 !) . T h e  'I n t r o d u c t io n ' i n  O le  P e te r  G r e l l ,  J o n a th a n  I .  Is ra e l  a n d  N ich o la s  
T y a c k e , c d s . ,  F/oin PemecuOoti in Toleratii/ti (O x fo rd :  O x fo rd  U n iv e r s i ty  P ie s s ,  1991), p. 5. 
espec ia lly , is n o t  g u i l ty  o f  s u c h  n c g lc c i  a n d  G re ll  is  v e ry  p e r c e p t iv e  w h e n  h e  notc-S 
th a i  a n t i - t r in i ta r ia i i is m  in  E n g la n d  w a s  b o m  a t  th is  t im e .  R o b e r t  W a llac e , Α /α ύώ ιΐΐα ήα η  
Biography (3  v o ls .: Ix > n d o n . I 850).
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Liberlinisme and tea r fu l Anarchy

In  1646, as the  conflict in  th e  coun try  was en te ring  a  new  and  
decisive phase, a  splenetic diatribe against religious e rro r 
appeared  under the delightfully rab id  title o f  Gangrama. Its au tho r 
was T hom as E dw ards (1599-1647) w ho h a d  b een  an  uncom ­
prom ising Puritan  from  his early youth  a n d  had  fallen foul o f 
A rchbishop L aud  a t the  outset o f  his clerical career. H e  was 
renow ned  for his vio lent tem per a n d  speech as his vituperative 
a n d  satirical Gangraem clearly shows. As a convinced  Presbyterian, 
E dw ards believed in the  con tinued  m ain tenance  o f  an  established 
a n d  inclusivist C h u rch , a n d  his fu ry  w as partly  d irected  at the 
Independen ts, w ho  favoured congregational C h u rc h  governm ent 
unconnected  to th e  state. But Edwards* m ain  targe t w as the 
extrem ist sects flourishing freely in the anarchy o f  civil war, and  
Gangraena ven ted  his spleen on the  strange doctrines, unorthodox  
teachings a n d  b iza rre  pracliccs o f  his con tem poraries. H e  des­
pised the  lay loaders, o f  the  sects, lam enting  the  ‘s w a rm s . . .  o f  all 
sorts o f  illiterate m cchan ick  Preachers, yea o f  w om en a n d  Boy 
Preachers’. He despaired  o f  the situation , ‘for w e  instead o f  a 
refo rm ation , are grow n from  one ex trem e to ano ther, fallen from 
Scylla to  C harybd is, from  Popish innovations, superstitions, and  
prclacticall Tyrrany, to dam nable  heresies, ho rrid  blasphemies, 
L iberlinism e and  fearfu l anarchy '. Parliam ent h a d  recently  Issued 
directions for the  destruction  o f any  religious im ages rem ain ing  in 
churches, a n d  E dw ards w arm ly  app lauded  the iconoclasm , bu t he 
feared  th a t the sects presented  a  g rea ter danger a n d  rem inded  its 
m em bers that ‘you have broken dow n images o f  rhe  T rin ity  . . . 
w e have those w h o  overthrow  the  D octrine  o f  the  T rin ity’. 
Gangraena w as a  c larion  call to a c tio n /

E dw ards provides a  catalogue o f  e rro rs  p reach ed  in the  p re­
vious four years, especially in L ondon, that h e  him self had  
h e a rd  o r h a d  on  goo d  account. Som e are relatively trivial, such 
as the  p reach e r w ho  exho rted  m en  to  receive the  L o rd ’s Supper 
w ith  their hats on . Som e strike the  m odern  re a d e r  as ludi- 
crously funny, such as the  jerem iad delivered against the 
ea ting  o f  b lack  puddings based  on  O ld  Testam ent proscriptions 
connected  w ith  the  consum ing o f  blood. B ut o thers w ere far m ore

1 T h o m a s  E d w a rd s , G an g rtm a  (L o n d o n : 1646). ‘T h e  E p is d c  D e d ic a to r y ',  n o :  p a g in a te d .
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serious a n d  far reaching, am ong  them  four errors touch ing  on  the 
Trinity:

8 . T h a t  righ t reason is the  ru le  o f  Faith, and  th a t  w e a re  to 
believe, ihe Scriptures, a n d  ihe  D octrine  o f the  Trinity, In ca rn a ­
tion, R esurrection, so fa r  as we see th em  agreeable to  reason, 
and  no  further.
24. T h a t in the  unity o f  the G od-head  there is no t a  trin ity  o f 
Persons, bu t the  D octrine o f  the  Trinity, believed a n d  professed 
in the  C hurch  o f  G od , is a  Popish trad ition  a n d  a  doctrine 
o f  R om e.
25. T h e re  are no t th ree distinct persons in the D ivine essence, 
bu t only th ree  offices; the  Father, S on , and  holy G host a re  no t 
th ree persons, bu t offices.
26. T h a t  there  is b u t one  Person in  the  D ivine n a tu re .1

W hat is m ost rem arkable abou t th is list is th a t it provides a 
concise catalogue o f  nearly  every m ajo r com ponent in the dis­
putes su rrounding  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  fo r the  next 90 
years. Conflict over the  role a n d  scope o f  reason, the  desire for a 
fuller and  m ore  perfect R eform ation  a n d  the  to ta l rejection o f 
any th ing  that sm acks o f  trad ition , the  neo-Sabellian in te rp re t­
a tion  p laced on  the doctrine by H obbes a n d  others, the  U n ita r­
ian m ono-personal deity, are all m a jo r them es th a t will occur 
again  an d  again  in ou r narrative. T h e  seeds o f  the  later disputes 
w ere clearly be ing  sown in ihe  1640s. T h e  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ­
ity w as becom ing a contested  m atter: by 1644-, for instance, the 
Baptists in Bristol openly d eba ted  w h e th e r o r no t G o d  w as one 
person /'

E dw ards w as rueful abou t the  very future o f C hristian ity  given 
that ‘w ith in  these last four years in E ng land  there  have been  blas­
phem ies u tte red  o f the  Scripm res, th e  Trinity; each  person  o f  the 
Trinity, bo th  o f  Father, Son, a n d  holy  G host’. T u rn in g  his lire 
once m ore on his Independen t quarry, he concluded  w ith  a  p lea  to 
P arliam en t lo re jec t their request for to leration, w hich lie feared  
w ould sim ply op en  the  floodgates o f  error. (T he sam e argum ent

* E d w a rd s ,  p p .  19, 21. T h r  n u m b e rs  i ir fn re  e a r n  r r H c c t  t l i c i r  o r d e r  >» th e  te x t.
'S e e  R a i l  M o r s e  W ilb u r. A H isto ry  o /'IJn ita ria n u m  (C a m b r id g e .  M A : H a r v a r d  U n iv e rs i ty  

P r é « .  1 9 5 2 ), p .  190.
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was to  b e  used by A nglican o pponen ts  o f  religious to leration after 
the  R estoration . f

T h e  errors reported  by  E dw ards w ere  allocated to various sects 
in E ph ra im  Pagitt’s Heresiography. Pagilt (1575—1647), a  skilled lin­
guist a t C hrist C hurch , O xford , w ho  a t one  stage Iiad translated  
the Book o f  C om m on P rayer in to  G reek, had  been a  strong 
royalist at the  start o f  the Civil W ar b u t  h a d  com e to  see Presbyt­
erian  ism as the  only  an tido te  to  the  rise o f  the  Independents. H e 
lam en ted  that no sooner h a d  the R o m an  yoke been  th row n o ff  at 
the  R eform ation th an  ‘Behold sudden ly  a num erous com pany  o f 
o ther hereticks stole in upo n  us like locusts’. Like Edw ards h e  was 
appalled  by the lay leadersh ip  o f  the  sects a n d  inveighed against 
the  fact, that ‘shoo-m akcrs, coblers, bu tton-m akers p reach ’.7 T he 
religious disunity now  m anifest caused  Sam uel R utherford , w ho 
h a d  com e south as a Scottish m em b er o f die W estm inster 
Assembly; to lam en t th a t ‘no t onely every  City, but every family 
alm ost h a ih  a  new  R eligion'.;! Jo h n  T ay lo r expressed his contem pt 
o f  the  ‘sw arm e o f  sectaries' a n d  th e ir  ‘m echanick  preachers’ in 
satirical vein:

T hese  k ind  o f  verm in sw arm  like C aterp illars 
A nd  hold  C onventicles in B arns a n d  Sellars,
Som e preach (or p rate) in woods, in fields, in  stables,
In  hollow trees, in tubs, on  tops o f  tables,
To the expense o f  m any a  tallow  T aper,
T hey  tosse holy  Scrip ture in to  Vapor.·'

Pagitt accused four groups o f  ho ld ing  heretical views o f  the  T rin ­
ity: the  A nabaptists w ho believe that 'C h ris t is no t true  G od, bu t 
onely  endued  w ith  m ore gifts th a t o th e r  m en ’; the Familialists (sic) 
wrho  claim  th a t *îl is rid iculous to say G o d  the Father, G o d  the Son, 
G o d  the  H oly G host; as though  by say ing  these w ords they should 
affirm e to b e  three G ods’; the  S ocin ians w ho deny th a t C hrist is

!i E d w a rd s ,  j>. 37 .
‘ E . P a g itt ,  Ileresiogrtiùky, 2 n d  c d n  (L o n d o n ; 1 6 4 5 ), T h e  P t d a c e ’. H eresiography is  a  c o m ­

p a n io n  v o lu m e  to  C hw tianograptiy, w h ic h  c a ta lo g u e d  th o s e  C h u r c h e s  t h a t  d id  n o t  s h a re  th e  
e r r o r s  o f  R o m e .

8  S a m u e l  R u th e r fo rd ,  A  Serm on Prtached before liu  R ig h t H onourable H ouse o f lo rd s  {T-ondon: 
p .  6 .

' J o h n  T a y lo r , A  'Sum m e o f  Sectaries (Jn .p .J : 1641!. p .  7 .
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tru ly  G od  a n d  hold  th a t the  Trinity is rep u g n an t to  the  Scripturcs; 
and  the  A ntitrin itariam  o r new  A rians w ho  ‘deny the T rin ity  o f 
Persons’ a n d  reib.se to accept th a t C hrist o r  the  Spirit are of' the 
essence o f  G od. Pagitt w as in d ig n an t w ith  his fellow Protestants 
because even ‘the Papists w orship G o d  in  Trinity; a n d  T rin ity  in 
Unity; w hereas som e o f  these sectaries b lasphem e the holy T rin ­
ity '. C iting the  executions o f  B artholom ew  Legate a n d  Edw ard 
W ightm an in 1612 for th e ir alleged anti-trin itarianism , Pagitt 
u rged  the  m agistrates to use sim ilar m easures to destroy the  sects 
a n d  th e ir p reachers.10

A nti-trin itarian  teaching a n d  an ti-trin ita rian  groups a re  thus 
clearly p resen t in the E ngland  o f the  1640s. But from  w here did 
such sentim ents originate, w ho  w ere the  p ropagators o f  such 
views, a n d  w hy w ere such opinions be ing  advanced? D uring  this 
period an ti-trin itarian  ideas seem  to  flow from  two sources, often 
in term ing led  bu t distinguishable. 'The first w as the  sp read  o f  Soc- 
in ian  ideas from  the  C ontinen t. T h e  second was a  hom e-grow n 
p roduct b o rn  ou t o f  the  m arriage  o f biblicism and  nascent 
rationalism . Tt is to the  first o f  these sources th a t we now  tu rn .

Italian Atheism

T h ro u g h o u t the  seventeenth century  ‘Socinian’ w as a  stock part 
o f the  abusive rhetoric  o f m uch religious debate. It functioned 
m uch as the. w ord ‘red* in 1950s A m erica  o r  ‘fascist’ in ou r ow n 
society. I t  was used em otively ra th e r  th a n  descriptively; and  
accusations o f ‘Socinianism ’ have to be trea ted  w ith g rea t caution. 
H aving said that, by 1640 Socin ian  thought a n d  teaching was 
definitely p e rm eatin g  certa in  sections o f  English society.

T h e  Socinians p ro p er derived th e ir n am e from  the  eponym ous 
Faustus S odnus, a free-thinking hum an ist b o rn  in Siena in  1539. 
Faustus h a d  b een  in troduced  to  rad ical though t by his uncle 
I>aclius. Both Socinii exemplified th e  spirit o f  Renaissance 
hum anism  and  individualism  o f  n o rth e rn  Italy, hence ils charac­
terization as ‘Italian  A theism ' by Francis Cheyneii, one of its bit­
terest opponen ts .1. F inding him self u n d e r  th rea t because o f  his

w  Piagitt, p p . 12, ftf>. 12.ri ,  l.’i i ;  s«rc p . 123.
■ F ra n c is  C h c y n c I l ,  T h e .M an o f  H onour D escribed  (I.o ii< lon : 16 4 3 ), p . 2ft.
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rad ical views in his native province, Faustus Socinus settled first in 
Basel a n d  then , again  out o f  concerns for personal safety m ade 
his w ay to Poland, w hich a t  this tim e w as far from be ing  th e  ultra- 
C atholic  cou n try  it la ter becam e. The liberal regim e o f  its ruler, 
Sigism und TI, provided a  refuge for m any ‘dissident' believers, 
m uch as H olland  was to  becom e a  few years later. In R akow  
Socinus founded a college, which developed a n d  dissem inated his 
controversial teaching.

T h e  Socinians refused to  accept a n y  au tho rity  o ther th an  that 
o f  Scripture, and  they insisted th a t disputes abou t the  m ean ing  o f 
Scrip tu re  were 10  b e  settled by reason  alone. T h e ir  com bination  
o f these two convictions h as led to  th em  being  characterized  as 
‘evangelical rationalists*, and  led  them  to reject original sin, depict 
the sacrifice o f C hrist as purely  exem plary  a n d  n o t propitiatory, 
and  insist over a cen tu ry  before K a n t th a t a ll beliefs h a d  to be 
m orally cashable. Above all they  w ere renow ned a n d  vilified for 
their an ti-trin itarian ism , a n d  indeed  ‘S o c in ian  w as used  as a 
synonym  for U nitarian  d uring  m uch o f  the  seventeenth century.1'

In  1605 the college a t R acow  h a d  p roduced  a catechism  in 
Polish, know n ever a lte r  as ‘the  R acov ian  C atech ism ' w hich aim ed 
to be a com pendium  o f  Socinian  teaching. A m ongst o ther things 
it. taugh t th a t  C hrist w as n o t divine, th a t  the  H oly Spirit was no t a 
person, a n d  th a t G o d  was one person  n o t three. T h e  catechism  was 
soon translated  into la t in ,  a n d  in 1609 it arrived  in England 
com plète w ith a  dedication to Jam es I, w hom  the  Socinians m is­
takenly believed to  be a  m odel o f  religious to leration. Jam es was 
appalled  a n d  the book w as b u rn t by  th e  h a n g m a n .M

T h e  R acovian  Catechism  divided know ledge o f  G o d  into two 
a p e s :  tru th s th a t w ere considered essential to salvation a n d  those 
d ia t w ere m erely  conducive to  it. T h e  unipersonality  o f  the deity 
w as deem ed  to  fall into the  latter category; it  is conducive b u t not 
essential to salvation to believe th a t G o d  is one person . T h e  ca t­
echism  argued  th a t G o d  can  only  be one  person  in tins vein: the 
essence o f  G od  is one, by definition th e re  can n o t b e  two o r  m ore 
gods; a  ‘person’ is an  individual intelligent essence; therefore the

‘ ’ F or a  b r ie f  in tro d u c tio n  10 Socinus a n d  S oc in ian ism . see B e rn a rd  R e a rd o n , Religious 
Thought m  the Reformation (L ondon: L o n g m a n , 1984), p p . 2 3 0 -6 . Λ  m uch  fu ller account, o f  
d ie  h istory  o f  S ocin ian ism  c a n  b e  fou rn i in W ilbur.

Catecfuiis ecclesioutm quae irt reg/io Poloniae (R acov iae: i 009), h e rm n a fle r  re fe rred  l o  a s  the  
'R a c o v ia n  C a te ch ism '.



The R i%  Growth and Danger o f Socinianisme 4  ί

individual intelligent essence, w hich w e call 'C o d ’, m ust b e  one 
person a n d  only one  person. T hose  w h o  affirm  three persons in 
the  G odhead  do  so because they m isunderstand  the  Scriptures. 
Texts cited in favour o f the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  a re  rejected  by 
the  catechism  as inadequate . A ccording io the  catechism  the  w ord 
'G o d ’ is used in tw o ways in the  Bible: one for the  A lm ighty God, 
a n d  the  o ther for those w ho  arc  invested w ith his pow er and  act in 
his nam e. Ignorance  o r confusion ab o u t this usage, a long  with 
o th e r  unscrip tural influences have p roduced  the  erroneous doc­
trine o f  the  Trinity. A lthough those w h o  believe in a trinity o f 
persons can  still b e  saved, to believe that G o d  is o n e  person is 
m ore  conducive to  salvation; trin itarian  belief is dangerous for sev­
era l reasons: it overthrow s G o d ’s unity ; it obscures G o d ’s glory; it 
subverts the way o f  faith by n o t allow ing to  the  Son a n d  the Spirit 
their secondary  operation  in the  role o f  salvation; a n d  finally; it is 
one  o f  the m ain  stum bling blocks for the  conversion o f  the 
heathen , w ho  think th a t C hristians believe in  th ree  Gods. T he 
Socinian g ram m ar o f  divinity holds th a t the  ‘person5 o f  G o d  is 
the Father. C hrist Is a  h u m an  p e rso n , a lbeit one  w ho  has been 
elevated by the  divine pow er o f  G o d  to b e  a m ed ia to r betw een 
G o d  an d  h u m an ity  a n d  the  H oly S p irit is no t a  person  bu t a 
personification o f  G o d ’s actions.14

It is im portan t to grasp  w hat is go ing  on  here. Socinianism  is 
best seen as an exegetical position , an d  the  Racovian Catechism  
was a rgu ing  that trin itarian  language was unreasonable, b u t also 
th a t it was unscrip tural. Socinian ro o ts  in Renaissance hum anism  
led them , along w ith m uch early Protestantism , to b e  im patien t o f 
what they  saw  as scholastic niceties a n d  th u s  to reject reflections 
th a t w ere a t pains to  exam ine how  the  w ord  ‘person’ functioned  in 
its trin itarian  context. W hereas in m uch scholastic discussion o f 
the  Trinity, a n d  indeed  in A ugustine, ‘person’ h a d  been  used  as a 
form al te rm  to enab le  G odtalk  to con tinue , the Socinians took  it 
as a m ateria l description. T h e  change in  perspective w as fatal for 
the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity. I f  G o d  w as one then  he w as one 
individual person. For them  the  doctrine o f  th ree persons in one 
G o d  w as tan tam oun t to asserting that, th ere  w ere three individuals

R a cov ian  C a te ch ism , p . 32; sec p p . « ! ,  4 2 . T h e  ca tech ism  dism isses th e  possib ility  o f 
m o re  th a n  o n e  p e rso n  in  the  G o d h e a d : 'H o e  sane v«*l 'nine p a te re  p o ie s i, q u o d  essen tia  Dei 
sic u n a  n u m é ro . Q u a  p ro p te r  p iu rcs n u m é ro  p e rso n a e  in  c a  esse nu flo  p a e to  p o sa u n t, cum  
p e rso n a  n ih il aJiud sit, nisi essen tia  tn d iv id u a  in te l l ig e n t’
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in the G o d h ead  a n d  hencc three ind iv idual gods. T h e  w ords o f 
the  doctrine w ere no t to  be found in the  Bible, a n d  in the  after­
m a th  o f  the  R eform ation  it m ade  perfec t sense to the  Socinians to 
see the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  as yet an o th e r  m anifestation o f  the 
an ti-C hristian  designs o f  the  R om an C h u rc h , a n d  to  hail Socinus 
as 'th e  R efo rm er o f  the R eform ers’.1'*

A  M ystery o f  Iniquity, Three H eaded Cerberus

G iven the  inauspicious w elcom e m eted  o u t to  the  R acovian C a t­
echism , it should n o t he surprising th a t the  historically verifiable 
course o f Socinian  thought in early S tu a rt E ng land  is hazy. T h e  
catechism  a n d  o ther Socinian  literatu re  could  hard ly  expect wide 
o r overt dissem ination, b u t by the 1640s views very sim ilar to  those 
con ta ined  in the  catechism  w ere be ing  canvassed a n d , equally 
im portantly, denounced . A ccusations o f Socinianism  h a d  been 
flung in the  previous decade against Ohillingw orth by the  Jesu it 
controversialist Edw ard K nott. O hillingw orth (1602-1644) had  
been  an early ally o f L aud  but, troub led  by doubts abou t his p e r­
sonal salvation, becam e a convert to  C atholicism  in 1630. His 
experience in the  sem inary  in D ouai drove him  back to  the  C hurch 
o f  E ngland  w ithin the year. In  1636 K n o tt cited C hillingw orth’s 
views on the  role o f reason in the  in te rp re ta tion  o f  Scrip tu re  as 
evidence o f his Socinian tendencies. A lthough K n o tt w as very 
keen  to press hom e the claim  that. Socin ian ism  was the  logical 
progression o f  Protestantism , a  m ove th a t  w as to  becom e a stand­
ard  p a r t  o f  C atholic  polem ic, the  tra c t itself is short o f  concrete 
evidence a n d  slurs C hilingw orth  by  inference a n d  innuendo. 
C hillingw orth’s classic rejoinder, The Religion o f Protestants, a Safe 
Way to Salvation, enshrin ing  the  p rin c ip a l o f  free inquiry, w as a 
denial o f  K n o tt’s charge a n d  concerned  to test the  ex ten t a n d  limits 
o f  reason a n d  C hurch  au tho rity  ra th e r  th an  trin itarian  doctrine.10

lri M a o L ach lan ’s b o o k  h as  a  verse in  the  p a g e  fac ing  the  Prct'acc th a t  c a p w rc s  this 
sentiment well.

Tola n td  Eabyhm; /teil*a xil Vela h illieius,
CaL'inus mums, scdJundainm ta S-xinus.

16 M a tth e w  W ilson (pseud . ;or E d w ard  K n o tt)  in  A  Direction to be O bservd bp .'VJV. ([n .p .j: 
1636).
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A nti-trin itarian  apologists such a_s W allace have often w anted to 
claim  L ord  Falkland as the  first Socin ian  in England , bu t caution 
needs to be exercised, as these p a rtisan  studies a re  explicitly driven 
by the  desire to establish th e  ped igree o f  un ita rian  theology. I t is 
quite probab le  th a t in places like G re a t Tew; Falkland’s seat, there  
w as access to both  w ritten  and  verba l accounts o f  Socinian doc­
trine, a n d  the  G ran d  T o u r undertaken  by the  sons o f  the  English 
nobility m ay  have pu t some o f  them  in touch  w ith  rad ical theo­
logical m ovem ents on  the  C ontinen t. M any Socinians h a d  settled 
in H olland  after being driven  in to  exile from  Poland, an d  while 
MacToachlan vastly overstates his case  by  claim ing th a t H olland 
w as ‘the  b ridgehead  ib r the Socinian invasion o f  E ngland’, there 
was undoubted ly  a  steady trickle o f  Socinian  books a n d  ideas over 
the channel. I t  is also clear th a t  ce rta in  Polish Socinians visited 
England on several occasions, and  som e sent th e ir sons lo r educa­
tion there. O f  course this does n o t provide conclusive evidence 
that those they  visited w ere Socinian sym pathizers, nor, by the 
sam e token, that those w ho ow ned Socin ian  books agreed  w ith 
their conten t. O pponen ts  o f  Socin ian  thought w ere also becom ­
ing well aw are th a t rad ical question ing  was underw ay in certain  
quarte rs  by the  1640s. In the  opening- y ea r o f  the  decade, C onvo­
cation had  passed 17 canons a im ed at cau teriz ing  m ovem ents and  
tendencies deem ed to be heretical a n d  subversive. I he fourth  
canon  explicitly repud ia ted  Socinianism , an d  while the  canons 
them selves had  no  im pact, a« they  w ere d eem ed  ultra vires by Par­
liam ent, they a re  a  clear ind ica tion  o f  the a la rm  felt by the 
ecclesiastical establishm ent. T h e  p o p u la r  appeal o f  Socinianism  
p ro p er was slight bu t, w hatever its num erical strength, Socinian­
ism was to becom e a constan t c o n c e rn  to au thorities in C hurch  
an d  sta te .17

A nti-trin itarian  view's w ere no t confined to the  clergy. O n e  o f 
Gangraends targets, w as Paul Best, a friend  o f J o h n  M ilton. A fter 
studying a t C am bridge, Best h a d  travelled  extensively in Poland 
an d  Transylvania. T h e re  he h a d  im b ibed  Socinian views and

1 1 R o b e r t  W a lla c e , A ntitrin ita n a n  Biography  (3  v o ls .; L o n d o n :  l i / l l  W h itf ie ld ,  18 5 0 ). 
A n o th e r  n in e tc c n th - c c n tu r y  u n i ta r ia n  a u th o r  13 le ss  id e o lo g ica lly  d r iv e n  in  t r a c in g  th e  rise 
o f  u n i ta r ia n  th o u g h t  in  E n g la n d ;  G a s to n  B o n e t -M a u ry ,  E arly Sources o f E nglish U nitarian  
H isto ry  (ir. F.. P. H a ll;  T a n d o n :  B ritis h  a n d  F v re ig n  U n i ta r ia n  A ss o c ia t io n , 1884}. lio n c t-  
M a u r y  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  'f o r e i g n e r ’ c h u rc h e s ’ w m :  th e  m a in  p o r ts  o f  e n t r y  o f  u n i;a r ia n  
id e a s  in to  E n g la n d  w h e r e ,  h e  b e lie v e s , th e y  fo u n d  v e ry  fe r ti le  soil.
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becom e a  devotee o f  Unitarian theology. A ccording to  Edw ards, 
Best had  described the T rin ity  as ‘a  m ystery o f iniquity: th ree 
headed  ccrbcrus [. . . | a  tradition  o f  R om e’. Best’s Mysteries Dis- 
covered, w ritten  du ring  his im prisonm en t for blasphem y, certainly 
justified E dw ards’ concern . T h e  critique o f  trin itarianism  
expressed, the in terp re ta tion  o f  J o h n  1:3 as referring  to the  new 
creation , a n d  the denial o f the  personality  o f  the H oly  Spirit, 
indicate m ore than  passing acquain tance  w ith the  w ritings o f 
Socinus a n d  his followers. Best e labo ra ted  his creed:

I believe the F ather to  b e  G od  h im se lf . . . a n d  the  Son is ou r 
M essiah . . . w hom  G o d  m ade L o rd  a n d  C hrist . . .  A nd the 
holy spirit is the  very pow er o f G o d  . . .  o r  die F a th er G od  
essentially, the  Sonne vicentially, th e  holy  spirit potentially  . . . 
bu t for the  Son to be coequall to  th e  Father, o r  the  holy spirit a 
distinct coequall person 1 canno t finde . . . A nd  th a t o f  three 
coequall persons to  be b u t a  C h ap p e ll o f  R om e.1*'

Best construed  trin itarian  language as unscriptural: talk o f  three 
persons m ust m ean three individuals a n d  hence three gods. M ore­
over, the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  s tan d s  in the w ay o f  the conver­
sion o f infidels because they  see it p lain ly  to be a  doctrine that 
asserts th ree  gods. O ffering an  accoun t o f  the co rrup tion  o f  Scrip­
ture con ta ined  in  it, Best outlines its genesis a n d  in troduction  by 
the  ‘sem i-pagan C hristians o f  the  th ird  cen tu ry  in the  W estern 
C h u rc h ’. Best is well acquain ted  w ith  the  standard  orthodox 
replies th a t a ttem p t to  justify  talk o f  th ree persons bu t dismisses 
them :

As for that w hich is com m only  answ ered  th a t G o d  is n o t div­
ided bu t distinguished into three equa ll persons, [it] is as m uch 
as i f  they h a d  no t a  real!, bu t only a  relative a n d  rational being 
o r existence, as i f  essence a n d  existence differed in G od , o r in 
any th ing  whose kind consists in one  individual: for hypostatical 
un ion  o r  com m union  o f  p roperties, they are bu t reall con trad ic­
tions, and  the: frog like croak ing  o f  the  D rag o n , the beast and  
false p ro p h e t.1'1

E d w a rd s ,  p . 3 8 . P a u l B est. M ?sterns D iscovered  ( [n .p .J :  p p .  4· ;i.
B es t, p p .  11, 14 .
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Best rested  his case by appealing  to Scrip tu re  a n d  Scrip tu re  alone 
as the  righ t ru le  o f faith: ‘lot us la b o u r  to  reconcile S crip tu re  by 
Scrip ture, a n d  by no  m eans adm it o f  an  absu rd  sense'. H e 
thought it clear th a t one G o d  m ust have one essence, one  exist­
ence a n d  hence be one person; to speak  o f  th ree persons w ould  be 
to in troduce three existent* sharing  th e  sam e essence. A nd  this 
canno t be true, argued  Best, becausc in  G o d  existence a n d  essence 
a rc  one. Best is no t an  original th in k er but he exhibits definite 
tra its am ongst certa in  religious radicals: the insistence upon scrip­
tu ra l language, the im patience o f  analogical a n d  form al linguistic 
usage, biblical literalism , and  o f  course an ti-R om an p o lem ic /0 

A  m ore nuanccd  exam ple o f  the w idespread  disintegration o f 
theological sensibility in regard  to the  T rin ity  is provided by Jo h n  
Fry. In 1647 Fry {1609 Î657}, a  m em b er o f  Parliam ent,' had  
heard  o f a  m inister, possibly J o h n  Biddle, in prison on charges o f 
anti-trin itarianism . Fry’s in terest p laced  h im  under suspicion o f 
unorthodoxy, a n d  he him self was accused o f  denying the  divinity 
o f  C hrist. Fry’s pam phle t in defence. T h  Accuser Sluim’d, reveals the 
grow ing unease su rrounding  the  use  o f  the w ord  ‘person’ in 
regard  to the  Trinity. Fry declared him self

a ltogether dis-satisfied w ith those expressions o f th ree distinct 
persons, o r Subsistences in the G o d h ead  . . . T ru ly  I do not 
believe Jesus C hrist to be G od , a fte r the  m an n e r w hich some 
hold him  forth , for accord ing  to  m y understand ing  o f their 
words a n d  expressions, they  hold  fo rth  three G ods, and  I w ould 
fain know how  it can  be dem onstra ted , that th ere  can  be three 
d istinct persons, o r subsistences in o n e  entire being.21

Fry’s com m ents a re  all the  m ore in teresting  as he claim s to  be 
orthodox: Ί  do a n d  ever did, since 1 knew  any th ing  o f  Divinity, 
really believe, T h a i the  F ather is G o d , the  Son is G od , a n d  the 
H oly (ihost is G od, and  that these th ree  are equally G o d  . . . and 
yet th ere  a re  no t th ree G ods b u t one  G o d ’. I t  w as the  im plications 
o f  the  language o f  ‘p e rson ' th a t d istu rbed  F ry  Tie exhibited  a 
‘com m on sense’ conception  o f  person  th ink ing  it  p roperty  used 
only o f m an . Fry feared th a t using it o f  G o d  could no t b u t lead to

■" B rs l ,  p .  9 ; a n d  st*.c p .  8 .
'. J o h n  F ry , T he A ccusa  Sha ind  (L o n d o n : 1618 ;. p .  15 .
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tritheism . H is understand ing  a n d  argum ent, a re  w orth  quoting at 
length:

1 shall briefly speak to  that gross a n d  carna l O p in ion  o f  three 
distinct Persons, o r Subsistences in the  G o d  head, a n d  con­
c lu d e  Persons o r Subsistences, a re  Substances, o r A ccidents, as 
for the w ord  Person, [ do  no t u n d e rs ta n d  that it  c a n  properly  be 
a ttribu ted  bu t to m an; it. is out. o f  d o u b t w ith m e, th a t if  you ask 
the  m ost p a rt o f  m en  w hat they m ea n  by a  Person, they will 
either tell you ’tis a  m an  o r  else th ey  a re  no t able to  give you any 
answ er a t all: & the  w ord  A cciden t, f suppose no n e  will a ttrib ­
ute th a t to  G o d ; lo r accord ing  lo m y p o o r skill, th a t word 
im ports no  m ore bu t the  figure o r colour, &c. o f  a  thing, and  
certain ly  no m an  ever saw the  likeness o f  G od , as the  Scriptures 
abundan tly  tcstific; a n d  therefore n e ith e r o f  the  words, Person 
o r Subsistences, can hold forth  such a  m ean ing  as A ccidents in 
G o d

A thanasius in his C reed  saith, T  here  is one  Person o f  the 
Father, an o th e r  o f the Son, a n d  a n o th e r  o f the H oly  Ghost; 
o thers say; T h a t  there  are th ree  d istinct Subsistences in  G od: 
Well, these  three persons o r Subsistences, canno t b e  Accidents, 
ne ither do  I th ink  the m ean ing  is o f  any: T h e n  certain ly  they 
m ust b e  Substances; if  so, they  m u st be crea ted  o r uncreated, 
lim ited o r unlim ited, then  the  person  o f the  F ather is a  C rea ­
ture, the person  o f the  S on  a  C rea tu re , a n d  the person o f the 
H oly  G host a C reatu re , w hich 1 th in k  no n e  will affirm ; if  they 
a re  no t crea ted  o r lim ited, then  they  m u st be uncreated  and 
unlim ited , for 1 know  no  m edium  betw een  crca tcd  and  uncre­
ated , lim ited and  unlim ited: I f  they a re  uncreated  and  
unlim ited , then  there  a re  three u n crea ted  a n d  unlim ited  Sub­
stances, a n d  so consequently  th ree  Gods. For m y  p a rt, 1 finde 
no  footing for such expressions in S crip ture: a n d  1 th ink  th em  fit 
onely to  keep ignoran t people in c a rn a l a n d  gross thoughts o f 
G od , an d  thereiore I  d o  explode th em  ou t o f  m y Creed.""

It. is im portan t to understand  the  d ifference betw een Best and  
Fry if  we a re  to  grasp  the  com plexities o f  the  process su rrounding  
the demise o f  trin itarian  th ough t a n d  im agination. Best was

72 F ry ; p p . 2 1 ,2 2 - 3 .
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opposed to  the: very doctrine o f  the Trinity, Fry was not. Fry’s 
problem s are m ore linguistic a n d  conceptual th an  credal. l i e  states 
clearly th a t he accepts w hat has b een  h a n d e d  on  to h im  abou t the 
G o d h ead  o f  Father, Son a n d  Spirit. It is the  language used  to 
expound  this be lie f that troubles h im , especially the  w ord 'person ' 
which h e  felt was m isleading, unscrip tu ral an d  dangerously close 
to  tritheism . We are  also w itnessing once again  an im patience with 
die scholastic ja rg o n  a n d  the  deaden ing  o f  analogical im agination. 
Parliam ent itself grew  im patien t w ith Fry, and  although  no  action 
seem s to have been  taken against h im  directly, his pam phle t a n d  a 
subsequen t anti-clerical work w ere b o th  o rdered  to  be burn t.

The Rise., Growth and Danger o j Socinianisme

A key figure in the  religious controversies w as Francis Gheynell 
(1608-1665), an  avowed a n d  belligeren t Presbyterian, w ho had  
been  a  divine a L  the  W estm inster Assembly. O n  the cap ture  of 
C hichester by Parliam ent in 1644 h e  h a d  successfully secured the 
retention o f  G hillingw orth, by now  in  chron ic  bad  health , a t the 
tow n and  spared him  the  jo u rn ey  to  L ondon . T his action w as to 
provide little re lie f  as Cheyncll took advantage o f  his charge to 
to rm en t him abou t his theological views. A t C hillingw orth’s 
funeral Cheyncll flung The Religion u f Protestants in to  the grave and 
denounced  its au th o r as bo th  a  crypto-Papist a n d  Socinian sym pa­
thizer."'* In  1647 C heyncll was one  o f  those charged by Parliam ent 
w ith the  reform ing o f  O xfo rd  U niversity  a n d  undertook  this 
com m ission with a fervour and  tenacity  that ea rn ed  h im  the 
h a tred  o f  many. This w as only increased  by his subsequent 
interposition as President o f  St J o h n ’s College.

In  1649 Cheyncll published The Rise, Growth and Danger o f Socini­
anisme. In  it h e  charted  the genesis o f  Socinian  thought in Italy 
a n d  Poland, its w axing strength  in E ngland , a n d  the  dangers it 
posed  to  true  religion. H is book was in tended  as a call to  a rm s 
against this new, insidious m enace. D espite  his u n doub ted  fanati­
cism, Gheynell w as no  lonely c razed  m averick  obsessed w ith  grem ­
lins o f  his ow n im agining, for the  th re a t o f  Socinianism  was also 
by now  very real in m any English m inds, a n d  the  existence o f

l i  S e e  F r a n c is  C h e y n e îl ,  C kU üngium tit n am .\im ti (L o n d o n :  I O H ) ,  f o r  th e s e  c h a r g e s  a n d  a 
d c fe n c o  o f  h is  c o n d u c t  a i  th e  fu n e ra l.
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large am oun ts o f  Socinian  a n d  an ti-Socin ian  literature from  this 
tim e is eloquent testim ony th a t  G hcynell a n d  o thers  w ere not 
tilting; a t w indm ills.'4

C heynell’s in tem pera te  zeal is c lear in his book, a n d  throughout 
the  h ea t o f  the m om en t c a n  still be felt in the  force o f the  polem ic. 
H e  saw the ro o t o f  the  Socinian c reed  as a n  illegitim ate extension 
o f reason; some o f the scholars at O x fo rd  h a d  lost their faith by 
their ‘vaine curiosity5 and  w ere ‘m a d  w ith reason’. A t the  outset 
o f his investigations in to  the university he had  quickly found 
evidence o f Socinian sy m p a th y .’ ‘T h e  Epistle D ed icato ry ’ o f 
CheynelTs book recoun ted  the  seizure o f  a m anuscrip t belonging 
lo Jo h n  W cbbcrlcy a t Lincoln College du ring  a  visitation in  1648. 
W ebbcrlcy was one  o f  several in the university suspected o f  read­
ing an d  dissem inating Socinian litera tu re . T h e  m anuscrip t tu rned  
ou t to be the translation o f a  Socinian  book, which W ebberly 
claim ed was solely for his ow n use. H ow ever, it con tained  an ‘Epis­
tle D edicatory’, and  Chevnell w ryly com m ented  thaï ‘I  never 
heard  o f any  m an  yet w ho  w rote a n  Epistle to  him self’.

Sharing  a com m on co n tem p o ra ry  percep tion , Chevnell 
believed th a t a  battle w as taking p lace for the  soul o f  P ro testan t­
ism  itself. In m any ways his book reflects th e  'conservatism ' o f the 
P arliam entary  cause, a n d  the  po p u lar abho rrence  o f  ‘innovation’ 
in religion. Chevnell w as convinced th a t  L aud , the  recently  exe­
cuted  A rchbishop o f  C anterbury, h a d  connived a t the grow th o f 
Socinianism  by asserting th a t ‘reason by h e r  ow n lights can dis­
cover how firm ly the  Principles o f  Religion are tru e ’. Cheynell 
feared th a t I^aud h a d  b een  playing a  doub le  gam e, for ‘A rm in  ian- 
ism is a  la ir step to  Socinianism e’, a. suspicion shared by o ther 
opponen ts  o f  A rm inian  teaching.26 A n d  if  it w as c lea r to  m en  such 
as Cheynell that the  H igh  C hurch  ritua l an d  religion o f L aud  was 
n o t p u re  Protestantism , it w as even m ore  c lear to them  th a t nei­
th e r  w as th a t o f the  Socinians w ho  h a d  the  tem erity  to claim  that 
they were the true  heirs o f  L u ther a n d  C alvin. Cheynell was well

■ 'Fi fancis] C heynell, 77;* R iit, Grmvlh and D anga o f  Sxinianism e  (L ondon : 1643). See 
M a c L a c h la n , Socinianism , c h a p te r  V III , to r  rh e  w ide-spread d istr ib u tio n  o f  S ocin ian  litera­
tu re . csp. p p . 124-7 . I  h c  D Js'B  lab e ls  C h e y n e ll a  ‘fa n a tic 1.

C heynell, 7 he Rise, p . 24.
y ' C h ry n d l ,  T h e R iw, p p . -4Ü, F or a  m o d e rn  e x a m in a tio n  o f  ihcsi: suspicions, see C arl

O. R angs ‘A rroiniuS  a n d  S ocin ian ism ’. in  Ts.c'n  S zczuck i, ed ., Socinianim  (W arsaw : PW N .
m %
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aw are th a t Socinus ‘p retended  . . . to  b e  R eform er o f  the  R eform ­
ers, nay  o f the  R eform ation  itse lf . T hese  pretences simply 
streng thened  his conviction that the  ‘D cvill h a th  done m ore mis- 
chiefè in the  C hurch  by counterfeit P rotestants . . . th an  by p ro ­
fessed Papists’. T h e  Socinians, he w arn ed , den ied  the  resurrection 
o f  the  dead , original sin, a n d  baptism al regeneration ; ‘they 
advance  the  pow er o f  na tu re  a n d  destroy the pow er o f  grace’. 
Above all else he highlighted th e ir  opposition to  the  doctrine o f 
the  Trinity, a n d  denounced  them  as latter-day  N oetians for m ain ­
tain ing ‘that there  w as bu t one  person in the  G o d h ead ’.*'

God Is the.Name o f  a Person

I t is n o t clear il' E dw ards had  J o h n  Biddle, ‘the F a ther o f  the 
English U n itarian s’, in his sights w hen he had  denounced  those 
w ho  asserted th a t G o d  is one p erson , b u t Biddle seem s to  have 
been  the  first to u tte r  such sentim ents in  English. H e  is also the 
m ost system atic English an ti-trin ita rian  w riter d u rin g  this early 
period, a n d  his influence was the  m o st far reaching. A lthough his 
works w ere no t great in volum e, his influence proved considerable. 
T h e y  w ere reprin ted  in the  early 1690 s, a n d  J o h n  T.XDcke, am ongst 
o thers, w as obviously acquain ted  with them .

B orn  a t W ooton-undcr-Edge in 1615, after a ttend ing  the local 
g ram m ar school in G loucester, B iddle proceeded  to M agdalen 
H a lf  O xford , from  where, h e  g rad u a ted  in  1638 a n d  re tu rn e d  to 
take up  a  place a t his old school. Som e years later, o n  2 M ay 1644, 
he was b rought before the  Royalist m agistrates o f  the city on 
account o f  his heretical views. T h is  resulted  in the first o f  m any 
periods o f  incarceration , at the hands o f  b o th  C row n a n d  R epub­
lic. A  con tem porary  story tells o f  the  young T h o m as F irm in , who 
was to  be highly instrum ental in  the p ropagation  o f  anti- 
trin itarian  literatu re  in the closing d ccad c  o f the  century, in terced­
ing lor Biddle w ith Crom w ell du ring  the  Protectorate. C rom w ell is 
supposed to have dismissed F irm in as a  ‘curl-pate b o y \ T h e  story 
is alm ost ccrtain iy  apocryphal but it  seems as if  F irm in  was 
instrum ental in securing a  pension o f  £ 1 0 0  fo r Biddle d u rin g  his 
exile to the Scilly Isles. Biddle eventually  d ied  in prison in  I<ondon

C h c y n c ll ,  T h e  R ise , p p . 19, 7 ,  2 5 . 5.
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in 1662. H e  w as no t alone in causing c o n ccrn  to the au thorities in 
G loucester. In  the sam e year Jo h n  K now les (ft. 1646-1668) had  to 
answ er charges regarding his alleged d en ta l o f  the  divinity o f  the 
H oly Spirit.

B iddle’s published writings, m ost o f  which w ere condem ned 
and  b u rn t, were expansions o f  his persona l confession o f  faith 
before the  M agistrates on  2 M ay  1644:

1. 1 believe th ere  is but one In fin ite  and  Alm ighty Essence, 
called God.
2. 1 believe, th a t as th ere  is bu t one Infinite and  A lm ighty 
Essence, so there is b u t one  Person in the  Essence.
3 .1 believe that o u r  Saviour Jesus  C h ris t is truly G o d , by  being 
truly, really; a n d  properly  un ited  to the  only Person  o f  the  Infin­
ite a n d  A lm ighty Essence.29

In  a  w ork denying the  deity o f  the  H oly  Spirit, Biddle 
expounded his understand ing  o f  ‘p e rso n ’ a n d  how  he believed it 
w as properly  to b e  used o f  G od . H e  dism issed those w ho argued  
th a t the  H oly  Spirit is distinguishable from  ‘G o d ’ if  we speak 
'personally1 bu t no t if  w e speak  ‘essentially*. Such  a  distinction he 
derided  as unscrip tural, a n d  argued  th a t it  could  no t be conceived 
except by en terta in ing  the  no tion  o f  tw o  separate things in o n e ’s 
m ind:

Tf the  person  be  distinct from  the E ssence o f G od , th en  it must 
needs b e  som ething; since no th ing  h a th  no accident a n d  there­
fore n e ith e r can it h ap p en  to it to  b e  distinguished. I f  som e­
thing, then e ither some finite o r infinite thing: i f  finite, then, 
then there  will b e  som ething finite in  G od , a n d  consequently, 
since by the  concession o f  the  adversaries every th ing  in  G o d  is 
G od  himself, G od  will be finite; w hich the  adversaries them ­
selves will likewise confess to b e  absurd . I f  infinite, th en  there 
will be tw o infinities in G od, to w it, the Person and  essence 
o f  G od, a n d  consequently tw o  G ods; w hich is m ore absurd  
th an  the  form er. Thirdly, to  ta lk  o f  G o d  taken  impersonally, is 
ridiculous, no t onely because  th e re  is no  exam ple th e re o f  in

■* S e e  l l ie  O ld D„\F> a n d  J fa v  IX N B  a n k l e s  o n  F in n i n ,  a n d  K n o w le s . 
Qju»i«ci in MacLachlan, Socinianistn, p. 170.
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Scrip ture, b u t bccause G o d  is the  n a m e  o f a  *Person, an d  signi­
fie th him  th a t hath  sublim e dom ina tion  o r power: and  w hen it is 
pu t for the  m ost h igh  G od, it d en o te th  h im  w ho  w ith Soveraign 
a n d  absolute au thority  ru leth  over all; bu t no n e  b u t a  person  
can  rule over others, all actions be ing  p ro p er to  persons: where- 
tofore to take G o d  otherwise th a n  personally, is to  take him  
otherwise th an  he is, a n d  indeed to  m istake him .

* By Person, 1 understand , as Philosophers do , suppositum  
intclligens, th a t is an  intellectual substance com pleat, a n d  no t a 
m ood o r subsistence; w hich are fantastical a n d  senseless term s, 
b rough t in to  cozen the simple.30

T h is  sta tem ent needs careful exam ination . Tn it  B iddle reduces 
language to m aterial description alone , there  is no  place for words 
to function as form al concepts to a id  reflection o r clarification. 
W hat is conceived as separable in th e  m ind  m ust be a  m aterially 
separate thing. T o  use the w ord ‘person* is to speak o f  an  absolute, 
separa te  a n d  independen t existent. T h e re  appears to b e  little 
appreciation  o r acceptance that the  language o f  ‘p e rson ' could 
b e  used analogically^ for Biddle sees ne» im portan t difference in  the 
w ay in w hich ‘person7 is used o f  G o d  a n d  how  it is used  o f  m en  or 
angels. T his is well in line w ith a  grow ing privileging o f the 
univocal in language in general and  B iddle's rad ie r pecu liar scrip­
tural literalism  in  particular: Biddle’s literal read ing  o f  the  Scrip­
tures led  h im  to conclude inter alia th a t G o d  h a d  em otions, had  
lim ited knowledge o f  fut ure events, a n d  even possessed a body o f 
sorts. (This last claim  seem s very p ecu liar to  m odern  ears bu t was 
n o t exceptional in the seventeenth century. S tephen Nye, a  lead­
ing p layer in the controversies o f  th e  1690s, recalled la te  in life 
how  h e  h a d  argued  tw o o f  B iddle's disciples o u t o f  th e ir  crude 
an th ropom orph ic  understand ing  o f  G od. H obbes too insisted 
that G o d  had  som e sort o f  body.)31 A nd again, like Best and 
o thers, h e  saw him self as com pleting  the process begun a t the 
Reformation:

" J o h n  B id d le . Λ 7 /  A rgunm L i D ra u rt ou i o f  if te  Scrîpturr. i n  T h e  A postolical n iu i True O fm lim  
Oj>i;ernwg th e  H o ly  7 rä « fr (Ix > n d o n : 3653).

Ste.phr.ci N y e , T he K xpH catiun o f  ihe A rticles o f  tht.· D ioine U nity, Ihe Trinity, und Incarnation 
(L o n d o n :  1715), see  p p . 181Γ. F in n i n  a n d  H  c d  w o r th  -  th e  tw o  d isc ip les  i n  q u r s i iu n  - w e re  
a p p a r e n t ly  c o n c c r n c d  th a t  a  b e lie f  in  th e  u n iv e rs a l i ty  o f  C o d 's  p re s e n c e  w o u ld  r e n d e r  h im  
p re s e n t  in  th e  ‘p r iv y ’ a n d  o th e r  in sa lu b rio u s! p laces!
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For though L u ther an d  Calvin deserve m uch praise for the 
pains they  took in cleansing ou r Religion from  sundry  idol­
atrous Pollutions o f  the R om ane A nti-C hrist, yet a re  the  dregs 
still left behinde, I m ean  the  C rass O p in ion  touch ing  three 
Persons in G od. W hich e rro r  no t O ncly  m ade way for those 
Pollutions, bu t lying a t th e  bo ttom e co rrup te th  alm ost the 
whole Religion.*2

Biddle w as a t pa in s  to  highlight the  dangers o f  T rin itarian  
doctrine in an  exposition that b e a rs  m ore th an  a superficial 
resem blance to the  dangers cata logued  in the  R acovian Catechism . 
First, the  doctrine ‘introcluceth th ree  G ods, a n d  so subverteih  the 
u n ity  o f  G o d ’. Secondly, ‘it h indere th  us from  praying according 
to the  prescrip t o f  the Gospel, because  wre a re  directed  to p ray  to 
the Father, through the Son, in the H o ly  Spirit'. Thirdly, the 
‘T enet o f th ree Persons in G o d  p roh ib ite th  us to love and  hon­
o u r h im  as w e ought. For the  h ighest love a n d  ho n o u r is due  to 
him w’ho is the  most high G od. But such  love a n d  h o n o u r can  be 
exhibited  to no m ore than  one  Person .' Fourthly, "this assertion 
o f  th ree persons in G od , thw arteth  the  com m on no tion  that all 
m en  have o f  G od. For o u r  very understand ing  suggesteth to us, 
that G o d  is the  sam e w ith  the first cause o f  all things, onely 
being o f  himself, and  all o thers  from  h im / Fifthly; ‘this error 
is the m ain  stum bling block th a t the  ancient people o f  God, 
the  Jewres, for entering in to  the  C h u rc h  o f  C hrist' (this latest 
objection reflected the debate  abou t the  readm ission o f  Jews to 
England taking place in the  165Üs). Finally, the  coun try  had 
en tered  in to  a  solem n league a n d  covenant for the L ord , a n d  the 
L ord 's  h o n o u r w ould be best served by recognizing th a t h e  is 
only o n e .14

Biddle th en  proceeded  to outline his Christology. C h ris t is a 
h u m an  person; h e  does no t have a d iv ine natu re . H e  is ‘G o d ’ in 
th e  sense that he is un ited  to  the  A lm ighty  G od. Biddle, unlike the 
Socinians p roper, d id  n o t deny  th a t  th e  H oly  Spirit w as a  person. 
How ever, the  H oly Spirit w as a n  ‘Angellical person’, the  ‘principal 
M in is te r , a n d  no t a  divine person in a n y  way; Biddle m ain ta ined  a

B id d le ,  A  C onfisatM  o f  Faith U m h in g ib t H o ly  Trinity. A cw n tin g  to  th e  Scripture. 
(L o n d o n : U >48|, ‘P r e f a c r ';  sei· p p .  2  ·>.

B id d le , A  Confession o f  F aith. ‘T h e  P iv J a « :’.
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trin ity  o f  persons he sim ply den ied  that there  w as a  trin ity  of
divine p e rso n s /’

Im prisonm en t only  strengthened  B iddle’s resolve to  p ropagate  
w hat he saw as the tru e  biblical faith. I t  also gave h im  opportunity  
for w riting a n d  translating. H e  p roduced  tw o catechism s, one  for 
adults a n d  one for children. T hese  u sed  only scrip tural language 
in expression. In  the fo rm er he explicitly rejected  w hat h e  labelled 
any  ‘m ystical’ in terp re ta tion  o f  Scripture, by which he m ean t any 
o th e r  th an  a  literal sense. Such  m ystical in terp re ta tion  led only to 
e rro r  a n d  Popery. T h e  language used in  exposition o f  the  doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  w as dismissed as ‘a  baffle on the simplicity o f  Scrip­
tu re ’, S ounding  ra th e r  like a  p resen t day Jeh o v ah ’s W itness, he 
po in ted  ou t that now here in the  Scriptures can phrases such as 
"subsisting in  three persons’ be found.35

Biddle’s repea ted  critique  o f  the o rthodox  position  on  th e  T rin ­
ity h a d  th ree  m ain  strands. First, he rejected  it as unscrip tural. In 
several treatises he challenged his opponen ts  to  find in Scripture 
the technical trin itarian  language th ey  used. Secondly, som ew hat 
in com m on w ith the Socinians, h e  believed th a t disputes abou t the 
m ean ing  o f  the  Scriptures were to be  resolved by the  use o f reason 
alone. T h e re  w as to  be no  appeal to th e  Fathers o r  to  trad ition  in 
in te rp re ting  texts as these could only  p lay  into the hands o f  
Papists. Finally, while the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  uses the word 
‘person’ to  genera te  a  real bu t no t absolute distinction. Biddle will 
no t p e rm it such usage: ‘persons’ a re  concrete  tilings no t form al 
concepts, a n d  the  assertion th a t G o d  is th ree persons is ta n ta ­
m oun t to asserting that there a re  th ree  absolutely separa te  gods, 
m uch as Peter, Jam es  a n d  Jo h n  a re  th ree  separa te  h u m an  beings.

The D ivine Tnrnity

Such a  frontal a ttack  on  the prevailing  doctrinal o rthodoxy was 
obviously going to  d raw  considerable fiak. O n e  o f  Biddle’s first 
critics w as N icholas Estwick w h o  in his PNEUM sll'OLOGLA or a 
Treatise o f the Holy Ghost d ispu ted  B iddle’s argum ents against the 
deity o f  the  H oly Spirit. Estwick presented e ight syllogisms

M S e e  D id d le . A  C onfession o j  fa ith , p p . 2 7 , 5 0 ,4 4 .
' ' J o h n  B id d le ,  A  tm jo ld C a te c h ism (L o n d o n : 1 6 5 4 ) , 'F r e t a t e ' .
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designed to show  th a t the  I Toly G host is G od. H e  conceded  that 
there  were scrip tural texts that d istinguished ihe H oly  Spirit from 
G o d , bu t he denied B iddle’s conclusion th a t the  Spirit w as there­
fore n o t G od. Estwick realized th a t p a r t  o f the  problem  lay in the 
shifting referents o f  the  w ord  ‘G o d ’, a n d  he  m ade  an  attempt, to 
s o n  ou t its gram m ar. H e  ch ided  "Biddle because ‘T h e re  is a falla­
cious hom onym ie of’ the  w ord  j Cod] [ώ ]  w hich hoc m ake’s fre­
quen t use o f  to  abuse his R eader’. H e  w ent on to no te  th a t the 
w ord ‘G od’ can  function essentially w hen the  attributes o f  G od  
arc  described o r  w hen a work ad extra is no ted , bu t it can also be 
used properly  o f any o f  the  th ree  persons o f  the Trinity. Estwick 
concluded th a t there  is a  p ro p er a n d  legitim ate distinction to be 
draw n in speaking o f  G o d  essentially a n d  personally: ‘T h e re  is a 
rcall distinction, a n d  there  is a  d isdnction  in regard  o f  o u r  rational 
conception. T h e  fo rm er is denied a n d  d ie  la te r  is asserted  touch­
ing the  n a tu re  o f  G o d .’ T h e  divine n a tu re  only actually exists as it 
subsists in the three persons although  w e are  able to form  a  con­
ception o f  the  divine na tu re  in o u r  m inds, as it w ere ap art from 
the three persons.

Essence deno te’s a n  absolute substance, bu t a  Person is referred  
to ano ther; that is com m unicable, this is incom m unicable . . .  
the person  beget’s, is begotten , a n d  p roceed’s, bu t the  divine 
Essence neither beget’s, no r is begotten , n o r  d o th  it proceed; 
o n e  Person is not p red icated  o f  ano ther, tht· F ather is no t the 
Son, n o r  is the S on  the Father b u t the  divine Essence is 
pred icated  o f  every P erson /"

Estwiek’s rem arks presum e an  understand ing  o f  language th a t is 
n o t simply m aterially descriptive, unlike Biddle w ho conceives 
language as a univocal tool.

T h e  grow ing concern  abou t he terodox  opinions m otivated  the 
au thorities a t the  U niversity o f O x fo rd  to  ask their newly im posed 
Lady M argaret Professor o f  Divinity, F rancis Cheyncll, lo r a  refu­
tation  o f  Socinianism  and  a defence o f  o rthodox  doctrine. This 
request cchocd one  fio m  Parliam ent fo r a refu tation  o f  Socinian­
ism in general a n d  Jo h n  Fry in particular. The Divine Tnunity o f  the

:!li N ic h o la s  E s tw ic k , Π Ν Ε Υ Μ Α Τ Ο Λ Ο Γ ΙΑ  vr a  T ru d ä r  o f  O u H oly G host (I /» tu lu ii: 1648), 
•>p. 3 5 , 3fi; 39.
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bather. Son and Holy Spirit, published in  1650, w as th e  response. A 
rem ark  in  ihc  'Epistle D ed icato ry ’, staring th a t ‘since the  begin­
n ing  o f the  year 1645 there  have been  m any  b lasphem ous books 
to the great d ishonour o f  the  blessed T rin ity  p rin ted  in E ngland’, 
provides fu rth e r evidence that the  events o f  the  1640s seem ed to 
contem poraries a  m ajo r catalyst in th e  developm ent a n d  advance 
o f  radical critiques o f  trin itarian  doctrine. T h e  book is so unlike 
Cheynell’s previous works scholarly, fair, balanced , clear, well 
w ritten, and  so lacking in splenetic polem ic —  th a t T suspect it 
m ay  well tie the  w ork o f  an  acadcm ic  ‘ghost w rite r  a t the  uni­
versity W hat is also notable is that, unlike m any  o th e r  books 
em anating  from  the  orthodox  cam p d u rin g  this period , there  are 
chap ters dealing with the  soteriological and  p ractical dynam ics o f 
trin itarian  belief?7

The book repays close exam ination . Its open ing  tw o chapters 
defend the  use o f  philosophy in divinity  thus a im ing to legitimize 
the  use o f  one o f the  m ajor tools th a t will be used  in la te r  chapters 
to  explicate the doctrine o f the  Trinity. Philosophy alone is insuffi­
cient, for the T rin ity  can  only b e  know n by revelation, b u t the 
th ird  a n d  fourth chap ters insist th a t it can  help  in establishing how 
we should think and  talk abou t the  M ystery  C h ap te rs  6 and  7 
exam ine the key issue o f  w hat it m igh t m ea n  to say that the 
persons o f  the  T rin ity  can  b e  d istinguished bu t no t divided, and  
a re  un ited  bu t n o t confounded.

C h ap te r 6 exam ines the  g ram m ar o f  ‘person’ in general and 
gram m atical rules governing the  trin ita rian  use o f  the  w ord  in 
particular. For the  m ost p a r t  it is concerned  w ith the relationship 
betw een  the  concepts o f  ‘person’ a n d  ‘n a tu re ’. At the  outset 
C heynell insists ihat the  w ord  ‘p e rso n ’ is not applied  in  the  sam e 
w ay to G od , angels a n d  m en . Som e initial points a re  then  m ade 
abou t persons in the Trinity: the  d ivine persons a re  m ore th an  
m ere relative properties as som e w ould  claim , th ey  a re  th ree  sub­
sistences in  the  G odhead; each p e rso n  is a  ‘pecu liar m an n e r o f 
subsisting superadded  to the D ivine na tu re , fit] d o th  m ake a true  
distinction betw een the f a th e r  a n d  th e  o ther tw o Subsistences, but 
it m ake no  C om position at ail*. T h is  rem ark  m ust no t be mis­
construed, this superaddition is a  fo rm al no t a substan tia l claim: it 
is no t the  case th a t first w e have the  divine n a tu re  a n d  th en  the

"  F ra n c is  C h e y n e l l ,  T h e  D ivine T r im ily  o f  ,iht F a lh ti, Son a n d  H o ly  S p ir it {T x u id o n : 10.W1.



56 ‘Nice and Hot Disputes *

d iüèren tia tion  o f  th e  persons is added  to it. W h en  wo speak o f  
each  divine person w e are  speaking· a t  least o f  the  substance, 
essence a n d  n a tu re  o f  G od ,58

T h e  B oethian delineation  o f  person  as 4an  individual substance 
o f  rational n a tu re ’ w as th en  expanded by G hcynell to yield a  new  
definition: ‘a  person  is an  undiv ided  substance, a n  understand ing  
substance, a com plete, incom m unicable, ind ep en d en t substance, 
w hich d o th  no t dep en d  c>n any th ing  else by  w ay  o f  inhaesion, 
adhaesion, un ion , o r  any  o ther way, fo r its sustenation’. Personal 
p roperties belong  in  som e w ay to  the  person  concerned  but these 
properties a re  n o t  to  b e  abstracted  from  the  d iv ine na tu re , to  do 
so w ould be  to destroy the divine simplicity. T h e  w ord  ‘G o d 1 can 
b e  p red icated  o f  all th ree  persons. W e m ust b e  cautious: ‘w hen 
w e describe the  d iv ine natu re , wc should  no t ab strac t il from  the 
three Persons; a n d  w hen we describe a  D ivine Person we should 
no t abstract him  from  rhe D ivine n a tu re '/*

Som e very im p o rtan t g ro u n d  ru les a re  being  established here: 
while w-e can o f  course direct ou r a tten tion  to  the  d iv ine na tu re  or 
a particu lar d ivine p e rso n , w c should no t speak in such  a  way as to 
give the im pression th a t the  divine persons a n d  the  divine nature 
a re  separable in reality. M uch depends on the  p a rticu la r focus o f 
ou r investigation. A ccording to Cheynell, we speak o f  relative p e r­
fection w hen we focus on the  three w ho are one because  it is the 
relative p roperties th a t  a re  im portan t in such discourse, hence we 
speak, for exam ple, o f  the  perfect begetting  o f  the  Son; whereas 
w hen we focus on th e  one w ho is th ree w e speak o f  absolute perfec­
tion, so we can  say th a t  the  G o d h ead  itself is n o t bego tten . H e  was 
confident th a t m any  o f  the  puzzles posed by those w ho oppose the 
doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  w ould  fall aw ay if  we a re  c lea r abou t the 
g ram m ar used w hen  speaking o f  die persons a n d  of the  G od­
head .4" To m ake m atte rs  clearer, a n d  because th ere  is no  parallel 
in n a tu re  for the  type o f  language we are  using, C heynell urged 
th a t w e always speak  o f  a  divine person ra th e r  th a n  sim ply o f a 
person, and  claim ed that ‘A  D ivine Person  Is a spiritual a n d  Infinite 
Subsistent, re la ted  indeed  to those o ther uncrea ted  Persons, which 
subsist in the  d ivine na tu re  with, but d istinguished from those

■’ll C h e y n e l l ,  T h e  D im e  T riu n ity , p .  7 0 ;  s r e  p .  63 . 
i9 C h e y n e ll ,  T h e  D ivine T rû u îiy , p p .  7 2 ,8 0 .  
lu S e e  C h e y n e l l ,  T he D ivine  Triunity,  p .  0 6 .
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coessential persons by its peculiar m an n e r o f  subsistence, o rder oi 
subsisting, singular relation and  incom m unicable p roperty ’.4·'

G ran ted  then  that we som etim es speak  in term s o f  the  persons 
an d  som etim es in term s o f  divine n a tu re , how  can  w e distinguish 
the  persons a n d  the na tu re  in a  way th a t is b o th  adequate  and  
accurate?  G heynell saw this as the  m ost difficult question in  the 
whole o f  Divinity, and  indeed  the  w ay  in w hich tins distinction is 
m ade a n d  understood  separates o rthodoxy  from the  opposing 
errors oi' tritheism  a n d  Sabcllianism . O u r  first clue com es from 
the  fact th a t we can  speak o f  the  F ather a n d  the  Son as being  in 
‘relative and  friendly opposition’: the  F ather is no t the S on  bu t 
nevertheless related  to the  S on  by v irtu e  o f  being  Father. T h e  
second im p o rtan t clue we have is tha t, while the divine essence is 
p red icated  o f each  and  every p e rso n , the persons c a n n o t be 
predicated  o f  each o ther: the  Father is G od , the  S on  is G od , the 
H oly Spirit is G od , bu t the  Father is n o t the  S on  nor the  H oly 
Spirit, a n d  the  Son is n o t the  Spirit. T h e  relations th a t hold 
betw een the  persons a re  pecu liar to th em  a n d  no t com m on to the 
d iv ine essence, so in  speaking o f ‘begetting’ w e a re  speaking o f  an 
in te rnal relation peculiar to the  divine person o f  the  ‘F ather’ not 
o f  the  divine essence o f ‘G o d ’, fn o th e r  wrords it is the  Father w ho 
begets, no t the divine nature. Likewise it is the  F ather w ho  begets, 
no t the  Son o r Spirit. T h is  should n o t be taken  as im plying a 
m ateria l distinction betw een d ie  persons on  the one h a n d  a n d  the 
di\nne na tu re  on the other. W e m ust n o t th ink  o f G o d  as being  in 
any  way com pounded  o f  na tu re  and  subsistence.42

Gheynell now  feels th a t be is in a  position  to answ er the Socin­
ian  ’g rand  objection’, w hich construes in this way: every person  is
a substance, il’ there  arc three pe rsons subsisting th en  there  are 
three divine substances, and  therefore the  G o d h ead  is either a 
com pound  o f  subsistence a n d  na tu re , o r th ere  are three gods. 
Gheynell answ ers that indeed every div ine person  is a substance 
but they are the same divine substance. By th e ir  pecu liar relations 
the persons a re  distinguished b u t this im plies no  com pound  in the 
G o d h ead  because a  com pound dem ands a  m ateria l distinction 
betw een na tu re  a n d  person th a t is sim ply no t th ere  in God. 
A ccording to Jun iu s, an  earlier theologian  in the  P ro testan t reform

' '  C h ry i îc t l ,  T h e  D ivine T riun ity, p . % .
1 C h c y n r t l ,  T h e  D ivine T n u n ü y , p .  102; s e e  p p . 10(V  2.
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w hom  Cheynell cites with app roba tion , the divine persons can  be 
present to  the  m in d  in three ways: a s  essential, as personal a n d  as 
relative. T hus, fo r instance, the  second person  could  be  considered 
as ‘First C ause’, a s  Jesus C hrist, as the  ‘begotten one’.13

T h ere  a re  im p o rtan t différences betw een  crea ted  a n d  uncre­
ated  persons. C rea ted  persons a rc  o f  a  finite a n d  dependent 
na tu re ; uncrea ted  persons are infinite a n d  independen t. C reated  
persons a rc  com pounded  w ilh n a tu re ; uncreated  persons have an 
indivisible nature. C rea ted  persons h av e  a  na tu re  th a t is num eric­
ally differentiable; uncrea ted  perso n s share  the  sam e, singular 
natu re . C rea ted  persons have d ifferen t understandings, wills and 
powers; un crea ted  persons have the  sam e understanding , will and  
power. C reated  persons occupy different places an d  are  lim itedly 
p resen t; uncreated  persons a re  om nipresent. C rea ted  persons 
have different accidents; uncrea ted  persons have no  accidents. 
C rea ted  persons differ in tem poral location , uncrea ted  persons are 
coeternal. T h u s w hen using  the  w ord  ‘person’ o f  m en  a n d  G od  
w e m ust be aw are o f  salient differences in the  w ay in w hich the 
w ord is used. To sum  up: crea ted  pe rsons differ because o f  natural 
p roperties; uncreated  persons share the  sam e n a tu re  a n d  differ 
solely in personal properties.44

H aving  now  dealt w ith the  d istinction to  be observed betw een 
‘divine n a tu re ’ and  ‘divine person’, the  seventh ch ap te r o f 
C hcynell’s book deals w ith the  d istinction betw een the  divine p e r­
sons. T h e  T rin ity  was revealed in C h ris t  and  transm itted  to  us 
th rough  the W ord o f  G od: ‘I f  any  m a n  in A thanasius his time 
asked how  m any  persons subsist in th e  G o d h ead  they  w ere wont 
to send  h im  to the  Jo rd an . “G o  say they  to  Jo rd a n  and  there  you 
m ay  h ear a n d  see the  blessed Trinity.” ’ The persons o f  the  T rin ­
ity can  be distinguished in several ways. T h e  inw ard  actions 
p roper to them , such as begetting a n d  being begotten, differen­
tiate them . (These actions do  n o t im ply  a  change in  G od, as the 
Socinians argue, because they  a re  e te rn a l no t tem poral; the  Father 
unchangeably  begets and  the  Son is e te rnally  begotten.) T h e  p e r­
sons a re  distinguished by their o rder -  ihi: F ather is the source a n d  
origin o f  the  Son a n d  both  o f  the  H o ly  Spirit a lthough  this order 
should no t be taken  in any  sense th a t  w ould im ply  the F ather’s

“  S ec  C h e y n e l l ,  The D irim  "Inanity, p p . 13 8  4 0 .
"  S r r  C h c y n rll, Ttu. Diriru- Triunify, pp. 144  f.
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superiority. T h e y  a re  distinguished by th e ir personal properties; 
for instance, the  Father alone is the  first principle o f  subsistence in 
the G odhead . All the distinctions G heynell d raw s are  form al and  
real, but while they  are no t purely  no tional they  d o  n o t imply a 
m ateria l distinction in G od. I f  (he th ree  were m aterially  distinct 
then  there  w ould be three gods, if  th ey  w ere only notionally  dis­
tinct th ere  w ould be one G o d  u n d e r th ree  different aspects.4*

T h e  exposition up  to  this po in t is concerned  with the  g ram m ar 
o f  trin itarian  belief, bu t Cheyncll w as equally well aw are o f  the 
soteriological dim ension o f  the doc trine  a n d  d ie  p ractical signifi­
cance o f  die m ystery o f the  T rinity , for the  life o f  faith is 
expounded in chapters 8 and  9. T h ese  chapters a re  a lucid and  
com pelling account o f  the  role that the  T rin ity  plays in the life o f  
a believer. A  m an  m ay  ‘savingly believe in C hrist’ a n d  w orship  the 
true  G od  only if  he accepts this doctrine as the  tru e  C hristian  one. 
T h a t G o d  the Father, Son a n d  H oly  Spirit a re  the  p ro p e r  ob jec t o f 
faith is clearly shown in the Scrip turcs and  thus the Father, Son 
a n d  Spirit a re  also the  p ro p er object o f  worship. W e w orship  all 
th ree  as G o d  b u t no t as som e deity ‘o u t  th ere ’, Cheynell’s practical 
pneum atology highlights how  the  lives o f the  believer a n d  the 
T rin ity  in term ingle through the  Spirit. I t  is the  Spirit w ho  is at 
work in the p ro p er in terp re ta tion  o f  th e  Scriptures. I t  is the  Spirit 
too  w ho is at work in  believers an d  brings th em  to  explicit belief in 
the  Trinity. I t  is the Spirit who helps us Lo love the F ather arid the 
Son. T h e  w orld was created  by the  T rin ity  a n d  w e are  elected  to 
salvation, o u r  re-creation, by the  Trinity. All the  soteriological 
actions that take p lace in a  believer's life a re  the  work o f  the 
Trinity. A m ongst these the sacram ents o f  baptism  a n d  the  L ord’s 
S upper are p re-em inent.’"

T h e  book’s final ch ap te r was a  call to action  steeped in 
C hcyncll’s Galvanism. T h e  first conclusion o f  n a tu ra l theology, 
th a t there  is a G od , is n o t enough to m ake one a  C hristian . T he 
first principle o f  C hristianity  is that this G o d  is Father, Son and 
H oly  Spirit. W e only have access to  th e  F ather through the  Son 
a n d  H oly  Spirit. Socinians and  th e  like w ho  do  no t accept this 
basic faith  m ust be rcjcctcd  a n d  cxcludcd from the  C h u rch . Tf we 
do  no t adore  G od  as Father, Son a n d  Spirit then  to  all practical

4· C h cy n c U , T h e  D ivine T riunit? , p . 185, a n d  see  p p .  1 8 5 -9 0 ,  1 9 5 ,2 2 7 ,  2 3 6 ,2 7 3 ,  2 4 8 .
C lic y n c ii ,  T h e  D ivine ’In a n ity , p . 2 5 0 , a n d  s e r  p p .  270Γ., 3 2 3 , 3 1 5 Γ , 3 9 6 .
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in tents we a re  atheists w orsh ipping  a false god. T h e  civil m agis­
tra tes m ust use th e ir  pow ers to  help  s tam p  ou t such e rro r.17

The Divine Tnunify is a  rem arkable book. Tt is ba lanced , clear 
an d  still very readable. It draw s its streng th  from  die scholastic 
trad ition  but, in con trast to  m any  o th e r  scholastic works o f  the 
p e rio d , its présenta lion is lively and  compelling. T h t: au th o r is 
alive to  the  subtleties a n d  nuances o f  language. Above all w hat 
com es across is the a u th o r’s realization th a t talk a b o u t the  Trinity 
has to be underp inned  by a  suitable g ram m ar. Cheynell is acutely 
aw are  o f  how  the  nuts a n d  bolts o f  trin ita rian  language in teract 
an d  m odify each other. T h e  book is a  com pend ium  o f  scholastic 
though t in Protestant, refraction. In  an age  th a t  often  tried  to  draw  
a  trichotom y betw een Scrip tu re , rea so n  a n d  trad ition . The Divine 
Triunity m ade a  bold  a ttem pt to synthesize all three. But it is fo r its 
a tten tion  to  th e  soteriological d im ensions o f the  m ystery th a t 
C heynell’s boo k  deserves to b e  rem em bered . I t  m arks, I believe, 
one  o f  the  last rea l attem pts to deal w ith  the  Trinity as a  practical 
m atter. M any  la te r  orthodox  apologetics lack th e  soteriological 
v itality of’ Cheynell’s exposition a n d  h is  deep  appreciation  o f  the  
H oly  Spirit. T h e  suspicion o f 'e n th u s ia sm ’ th a t becam e endem ic 
in English life after the R estoration  w as to  prove d ie  dea th  knell 
for pneum atology, a n d  w ith  it any rea l sense o f  the  im portance o f 
the T rin ity  fo r the life o f the believer.48

The M etropolitical Seat o f  Socinianism

D espite legal m easures such as the  ‘D racon ic  O rd in an ce ’ o f  1648, 
which sought to ex tirpate  the  p rob lem  by  proscribing strict pun­
ishm ents for those expressing critical views o f  the doctrine, con­
ce rn  abou t an ti-trin itarian  heresy con tinued  to grow  th roughout 
the  years of the P ro tectorate and  C om m onw ealth . O th e r  books 
ap p ea led  to refute the  w ritings o f  B iddle a n d  the  Socinians. In  
1655 Jo h n  O w en, the  im posed D ean o f  C hrist C h u rch , O xford, 
a n d  V ice-C hancellor o f  the  university, a t  the  request o f  the  C o u n ­
cil o f  State, published his Vindicae Evange/icae. T h e  m ain  objects o f

C h c y n c l: ,  T h e  D ivine 7 r im ity , sec  p p . 4 2 0 ,  4 2 4 .
S r i·  R . A .  K n o x ,  EnÜ tusiasm : A  C haptet a i the H ixU iry o f  R elig ion  (L o n d o n : C o ll in s ,  19 8 ? )  

fo r  a  c la ss ic  a c c o u n t  o f  th is  p h e n o m e n o n .
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his a tten d o n  arc the  w ritings o f  Biddle, as requested  by his com ­
missioners, bu t the  w ork also tackles the  R acovian  C atechism  and 
shows a d eep  knowledge o f  Socinian writers. In  his ‘D edication’ 
O w en no ted  with sham e th a t B iddle’s book has a ttrac ted  such 
atten tion  o n  the  C on tinen t th a t it is assum ed th a t ‘H eresy hath  
fixed its m etropolitical seat here in E ng land1. O w en  felt the  force 
o f  charges th a t w e should  feel uneasy with the use o f extra- 
scrip tural language as a  m eans o f  talk ing abou t the  Trinity. H e 
saw' th a t the  writings o f  the  Schoolm en could  b e  p a r t  o f  the  p ro b ­
lem, fired a s  they  a re  by ‘boldness, A theistical curiousity, w retched 
inquiries, a n d  babling’. T hey  have d e p a rted  from  the  simplicity o f 
Scrip ture in th e ir  illegitim ate quest fo r understand ing  and  have 
possibly con tribu ted  to  the heresies th a t a re  now  rearing  their 
heads. O w en  even adm itted  that th ere  is a  basic plausibility in the 
Socinian argum ent, given th a t words, such as ‘T rin ity’, ‘Person’, 
‘Essence’ a re  no t found in the  Scriptures. O w en’s argum ents are 
largely draw n from Scrip ture and  m uch o f the book is devoted to 
dry  exegesis and  refutation. H ow ever, h e  allow ed the  legitim acy of 
using non-scriptural language to  explicate the m ean ing  o f  Scrip­
ture, a n d  also a rgued  for the value o f  trad ition , n o t as a n  ancilliary 
au thority  to be sure bu t as context for th e  co rrec t in terp reta tion  o f 
the  Scriptures. Tn the w ords o f  C arl T ru em an , O w en’s latest b iog­
rapher, ‘the  G reeds a c t as heuristic devices w hich facilitate, the 
unlocking o f  Scrip tu re’s teach ing’. T h e  Vindicae like C heynell’s 
Divine Triunity, is driven  by soteriological concerns first a n d  dis­
cusses th e  ontology o f  the  T rin ity  in that light. Tw o years later 
O w en  developed his though ts  in a m o re  m ystical direction w hen 
he  published ()Jcommunion with God the Father.; Son, and Holy Spirit.411

In the  sam e year as the  Vindicae, Estwick published his second 
attack  on  Biddle. In Mr. Biddle's Confession o f Faith, Touching the Holy 
Trinity Biddle w as described as la R ing leader o f  the Sam osatenian 
a n d  M acedonian  H ereticks’. Estwick endorsed  O w en’s perception 
o f  the sordid reputation  England now  enjoyed on the C on tinen t

’’J o h n  O w e n ,  Vindicae nxiagehcae [O x fo rd ; 1656). ‘T h e  D e d ic a t io n ’, 'T o  th e  R e a d e r ,  p p . 
4(>, 6 0 ;  see  p .  Iß . C a r l  T n i r m a n ,  C la m s o f  tru th : Jo h n  O u m 'i trin ita rian  Theology (C a r ­
lisle: P a ie rn o s ie r  P ress, lU üii), p .  3 0 . T r u e m a n ’s  b o o k  is a d m ir a b le  in  re s c u in g  O w e n  fro m  
h is  o b s c u r i ty  a n d  m is re p re s e n ta t io n ,  a n d  a lso  s h o w s  h o w  d ie  w h o le  o f  O w e n s  th e o lo g y  is 
th o ro u g h ly  t r in i ta r ia n .  H o w ew .r, I s till f r r l  r o m j i r l l c d  t o  a g re e  w ith  ehe  O ld  £ t“Y ß  th a t  ‘hi? 
s ty 'e  is s o m e w h a t  to r tu o u s  a n d  h is  m e th o d  u n d u ly  d is c u rs iv e ,  s o  th a t  h is  w o rk s  a r e  » lie n  
te d io u s  re a d in g 1.
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fo r heresy a n d  unorthodoxy. Estwick’s m ethodology is the same 
tedious point-by-point rep ly  th a t h e  h a d  adop ted  in PNEUM ATO  
IO G ÏA ; however, he  acknow ledges his d eb t to  G heynell and  wisely 
d irects his read e r to The Divine, Iriunily. M uch  o f  his reflection is 
indeb ted  to this w ork a n d  is simply an  echoing o f  Cheyncll.

Estwick outlines the  notion  o f  'p e rso n ’ a t w ork in  his reply 
d u rin g  his open ing  rem arks. A person is ‘an individual subsistence 
in an  intellectual na tu re ' a n d  is used h e re  as a  ‘restra ined  theo­
logical n o tio n ’. T his qualified definition Is then  illustrated by way 
o f  contrast. A  person  has understand ing , tw enty m en are  persons 
while tw enty  sheep are not. A person  is  individual, tw enty m en  arc 
no t one  person. A  person is incom m unicable, thus the divine 
na tu re  although singular is n o t a  divine person as it is com ­
m unicated  to Father, Son and  Spirit. D ivine persons a re  not 
distinguished in essence, a n d  the  d iv ine persons a re  no t really 
separable  from  the  divine nature . We m u st take care  in talking not 
to give the  im pression that the d iv ine persons can  be m aterially 
distinguished, although  the  divine persons a re  rea l and  n o t  m erely 
a fiction o f  reason. We know the  T rin ity  solely by revelation; 
reasoning  from effects alone w ould  be  insufficient, as w e could not 
decide if they a rc  the  work oi’ a G od  w ho  is one  person  o r three. 
Biddle is w rong to argue th a t th ree  d iv ine persons a re  th ree  gods 
because th ree  h u m an  persons are  th ree  separa te  individuals. H e 
m akes this m istake because h e  does no t take in to  account the 
difference betw een divine n a tu re  a n d  hum an  natu re . A lthough 
G o d  Ls singular this singularity is essential n o t personal; the 
essence is affirm ed o f  all th ree  persons, bu t personhood  can n o t be 
affirm ed o f  the  essence itself, and  thus it is incorrect to speak o f 
G o d  as one person.™

Estwick then dealt w ith B iddle’s argum en ts abou t the dangers 
o f  trin itarian  be lie f (see above, p. 52). T o  say th a t G od  is three 
persons does no t subvert the  unity  o f  G od . W e can p ray  to  all 
th ree  m em bers o f  the T rin ity  singularly, bu t even w hen addressing 
one  in particu lar the o th e r  two are  im plicitly involved. Echoing 
the  teaching o f  Aquinas, am ong  o thers , Estwick argues th a t the 
O u r  Father’ is addressed to all three persons. It is the  irin itarians 
w ho  w orship the  true  G od  revealed in the  Scriptures as three

'J< N ic h o la s  Escsvick, M r. B iddle's C on fa iion  o j F aith  'Ibur.hing ih f H oly T rin ity  ( Ï /» a d o rn  1656), 
‘T h e  D ed ica tio n ’,  p. 9 ; see pp. 10, 31, 12.
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poisons, and  ihc Socinians w ho have constructed  an  idol. A nd 
while G o d  is indeed the  first cause, th is description is p ro p er 10  the 
T rin ity  integrally an d  does no t be long  to  one person  alone. T he 
T rin ity  m ay well be a  stum bling b lock  fo r Jew s bu t, ra th e r  than  
jettisoning  w hat G o d  has revealed, they m ust be b rought to 
believe in the  G o d  w ho  has been  show n as Father, Son and  H oly 
Spirit.51

T h ro u g h o u t the following pages Estwick illustrates the  gram ­
m ar o f 'person’ used  in the  context o f  the H oly Trinity. ‘T h e  
plurality  o f  D ivine persons in troduceth  no t p lu rality  o f  G ods, lor 
all th ree  have one and  the  sam e individual, infinite Essence, 
though they  have no t after the sam e m an n e r’. T h e  T rin ity  is a 
relationship o f  alius-alius no t aliud-aliud\ som eone to som eone as it 
w ere ra th e r th a n  som eth ing  to som ething. T h e  general rule is that 
personal properties are  p roper to  a  person, w hereas essential 
attribu tes a re  com m on to all three. A  ‘Person is that Q u o d  est, as 
the  th ing  th a t is, and  the N atu re  is th a t  Q u o  est, w hereby it is such 
a being’.

Biddle’s errors, accord ing  to Estwick, stem from  tw o main 
sources. First, h e  has exalted  reason far above its actual capaci­
ties; in do ing  so he has b rought dowfn th e  Scriptures to the level o f 
reason ra th e r  th an  letting  the Scrip tures raise and  enlighten rea­
son: ‘m ost o f  their argum ents against the  Trinity, a re  built upon 
this false principle, th a t we are after the sam e m an n e r to  judge 
hereof', o f  G o d ’s infinite being, as o f  a  finite C rea tu re ’. Secondly, 
Biddle constantly  uses sem antic tricks to  score his po in ts  and  
refuses to pay  sufficient atten tion  to  th e  context in w hich the  w ord 
‘G o d ’ is be ing  used in a  sentence. T h e  sam e sleight o f tongue 
w hereby h e  argues th a t if  the  f a th e r  Is G o d  th en  the  Son canno t 
b e  one  can  also generate  the  a rgum en t that if  Jam es  is a  m a n  then  
Peter canno t be. Estwick sees Biddle’s refusal to accept the  distinc­
tion betw een speaking o f G o d  personally a n d  essentially as m erely 
capricious.52

C oncern  abou t heterodox teach ing  in regard  to  the doctrine o f 
the  T rin ity  was n o t confined to the  well educated  a n d  theologic­
ally literate. N icholas C hew ney’s po lem ic ,Λ ΊΡ Ε Σ ΙΑ Ρ Χ Α ΙοτΛ  Cage

■' E s tw ic k , A te  B idd le's C onfession o f  F a itft, see  p p .  2 1 ,  4 5 , 4 4 . C f .  B id d le ’s  a rg u m e n ts  
a g a in s t  t h e  T r in ity ,  p .  !f>.

“  E s tw ic k , M r. R idd le's C onfession o f  Faith, p p .  91). ! K 7 ,4 0 2 :  see  p p . 121), H i.
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o f Undean Birds w as a im ed  a t  the  p o p u la r  end  o f  the m arket, and  
while the  book w as short on  a rg u m en t it w as rich in am using 
invective. G hew ney provides som e ‘C au tio n ary  Tales’ io r here  lies, 
con ju ring  up a  p a rad e  o f  those w ho  have denied  the T rin ity  and  
consequently  cam e to a b a d  end. O n e  w as strangled by a  relation, 
an o th e r  castrated , one  th rew  him self in to  a  well, and  m any have 
been  struck by incurable diseases. T he book w arned  against the 
abuse o f  reason a n d  concluded  w ith a  plea th a t only those p rac ­
ticed  in the  a r t  o f  divinity should delve in to  the  depths o f  faith.

T h e  roots o f  subsequent tr in ita rian  controversies th en  can 
clearly be found d u rin g  the turm oil o f  the  English Civil W ar. T h e  
em ergence o f books concerned  w ith ‘th e  Rise, G row th  a n d  D an ­
ger o f Socinianism e’, coupled w ith  m anifest con tem porary  fears 
o f  (his and  sim ilar erro rs, propels o n e  to the  conclusion that the 
164<)s m arked  a w atershed in the  h istory  o f  the  doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  as w e  find fo r the  first tim e in  E ngland  incontrovertible 
evidence o f system atic attacks upon the  doctrine. T h e  social 
upheaval o f  the w ar p roduced  an  env ironm ent in w hich previ­
ously unu tterab le  (and possibly unthinkable) thoughts flourished. 
The de facto collapse o f  censorship  m ean t th a t ‘dev ian t’ views 
could be canvassed as never before. T h e  R acovian Catechism , for 
instance, w as rep rin ted  in  L ondon  in  1652. T h e  catalogue o f 
errors provided by E dw ards is rem arkable in th a t  it outlines the 
kernel o f  nearly  every f u ture  heterodox  position vis-à-vis the  T rin ­
ity for the  nex t hundred  years. T h e  link betw een the  turbu len t 
period  o f  the Civil W ar a n d  C om m onw ealth  a n d  la te r  contro­
versies ab o u t die T rin ity  was a p p a re n t to som e contem poraries 
too. H um phrey  P ridcaux  for one  h a d  no  doub t d ia l the problem s 
o f  die 1690s h a d  their roots in  d ie  sectaries o f  the  1640s.ï4 It is 
im portan t to stress th a t the  roots o f th e  trin itarian  disputes o f  the  
last decade o f  the  seventeenth cen tu ry  p re-date  the Restoration 
an d  scientific revolution, a n d  a re  ikeofogical in  origin." *

W c can  also now  observe the  beg inn ing  o f  a  significant shift in 
the  focus and  understand ing  o f  the  n a tu re  o f  language. T h e re  Ls a 
move aw ay from  the  im aginative a n d  the  analogical tow ards the 
univocal. C o n tem p o ra ry  evidence fo r th is shift is show n in p a r t  by

y‘ N ic h o la s  C h c w u c y , Λ Ί Ρ Ε Σ !  Α Ρ Χ Λ Ι  o r a  C a&  o f  U nclean { T e n d o n : 1656).
J'  H u m p h rey  P ridfraux, T h t I r t i t  J la iu tr  u f  IvipiiSlurc  (L o n d o n :

S e e  G relS 's ‘In tro d u c t io n *  fo r  c o n f i rm a t io n  o f  th i s  c la im , l o r  th e  e ffe c ts  o f  th e  b re a k ­
d o w n  in  c e n s o rs h ip , s e c  B a r r y  C o w a r d ,  'The Sb ia rt A ge  (L o n d o n : L o n g m a n s ,  19 8 0 ), p p .  207f.
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a grow ing im patirncc  w ilh the icchn ical language o f  scholastic 
philosophy in  certain  quarters. W hatever its shortcom ings, such 
scholastic language d id  enable the construction  o f  an understand­
ing beyond the  purely  m aterial, an d  one  o f  the reasons for the 
reappropria tion  o f  scholasticism by C ontinen ta l Protestantism  
was its usefulness in com bating  the  rad ica l reform ers.”1 T h e  em er­
gence o f  an  attit ude  to language th a t privileged the  univocal was 
b o u n d  10  p reclude the  exercise o f  im agination  needed  to engage 
fruitfully w ith  the  doctrine o f  the Trinity. T h is  'fla tten ing’ o f  lan ­
guage was to increase as the  ccn tury  progressed a n d  w as to have 
d ire  consequences for the doctrine o f th e  T rin ity·'

Finally, the  w ord  'person* clearly p layed  a  crucial role in these 
early  disputes, which already cen tre  a ro u n d  the way in  w hich it is 
to  be used in talk abou t G od. N one  o f  the  early opponen ts  o f  the 
doctrine o f  the T rin ity  denied  that G o d  w as personal, bu t they 
rejected  as absu rd  and  dangerous th e  claim  that. G o d  is three 
persons. T o  m en such as Best a n d  Biddle the  claim  w as blatant 
tritheism , to a m an  such as Fry it w as sim ply baffling. U pholders 
o f the doctrine refuted the charge o f  tritheism  and  sought to 
dem onstrate  how  the  word 'person ' was to  b e  properly  used and  
understood  w hen speaking o f the  ‘Trinity. They tried  to show the 
sim ilarities a n d  differences im plicit in  speaking o f  divine persons 
an d  h u m an  persons. T hey  strove to  show  how  the  d ivine persons 
could be d ifferentiated by  relation, action  a n d  origin, w ithout 
being  divided m aterially  a n d  were thus defending the  accepted 
g ram m ar o f trin itarian  orthodoxy. B u t the  fact rem ained  that 
seeds o f an ti-trin itarian  thought h a d  been sow'n a n d  w ere to 
sprout in abundance  d u rin g  the  subsequent decades.

' 11 a m  in d e b te d  to  D r  R ic h a r d  R r x  Tor ib is  p o in t ,
'■ T h i s d r i v r  t o  u n iv o t i ty  h a s  b e e n  c h a r te d  in  A iiici*  F u n k r .n s tc in , Ί hfology <wd ihe Sdcn tijic  

Im agination: From lh/: X li/ldU  Ages lo  th t Sevenlem tk C enlury  'P r in c e to n ,  N J: P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs ity  
P re s s ,  198f>), see  e sp e c ia lly  th e  firs t tw o  c h a p te r s .  F t in k e n s le in  d e s c r ib e s  th e  p ro c e ss  a s  o n e  
o f 'd c - m c la p h o r i s a t io n ' a n d  'd c -s y m b u iis a ik m '.



C H A P T E R  T H R E E

A Strange Wheemise Concerning the 
Blessed Trinity

T h e  legacy o f  the  C ivil W ar w as to b e  the  dom inan t com ponent 
o f  tiie political a n d  religious ag en d a  fo r the  rest o f the  seventeenth 
ccniury. Such  a violent ‘experim ent* b randed  the thinking and 
fo rm ed  the fears o f  the  generation  w ho  took part in it. T h e  sub­
sequen t quest for stability w as p a ra m o u n t bu t no t easily fulfilled; 
( h e re  w ere sim ply too  m any conflicting views about, the  causes of 
the  w a r a n d  its lasting legacy. As peop le  tried  to u nderstand  the 
personal trau m a they had  undergone, their questioning extended 
beyond them selves to  the  body politic: W hat had  happened  to 
cause such a  sickness?

In  ou r own day  w e p o n d e r the ex ten t to w hich m achines can 
think a n d  how  far w e ourselves couEd be described as thinking 
m achines, a n d  the  language o f  com puting  Is often  used to  describe 
the  hum an m ind. Tn rhe seventeenth ccm ury  the  m achine m eta­
p h o r  was em ployed to shed  light on  th e  hum an  body. O n e  thinker 
how ever w as concerned  to  see how  far the  body politic could 
be likened to  a m achine. Howr d id  its com ponent parts interact? 
H ow  w as it to  be kept together? A n d  i f  religion h a d  proved such a 
destructive force, w h a t w as its p roper function? T h e  m aterialism  
a n d  determ inism  th a t characterized  his answers m ean t that 
T hom as H obbes {1588 1679) w as to  be execrated  by his con­
tem poraries, even if  he shaped the  fo rm  o f  th e ir replies far m ore 
th a n  they  realized. A nd  the  influence o f  theology on  H obbes and  
o f  H obbes on theology is now' being  recognized, no t sim ply for his 
tim e b u t for o u r  own. W c ought no t ncglccl the writings o f  the 
'B east o f  M alm esbury’ abou t the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity,1

1 B rie f’in tr o d u c t io n s  t o  H o b b e s  a n d  h is  th o u g h t  i n d u d e  R ic h a r d  ' l u c k ,  llo b b ts  {O x fo rd :
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I will begin  by exam ining the highly disputed question o f 
H obbes’ ow n belief o r lack thereof, a n d  then p roceed  to investi­
gate  his understand ing  o f  theology a n d  its place in his w ritings in 
general a n d  th en  his reflections a b o u t the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  
in particular. A fter studying the  exchanges provoked by this 1 will 
conclude w ith an  analysis a n d  evaluation  o f H obbes5 speculations 
abou t the  doctrine o f  the Trinity.

T ha t he Was a Christian ’lis Clear

W hat w as ‘c lear’ to Jo h n  A ubrey has rem ain ed  obscure ever since. 
A rgum ents abou t the true  na tu re  o f  H obbes’ beliefs have con­
tinued  u n ab a ted  from  his day; an d  eve n now  there  is no  consensus 
abou t th e ir sincerity; origin o r  p ro p e r  in terp re ta tion . Som e have 
concluded  that H obbes’ w ritings rep resen t a  subtle an d  subversive 
atheism , o thers  have argued th a t H obbes is sim ply an eccentric 
believer. T h e  dispute abou t H obbes’ religious convictions is quite 
fascinating, b u t the survey an d  analysis th a t b o th  p rim ary  and  
secondary literatu re  deserve a re  w ell beyond the scope o f this 
chapter. 1 can  only  outline briefly th e  evidence th a t leads m e to 
support those w h o  dep ic t H obbes as a n  eccentric believer/

O x fo rd  U n iv e rs ity  P rose, 1989) a n d  Λ . 1*. M a r t in ic h ,  Thom as H obbes (L o n d o n : -M acm illan , 
19 9 7 ). Q u e n t in  S k in n e r , R eason a n d  R h tla n c  in  the P hikaophy o f  H obbes (C a m b r id g e :  C a m ­
b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P re ss , 19 9 6 ), p ro v id e s  a n  e x h a u s t iv e  b ib l io g r a p h y  o f  I lo b b e s ia n a .  S k in n e r  
is k e e n  io  ‘r e - c o n n e d ’ H o b b e s ,  w h o  h a s  ί ο υ  o f te n  b e e n  p o r t r a y e d  a s  th e  M clc ltiz e d c k  o f  
p h ilo s o p h y : 'a  lo n e ly  c m in c n c c , a  th in k e r  “ w ith o u t  a n c e s try  o r  p o s te r i ty "  ‘ (p . 7). H o b b e s ’ 
le g a c y  t o r  th e o lo g y  is s k e tc h e d  in  M a r t in ic h ,  'Thom as Hobbes (pp . 2 2 -3 } , b u t  w o u ld  r e p a y  
f u r th e r  in v e s tig a tio n -  F o r  H o b b e s ’ o w n  w o rk s  I  h a v e  a d o p te d  tw o  m e th o d s  o f  re fe re n c e :  the  
m a jo r i ty  o l  E n g lish  w orks  c i te d  a n d  a ll  L a t in  w o rk s  art*, t o  l>e fo u n d  in  ;h e  e d it io n s  o f  S ir  
W illia m  M o le s w o n h ,  7  he English W orks o f  T hom as H obbes ( 1 1 v o ls .; L o n d o n :  1839· 4 5 ) ,  a n d  
7 hornos H obbes . . .  opera philosophies quae ÎM iiaa s a ip s it om m a  (5  vols.: L o n d o n :  ? 8 3 9 -4 5 ) , 
r e fe r r e d  to  re s p ec tiv e ly  a s  E . W . a m i L·. it·7, i n  th e  te x t.  B e c a u se  the. E n g lish  v e rs io n  o f  
liin a lh a n  is s o  re a d ily  a v a i la b le  i n  m a n y  d if f e r e n t  e d i t io n s ,  th e  re f e re n c e s  t o  th i s  w o rk  a re  
e d i t io n  n e u t r a l  a n d  m a d e  by  c h a p te r s  a n d ,  w h e r e  a p p l ic a b le ,  m a rg in a l ia .  A  u s e fu l c h ro n ­
o lo g y  o f  H o b b e s ’ w ritin g s  c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  A . G .  N .  F lew . ‘H o b b e s ',  i n  D .  J .  O ’C o n n o r ,  
e d . ,  A  C ritica l H isto ry  o f  W estern Philosophy (N ew  Y o rk : M a c m il la n ,  1985), p p . 1 5 3 -6 9 .  I t  is  
n o t  h a r d  Jo  im a g in e  t h a t  H o b b e s ' o w n  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  E n g lish  C iv il W a r  w o u ld  h a v e  h a d  
a  s im ila r  e ffec t u p o n  h im  a s  th e  T h i r t y  Y e a rs  W a r  h a d  o n  D e s c a r te s  a n d  L e ib n iz : cf. 
S t e p h e n  T o u lm in ,  C osm tfm lis (N ew  Y o rk : T in ·  F re e  P re s s .  59 9 0 ), e s p . c h a p te r s  2  a n d  3.

2 S . I .  M in t2 ,  T h e  H un tin g  o f  le v ia th a n  ( C a m b r id g e :  C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, 1962} 
s i tu a te s  H o b b e s  i n  a  b r o a d e r  h is to r ic a l  c o n tc x t  a n d  c o n ta in s  a n  a p p e n d ix  w h ic h  p ro v id e s  a  
c h ro n o lo g ic a l  c a ta lo g u e  o f  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu r y  a n c i -H o b b c s ia n  l i te ra tu re .  I n  th e  lasc th ir ty
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T h e  sheer volum e o f  his writings concerned  w ith theological 
m atters , ancl his deep  knowledge o f  Scrip tures, C hu rch  history; 
a n d  A nglican credal a n d  liturgical fo rm u lae  m anifest H obbes’ 
ab id in g  interest, in religion. T h e  focus o f  H obbes’ interest is 
undeniably  the political a n d  social c ilcct o f  religion, b u t his w rit­
ings often touch  on  issues th a t have little d irect bearing  upo n  the 
sociology o f  religion. As one  o f  his m o re  sym pathetic com m enta­
tors has argued, ‘T h e  secularist in te rp re ta tio n  w ould have m ore 
force i f  H obbes never said any th ing  constructive abou t religious 
issues . . . b u t ju s t the  opposite  is tru e ’.· His idiosyncratic expo­
sition o f  religious issues laid H obbes o pen  to  the accusation o f 
heresy, still a  serious charge in the  seventeenth  century, a n d  he 
had  little doub t ab o u t the  incend iary  desires o f  som e o f  the 
bishops in  his regard. ‘ I f  H obbes w ere a  com plete unbeliever his 
readiness to  publish  w hat h e  m ust have know n to be unacceptab le 
opinions needs to b e  explained. T h e re  is sim ply an  econom y in 
read ing  H obbes in a  w ay th a t accepts th a t h e  m e a n t w hat he said. 
T his is no t to deny the  subtleties a n d  deliberate  am biguities o f  the  
text, w hich m ust be taken  into accoun t. But to  see H obbes as 
p resenting  a deliberate yet occult destruction  o f  the C hristian  
religion, as L eo  Strauss has argued , pushes one  to  the  bo u n d s of 
credibility. A re we really to  take over h a lf  the  Leviathan,  for 
instance, as an  e laborate, sophisticated  yarn? O n e  com m enta to r 
has gone as far as dismissing such a ttem p ts as ‘esoteric’ because in 
his view they rely on  too  fantastic a reading. A n d  I  th ink  th ere  is a 
great deal o f tru th  in C h risto p h er H ill’s jesting  com m ent that

y e a r s  th e re  h a s  b e e n  a  r e a p p ra is a l  o f  H o b b e s ’ re l ig io u s  b e lie fs . A c c o r d in g  to  iV te r  G c a c h  
'"the o b s tac le s  l o  a  p r o p e r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  H o b b e s ’ re lig io u s  p o s i t io n  m a in ly  c o n s is t in  
c a lu m n y  a n d  ig n o ra n c e ’: P e te r  G c a c h ,  ‘T h e  R e l ig io n  o f  T h o m a s  H o b b e s ',  Religious Studies
17  (1981} , p p .  5 4 9 - 5 8  (5 4 9 ). G c a c h  c o n c lu d e s  th a t  i l o b b c s  w a s  a  S o c in ia n .  T h e  b o ld e s t 
a c ic m p t t o  e x t r a c t  H o b b e s  f r o m  th e  a th e is ts ' p a n th e o n  is. A . P. M a r t in ic h ,  T h e  Tw o Gods o f  
U via th a n  (C a m b r id g e : C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs ity  P re ss , 19 9 2 ), w h ic h  p ro v id e s  a  b r i e f  s y n o p s is  
o f  th e  s ta te  o f  p la y  b e tw e e n  ‘re lig io u s ' a n d  's c c u la r ' in te rp r e ta t io n s  (p p . 1 3 -1 5 ) .  M a r t in ic h  
re a d s  H o b b e s  as a  w c ll- in tc r . t io n c d , i f  s o m e w h a t  c c c e n t r ic .  a p o lo g is t  f o r  th e  C h r is t ia n  
fa ith , a n d  c a u t io n s  a g a in s t  u n c r it ic a l  a c c e p J a iu x  o f  th e  ju d g e m e n ts  o f  H o b b e s ' c o n ­
te m p o ra r ie s .  F o r  th e  u se s  o f  ih e  w o n !  'a th e is t /  a t  thus l im e ,  s r e  p p .  I 9 f

11 M a r t in ic h .  T h e  Tw o Gods, p . 2 0 3 .
‘ H o b b e s  b e lie v e d  th a t  B ish o p  l i r a m h a l l  o f  D e r r y  w o u ld  h a v e  h a p p i ly  l i t  th e  p y re  

u n d e r  h im : 'H u t  m a rk  h is l-o rd s h ip ’s  S c h o la s t ic  c h a r i ty  in  th e se  la s t  w o rd s  o f  th is  p e r io d : 
such ba ld  presuTnpfwti requireth m other manrct.r o f am fuU iiim t. T h i s  b is h o p , a n d  o th e r s  o f  h is 
o p in io n ,  h a d  b e e n  in  th e i r  e le m e n t ,  i f  t h e y  h a d  b e e n  b is h o p s  i n  Q u e e n  M a r y ’s  lim e .’ 
E .W ., I V  p .  3 1 7 .
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H obbes’ views were so heretical th a t  he m akes an  unlikely 
atheist.5

M any  o f the argum ents for H obbes’ unbelief have rested  from  
the very first on the assum ption th a t m aterialism  m ust im ply a th e ­
ism. W hile certa in  form s o f  m aterialism  are  atheistic, it does not 
follow th a t  all m aterialism  is so, a n d  too  m any com m en ta to rs  have 
sim ply assum ed the conncction. H obbes was a  m aterialist; the 
H obbesian  Universe adm its o f  no  non -m ateria l reality. G iven this, 
his repea ted  affirm ations o f  G o d 's  corporeality  a re  surely 
in tended  to assert that G o d  is real. I f  G o d  w ere n o t corporeal ihen  
h e  w ould be a  figm ent, a  ‘ph an tasm ’, o f  the  im agination. H obbes’ 
m aterialism  w as n o t crudely an th ropom orph ic: G od  is ‘a most 
pure, simple, invisible spirit co rporeal. By co rporeal I m ean  a 
substance th a t has m agnitude, an d  so m ean  all lea rn ed  m en , div­
ines a n d  others, though p e rh ap s  th ere  b e  sonic com m on people so 
rude as to call no th ing  body, b u t w hat they  can  see a n d  feel.’ It 
musL be stressed th a t belief in G o d ’s corporeality' was not 
exceptional in the seventeenth century. Biddle for one  espoused a 
far c ru d e r be lie f th a t G od  had  a  body, which h e  believed to  b e  the  
understand ing  o f  the  Bible.6

Even if  one  w ere to  convict H obbes o f  atheism , an  investiga­
tion o f  H ob b es’ theological thought is still im portan t. According 
to R aym ond  Polin, the  real p rob lem  is no t the  tru th  o r falsity o f 
H obbes’ a theism , b u t the role that G o d  a n d  the  C hurch  have in 
H obbes’ philosophy H obbes ' w ritings on the  T rin ity  reflect an 
understand ing  o f  the  w ord ‘person’ a n d  throw' light on  his use o f 
the  w ord in  o th e r  contexts. Even if  H obbes w en; an  atheist, his 
writings on  the  T rin ity  a re  still im p o rtan t, as b o th  they a n d  the 
sh a rp  responses o f  his critics con tribu te  to the  con tours o f  the 
b roader story  we a re  telling. Conversely, g rea te r knowledge about

11 L o o  S tra u s s ,  7  ne P o litica l Philosophy o f H obbes (Oxf< >«1: C la r e n d o n  P re s s ,  ί 9 3 6 ) , c h a p t e r  5 . 
J .  G .  A .  P o e o c k , ‘T im e ,  H is to ry 1 a n d  E s e h a to lo g y  in  th e  T h o u g h t  o f  T h o m a s  H ohbivs’, in  
h is  Politics, Language and Tim e: E ssays on P o iiiiia l T h o u g h t a n d  H isto ry  ( I / in d o n :  M e t  h u m ,  19 7 2 ), 
p p .  1 4 8 - 2 0 1 ,  d e sc rib e s  th e s e  ty p e s  o f  a r g u m e n t  a s  ‘e s o te r ic ' (p p . 160Γ.}. C h r i s to p h e r  H ill, 
P u rilm ism  a n d  R evolution  (L o n d o n ; P e n g u in , 19851, p .  2 8 5 . T h e  m a in  d i ru s t  o f  e x p la n a tio n s  
p u t  t o w a r d  fo r  l l o b b c s ' a th e is m  a r c  a n a ly s e d  in  W allis  I i .  G lo v e r ,  ‘G o d  a n d  T h o m a s  
J lo b b c s ’, i n  Κ.. B ro w n , e d .,  H obbes S tudies (O x fo r d :  O x f o r d  U n iv e rs ity  P re ss , !9 6 5 ) , 
p p .  141 6 8  (e sp . p p .  1 4 6  9).

f> F.. W ., ÏV ; μ  3  1 3 , a n d  see  n o te  3 1 ,  p .  51-
R a y m o ild  P o lin , H /ibbes, dieu r ! tes hommes {P a n s :  P re s s e s  U n iv e r s i ta i r e  d e  F ra n c e , 1981),
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thc.se debates a n d  disputes can  help ns understand  H obbes better. 
W hat follows is in tended  as a con tribu tion  to  the  continuing 
re-connection , contex tualisation  a n d  elucidation o f  H obbes’ 
thought as well as discovering m ore a b o u t  understandings o f  the 
doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  in the m id-seventeenth  century."

L et him  Take a Schon le-M an  into his H ands

Before we can investigate H obbes’ reflections on the  T rin ity  we 
need  to  establish som e prelim inary  po in ters abou t his understand­
ing o f the  na tu re  o f  theology. H is departu re  from  accepted 
theological expression w as u ndoub ted ly  one  o f  the  reasons for the 
execration o f  his contem poraries, bu t the vehem ence o f  their 
feelings is no t an  im m edia te  ind ication  o f  the value w c should 
place upo n  their judgem ents. W hen H obbes is attacked tor his 
theology o th er concerns a re  clearly n o t far from  the  surface. H is 
b iting  artti-clericaJism alienated  the ecclesiastical establishm ent, 
a n d  the divines w ere enraged  by his po rtrayal o f  th e ir teach ing  as 
an  adu ltera ted  am algam  o f the w hea t o f  biblical faith and  the 
tares o f  false philosophy H is critics also som etim es conflate 
acceptance o f a doctrine w ith the a rgum en ts  advanced  for it. T h e  
so-called Jo h an n in c  C om m a (1 J n  5:7) is a  ease in  point; H obbes, 
a long  w ith the  C atholic  biblical scho lar S im on, denied  the 
au thenticity  o f  the  tex t an d  received o p p ro b riu m  for do ing  so. W e 
need  to  be m ore cauuous th a n  m any  o f  his con tem porary  critics: 
to reject an  a rg u m en t is no t to reject a  doctrine.'1

As we n o ted  previously, du ring  the  m id-seventeenth  cen tury  we 
see signs o f a  grow ing im patience w ith  the  subtleties o f scholastic

I A c c o r d in g  lo  P a tr i c ia  S p r in b o rg .  'H o b b e s ’s  e c c e n t r ic  d o c t r in e  o f  ih e  T r in i ty  is a  fu r th e r  
e m p lo y a ie n t  o f  th e  fien o n a  f ic t io n ';  P a tr ic ia  S p r in b o r g ,  'H o b tw .s  o n  R r l ig io n ',  i n  T o m  S o rc ll ,  
c d ,,T h e  C am bridge C<mfrariim lo H obbes (C a m b r id g e : C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, (9 9 f t) ,  pp . 
3 4 6 - 8 0  (3 6 0 ). S ee  M a r t in ic h ,  T hom as H ohbts, p p . 44—9 , fo r  a n  e x a m in a t io n  o f  th is  f ic t io n  in  
(h e  fo u n d a t io n a l  r e a lm  o f  p o litic s .

II S r r  h v ia lfo m , c h .  4 4 .  H e  a ls o  d e n ie d  th a t  th e  u s e  o f  ih e  p lu ra l  in  th e  p h ra s e  f r o m  G e n . 
1:26, Met. u s  m a k e  m a n  a f te r  o u r  o w n  im a g e ',  im p l ie d  p lu ra lis m  in  G o d .  H e  c i te d  C a r d in a l  
B eL !an ilin e  a s  a n  ally; ‘n e i th e r  I  n o r  B c l la rm in c  p u t  th e s e  w o rd s )  o u t  o f  th e  B ib le , b u t  w c  
b o d i  p u t  th e m  o u t  o f  th e  n u m b e r  o f  g o o d  a r g u m e n ts  t o  p ro v e  ih e  T r in i ty ;  fu r  it is  n o  
u n u s u a l th in g  in  H e b r e w  . . .  A n d  w e  m a y  .say a lso  o f  m a n y  o t h e r  te x ts  o f  S c r ip tu r e  a lleg ed  
to  p ro v e  th e  T r in ity , th a t  th r v  a r r  n o t  s o  f i r m  a s  t h a l  h ig h  a r t ic le  rW ju i r r th /  A n  A tiSiD tt 10 

R ish ip  R /um hid l, F ..W ., IV , p . 31V. F o r  a n  an a ly s is  o f  th e  c o n tro v e rs y  s u r r o u n d in g  th e  so - 
c a l le d  J o h a n n in e  C o m m a  sec  th e  A p p e n d ix  o f  t h a t  t i d e  i n  R a y m o n d  B ro w n , T h e  E p is lk s  o f  
J o h n  (L o n d o n : G e o ff re y  C h a p m a n ,  1983).
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discourse, fuelled in p a r t  by ihc privileging o f  the univocal in 
language. H obbes him self was a keen  advocate o f  everyday 
speech in philosophy, and  constantly  je e re d  a t the  tags a n d  labels 
o f  the  o lder scholastic m ethod. T h e  stylish polem ic found a t the 
end  o f  the e ighth  ch ap te r o f Leviathan hit. ecclesiastics, theologians 
a n d  universities alike:

T h e re  is yet ano th e r fault in the  D iscourses o f  som e m en; which 
m ay also be  n u m b rcd  am ongst the  sorts o f  M adnessc; namely; 
that abuse o f  words w h ereo f Ï have spoken before . . . by the 
N am e o f  Absurdity. A nd  th a t is, w hen m en  speak such words, as 
pu t together, have in them  no  signification a t a l l . . . A nd  this is 
incident to no n e  bu t those, th a t converse in questions o f  m atters 
incom prehensible, as the  Schoole-m en . . . But to b e  assured 
their w ords a re  w ithout any tiling corresponden t to them  in the  
m ind  . . .  let h im  take a Schoole-m an in to  his hands, a n d  see if  
he can translate any  one  ch ap te r c o n cern in g  any  difficult point; 
as the  T rin ity ; the  D eity; the n a tu re  o f  C hrist; T ransubstan li- 
ation; Free-will, &c. into any o f th e  m o d ern e  tongues, so as to 
m ake the  sam e intelligible . . . W h en  m en  w rite  whole volum es 
o f such stuifc, a rc  they no t M ad , o r in tend  to m ake o thers  so?10

Such im patience w as n o t confined to H obbes, as w e have already 
seen, b u t it lb und  in  h im  an  eloquen t a n d  form idable ally.

We m ust also be cau tious in evaluating  the strong  apophaticism  
in H obbes' theological thought that s iands in m arked  con trast to 
the confident rationalism  o f m any churchm en . Som e have seen 
this as an  indication o f  covert a theism , bu t apophaticism  is hardly 
the m ark  o f  an  unbeliever. As the  ph ilosopher Peter G cach  has 
noted, ‘H obbes ' agnostic expressions abou t knowledge o f  G o d ’s 
attributes have been  one reason alleged fo r accounting  him  
an  atheist: bu t these sentim ents c a n  be easily paralle led  lrom  
M aim onides’ Guide to the Perplexed o r  from  either Summa of 
Aquinas’. H obbes m ay  well b e  tap p in g  in to  a d eep er stream  
o f C hristian  thought than  is often rea lized .11

11 Leviathan ,  c h .  8 .
11 G c a c h ,  p .  5 5 1 .  F o r  l l o b b c s ’ th e o lo g ic a l  a n te c e d e n ts ,  sec  Je f f re y  B a rn o u w , 'T h e  S e p a r ­

a tio n  o f  R e a s o n  a n d  f a i t h  i n  B a c o n  a n d  H o b b e s ,  a n d  L e ib n iz ’« T h e o d ic y ',  i n  J o h n  W . 
Y o lio n , e d . ,  P hiiow pky, H etm an, a n d  S ie n a  w  \he Seiienkenlh  am ! E ighteenth C enturies (N ew  York: 
U n iv e rs ity  o f  R o c h e s te r  P re s s ,  1990), p p . 2 0 6 - 2 7 .  B a r n o u w ’s  b a s ic  c o n te n t io n  :s th a t
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H ow ever, the  extent o f his apophaticism  should no t be under­
estim ated. H e  suggests that we can  have no  n a tu ra l knowledge o f  
G o d  beyond the  fact that h e  exists: "Arid w hereas w e  attribu te  to 
G o d  Almighty, seeing, hearing , speaking, know ing, loving, a n d  the 
like; by w hich w e understand  som eth ing  in the  m en  to  w hom  we 
attribu te  them , w e understand  n o th in g  by  them  in the  nau ire  o f 
G od  . . . T h e  attribu tes therefore g iven  unto  the Deity, a re  such as 
signify either o u r  incapacity; o r o u r  reverence.’12 O n e  o f  his m ore 
acute  con tem porary  critics w as to challenge h im  on  the im plica­
tions o f  this denial, bu t for the present we should sim ply n o te  that., 
if  H obbes shares Biddle’s im patience  w ith  scholastic m odes o f 
thought, he m ost certain ly  does n o t sha re  in his crude, literalism.

M uch o f  his apophaticism  rested  on  his conception o f  phil­
osophy which ‘is such knowledge ol eilects o r appearances, as we 
acquire by true  ratiocination  from  th e  knowledge w e have first of 
th e ir causes o r generation: A nd  ag a in , o f  such causes o r gener­
ations as m ay  be from  know ing first th e ir  efiècts’. T h e  m eth o d  of 
science and philosophy is seen to be o n e  o f  resolution and  com ­
position. C om plex ideas can  be b roken  dow n into sim pler ideas 
a n d  the  propositions resulting from  these can  be m atched  to sense. 
For this reason philosophy excludes theology: ‘T h e  subject o f 
Philosophy, o r the  m atte r  it treats of, is every bod y  o f  w hich wc 
can  conceive any  generation  . . .  or w hich is capable o f com ­
position and  resolution. T herefore  it excludes Theology, I m ean  the 
doctrine o f  G od . e te rnal, ingenerable, incom prehensible, and  in 
w hom  there  is no th ing  neither to  divide n o r com pound , n o r  any 
generation to  be conceived.’11 T h e  tab le  o f  knowledge in chap ter
9 o f  the leviathan does no t include theology, a n d  h e  sees no possi­
bility for na tu ra l theology, w ith the  seem ing exception o f  the 
dem onstration  o f  the existence o f  G o d . O u r  h u m an  categories 
b reak  dow n com pletely w hen w e try  to  describe G o d  o r  ascribe 
a ttribu tes to  him .

H o b b e s  is p a re  o f  a  t r a d i t io n  th a t  s trc tc h c s  b a c k  th r o u g h  B a c o n  co O c k h a m . T h i s  tra d i t io n  
s tre s s e d  th e  n e e d  fo r  a  s e p a ra t io n  o l lh itli  a n d  re a s o n  to  p re s e rv e  th e  fo rm e r .  Ί  h is a n a ly s is  is 
i n  a c c o rd  w ith  th a t  o f  M a r i in i r h ,  w h o  see s  H o b b e s  a s  a n  i n h e r i to r  o f  t h e  n o m in a lis t  
t r a d i t io n  o f  O c k h a m ;  see  M a n in i c h ,  T h e  7 iva C atis, p p . 2 0 8 if. H o b b e s ' a p o p h a t ic is m  m a y  
h a v e  b e e n  d r iv e n  b y  rh is d e s ire  co s e p a ra te  w ith  a n d  re a s o n .  T h a t  H o b b e s  is th e  in h e r i to r  
of’ su ch  a  t r a d i t io n  is a ls o  lo rc c iu lly  a r g u e d  by  G lo v e r .

' ' '  T h e  F J m m ts o f  l'u t- . F.. W ,t l \ ,  p .  6 0 .
'• 'T h o m a s  H o b b e s ,  D e C o/pore, i n  77ie E lem ents o f  Lent·, cd . J .  C .  A . G a sk in  (O x fo rd : 

O x f o r d  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , i 9 9 4 ), p p . 1 8 6 , 191.
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However, we are no t com pletely in the dark , w e are able to talk 
o f  G o d  because o f  his g ratu itous revelation. I t is in th a t revelation 
alone th a t we are given knowledge o f  the  Trinity. A lthough he 
w ould  n o t  have seen him self as a  theologian, nevertheless H obbes 
w as driven to  w rite  about theological m atte rs  because o f  their 
political implications- H is reasons for addressing theological m at­
ters in the  Leviathan a re  given in The Prose Life w here he  states that 
h e  desired to ‘deal w ith theological m atte rs  in the text, because the 
adm inistrative structures a n d  pow ers of the C hurch  w ere in abey­
ance, and  o f  no  im portance’ as the  result o f  the  Civil W ar. In 
doing  so ‘he took great care no t to w rite  in any  w ay against the 
sense o f sacred  scripture, o r against the  doctrines o f  the C hurch  in 
England , as established by royal au th o rity  p rio r to the ou tb reak  of 
the  w a r '.14

in  talking abou t C o d , H obbes u rg ed  circum spection a n d  cau ­
tion abou t language and  its use. H e  saw  the m ain e rro r o f  the  sort 
o f scholastic theology practised in the  universities to  be the appli­
cation  o f  inappropria te  categories to the  G odhead , a n d  its m ain 
sin a  b lase  assum ption that, it could  d o  so. H obbes countered  that 
we can n o t d ispute the  na tu re  o f  G od  because G o d ’s na tu re  is not 
w ithin the  scope o f  o u r  na tu ra l pow ers. '

T h is  insistence on the  incom prehensibility  o f  G o d  is reaffirm ed 
several tim es in H obbes’ w ritings, ancl his works a rc  littered  with 
attacks upon the  prevailing scholastic m ethod  and  his perception 
o f its inadequacies. H obbes was undoub ted ly  draw ing on  his own 
experience as a  student at M agdalen  H all, O x lo rd  du ring  the 
open ing  decade o f  the  ccn tury  l o  dism iss the  philosophy practised 
in the  universities a t th a t tim e. I  he  ‘scholasticism ’ h e  a ttacked  was 
specifically that w hich  h a d  developed in the  latter sixteenth cen­
tury, a n d  the  au thors in his sights w ere n o t so m uch those o f the 
M iddle Ages but th e ir m ore recen t com m entators. T h e  Leviathan 
passage quo ted  above abou t the  absu rd ity  o f scholastic language, 
for instance, a ttacked  Suarez by nam e.

H obbes w as clear th en  th a t th e  function o f  theological

1 ’.Jo h n  A u b rey ; P m ir l i f t  in  H o b b e s ,  7  h e  E U nw ti* o f  I m * , p .  2 4 8 .
1:1 S e e  F.. W ., TV* p .  GO a n d  I ,  p . 2 1 7 . H o b b e s  w a s  v e ry  sce p tic a l a b o u l  (h e  v a lu e  o f  

a r g i im r n ts  o f  w h a t  m ig h t  !>r la b r i ic d  n a tu r a l  th e o lo g y : ‘A s  fo r  a r g u m e n ts  fro m  n a tu ra l  
re a s o n ,  n e i th e r  y o u . n o r  a n y  o th e r ,  h a v e  h i th e r to  b r o u g h t  any, r x c r j i i  i h r  c re a tio n »  cha* has 
n o t  m a d e  i t  m o re  d o u b tfu l  t o  m a n y  m e n  t h a n  it  w a s  b e fo re . ' Considerations upon th e  R eputation, 
///p a lfy f Aloim ers, a m i R eligion  β/TAiwn/iv H ohhrs l-l1., IV , p .  4 2 8 ).



language w as n o t to  provide a  description o f  G od . 1’he Scriptures 
a lone  provide us w ith knowledge o f  G o d ’s revelation, an d  he  held 
th a t  o u r  language ab o u t G o d  is pu rely  doxological in  character:

m en  th a t by th e ir ow n m edita tion , arrive to  the  knowledge o f 
one  infinite, O m nipo ten t, a n d  E te rn a ll G od, chose ra th e r  to 
confesse that h e  is Incom prehensib le  a n d  above their u n d e r­
standing; than  to  define his N a tu re  b y  Spirit Incorporeal!., a n d  then 
confesse th e ir  definition to  b e  unintelligible: o r  if  they give him  
such a  title, it  is no t Dogmatically, w ith  in ten tion  to  m ake the 
D ivine N atu re  understood ; bu t Piously to  ho n o u r h im  w ith 
attribu tes, o f  significations, as rem o te  as they can  b e  from the 
grossenesse o f  Bodies Visible.16

Given dus background then , w h a t does H obbes have to say about 
the  Trinity?

The True God M a y  B e Personated

H obbes’ explicit writings on  the T rin ity  can  b e  found in  the  Eng­
lish a n d  Latin versions o f  Leviathan, th e  ‘A ppendix’ to  the  latter 
w ork, his answ er to  B ishop B ram hall’s a ttack  on Leviathan^ a n d  in 
his narra tion  on  heresy. T h e  concep t o f  ‘person* is cen tral to  his 
understand ing  o f  the doctrine. G iven his genera l political agenda, 
m anifest in the  Leviathan, it is n o t su rp rising  th a t H obbes expounds 
‘p e rso n ’ w ith an eye on advancing  h is  th eo ry  o f  absolute sover­
eignty. O n e  o f  his m ain  concerns is to  differentiate ‘au th o r’ and 
‘a c to r’. An ‘a c to r  is one  w ho  perfo rm s an  action , an  ‘au th o r’ is one  
w ho  authorizes it  a n d  is thus responsible for the action. T his 
device is developed to show how  responsibility for the actions o f  a 
sovereign really belong  to  the  subjects themselves: the  sovereign 
acts, b u t, by  v irtue o f  the foundational covenant, the subjects are 
properly  the  au thors o f th a t  action.

T h e  definition o f  ‘p e rso n ’ acccp tcd  by m ost o f  his con­
tem poraries, as we have already seen, was that deriv ing from  
Boethius: ‘an  individual substance o f  rational n a tu re ’. T h is  con­
ception w as fundam entally  static, w hereas H ob b es’ definition in

7 4  tNice und H ot Disputes’

11 L a ia th m , ch . 12; cf. E .W ., I V  p . 61 .



A Stmnge Wheemsie Concerning \L· Blessed Trinity 75

Leviathan, focusing on  ac to rs  a n d  actions, convcycd a  m uch m ore 
dynam ic understand ing  o f  the n a tu re  o f  ‘person’. Such  dy n a­
mism  w as in h a rm o n y  with the em phasis that he p laced  on  m otion 
as the  p rim ary  concep t in physics a n d  philosophy. C h ap te r 16 is 
entitled ‘P E R S O N S , A U T H O R S , a n d  tilings Personated’ and  
com m ences w ith a definition o f ‘person '.

Λ  P E R S O N  is he whose w ords o r actions a re  considered, e ither 
as his ow n, o r as representing  the  w ords o r  actions o f  an  o ther 
m an, o r o f  any  o th e r  th in g  to w hich they  a re  a ttributed, 
w hether T ru ly  o r by Fiction. W hen  they are considered  as his 
ow ne, then  h e  is called a Natural}. Person: A nd  w hen considered as 
represen ting  the  words o r  actions o f  an  other, th en  he  is a 
Feigned or Artificial/, Person.

So a  person acts e ither on  his ow n b e h a lf  o r on  b eh a lf  o f  others. 
(The Sovereign is, in this sense, a n  ‘artificiall’ person; the 
responsibility7 for his w ords a n d  ac tions lie with his subjects, he is 
the ‘ac to r’ b u t no t, strictly speaking, the  ‘a u th o r’ o f  his actions.)

H obbes then  traces the etym ology o f  the  w ord  ‘person’, noting 
its origins in the  theatre  o f  ancien t Ci recce a n d  its subsequent appli­
cation  in R om an  c o u rts .4Person, is the  sam e th a t an  Actor is, bo th  on 
the  Stage a n d  in com m on C onversation; a n d  to  Personate, is to  Act or 
Represent himselfc, or an o ther.’ H e  consciously re tu rn s  to  a  sense o f 
person th a t pre-dates the  B oeth ian  definition, th a t found in C icero ’s 
m axim : ‘U nus sustineo très Personas; M ei, A dversarii, & Judicis'. 
The act o f  personation  has a  w ide application : ‘Inan im ate  things, as 

a  C hurch , a n  H ospital, a  Bridge, mayr be Personated by a  Rector, 
M aster, o r  O verseer . . .  Likewise C h ild ren , Fooles, a n d  M ad-m en 
th a t have no  use o f  Reason, m ay b e  Personated  by G uard ians, o r 
C u ra to rs . . .  A n idol, o r  m eer F igm ent o f  the b ra in  m ay  b e  Person­
a ted .' And, in w hat w as lo becom e o n e  o f  H obbes’ m ost notorious 
passages, he extended his conception  o f  personation  to ren d e r an 
account o f the  three persons o f the  Trinity:

T h e  true  G od  m ay  b e  Personated. As he was; first, by M oses; 
w ho governed the  Israelites, (that w ere n o t his, bu t G o d ’s 
people) no t in his ow n nam e, w ith  H oc dicit M oses: bu t in

’ c h .  1 <>.
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G o d 's  N am e w ith H o c  dicit D om inus. Secondly, by the Son o f 
m an , his ow n Son o u r Blessed S av iour Jesus C hrist, th a t cam e to 
reduce the Jewes, a n d  induce all N ations into the K ingdom c o f 
his Father; not as o f  himselfe, bu t a s  sen t from  the  Father. A nd 
thirdly, by the H oly  G host, o r  C om forter, speaking, a n d  working 
in the A postles; w hich  H oly  G host, w as a  C om fo rte r th a t  cam e 
no t o f himselfe; bu t was sent, a n d  p roceeded  from  d iem  b o th .1®

To p u t it m ildly this is n o t the  s tan d a rd  understand ing  o f C hris­
tian orthodoxy* T h e  persons o f  this T rin ity  seem  to b e  those w ho 
speak an d  ae t on  b eh a lf  o f  G od , a n d  seem  to  b e  his representa­
tives speaking a n d  ac ting  w ith his authority . T hese  sam e senti­
m ents were expressed in several o th e r  places in Leviathan as w hen 
he states th a t ‘M oses . . . w as alone he, th a t represented  to  the 
Israelites the  Person o f  G od  V 1 and  in ch a p te r  33  w e read:

For these three |M oses, C hrist, the A postles] a t several tim es did 
represen t the person  o f  G od: M oses, a n d  his successors the 
H igh  Priests, and  K ings o f  Judas, in  ( he O ld  T estam ent: C hrist 
himself; in the tim e he lived on earth : a n d  the  Apostles, and  
their successors, from  the day  o f  Pentecost (when the  Holy 
G host descended on  them ) to  this day.?l>

In chap ter 42, in a section en titled  ‘O f  the T rin ity’, H obbes 
gave his fullest exposition o f  w hat it m eans to say that G od  is 
‘th ree persons’. H av ing  just discusscd th e  transm ission of*the Holy 
Spirit by  the Apostles’ laving-on o f  h an d s , H obbes continued:

H ere we have the person o f  G o d  b o rn  now  the th ird  lime. For 
as M oses, and  the  H ig h  Priests, w ere  G o d ’s R epresentatives in 
the  O ld  T estam ent; an d  ou r S av iour him selfe as M an , during 
his abode  on earth : So the  H oly  G host, that is to  say; the  A pos­
tles, a n d  th e ir  successors, in  the  office o f  P reaching  a n d  T each­
ing, th a t h a d  received the  H oly  Spirit, have R epresented  him 
ever since. But a  Person, (as I  have shew n before, ch ap t.[ l6 ].)  is 
he th a t  is R epresented , as often as h e  is R epresented; and  there­
fore G o d , w ho  has been  R epresen ted  (that is. Personated)

'■ Ijtv itiih a n , c h .  16 .
19 L e m ih a n , c h .  4 0 .
“  Leviathan, c h .  33 .



thrice, m ay  properly  enough  b e  said io be three Persons; though 
neither the w ord Person, n o r  T rin ity  be ascribed to h im  in the 
Bible . . . But this disagrceth  not, b u t  accordcth  fitly w ith three 
Persons in the  p ro p e r  signification o f  Persons; w hich is, th a t 
w hich is represen ted  by another, l b r  so G od  the Father, as 
R epresented  by Moses, is one Person; a n d  as R epresen ted  by his 
Sonne, ano th e r Person; a n d  as represen ted  by the  apostles . . .  is 
a  th ird  Person: an d  yet every Person  here, is the  Person o f  one 
a n d  the  sam e G od  . . .  in die T rin ity  o f  H eaven , the Persons arc 
the persons o f one a n d  the  sam e G od, though  R epresented 
three different tim es and  occasions . . .  T o  conclude, the  doc- 
trine  o f  the  Trinity, as far as can  b e  gathered  directly  fro m  the 
Scripture, is in substance this; th a t G o d  w ho is always O n e  and  
the  sam e, w as the  Person R epresented  by M oses; the  Person 
represen ted  by his Son Incarnate ; a n d  the  Person represented  
by the Apostles. As R epresented  by the  A postles, the H oly Spirit 
by  w hich  they spake, is G od; As R epresen ted  by his Son (that, 
w as G od  a n d  M an), the  S on  is th a t  G od; As R epresen ted  by 
M oses, a n d  the  H igh  Priests, the Father, that is to say, the Father 
o f  o u r  L ord  Jesus C hrist, is that G od: F rom  w hence w e may 
g a th e r the  reason w hy those nam es Father, Son, a n d  H o ly  Spirit 
in the signification o f the G o d h ead , are never used  in the  O ld  
T estam ent: For they  are Persons, th a t  is, they have th e ir nam es 
from representing: w hich could  n o t be, till divers m en  h a d  R ep­
resented G od 's  Person in ruling, o r in directing u n d e r him ."1

Before we listen to  the  chorus o f  condem nation  that greeted  
such an  eccentric exposition o f the  doc trine  o f  the Trinity, three 
points should  be m ade  in H obbes’ favour. First, unlike Biddle 
a n d  o ther an ti-trin itarians, H obbes does no t judge  the  doctrine o f 
the T rin ity  to b e  m eaningless, n o r  d o cs  h e  dismiss it ou trigh t as 
m erely the deform ed ofispring o f  a  m istaken  m arriage betw een 
Scrip ture a n d  decaden t m etaphysics as o thers did. G iven his 
intense dislike o f  ‘scholastic’ language, it is ail the m ore  note­
w orthy that h e  d id  no t do  so. T h is  m ay  well be a  fu rther indication 
o f th e  basic sincerity o f  his religious convictions a n d  a  sign o f  an 
honest desire to ren d e r a n  understandab le  account o f the Trinity. 
Secondly, H obbes m akes some a tte m p t to  investigate the  language

Λ  Sirange Wkemistc Concerning the Blessed Trinity 77
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used  o f  the T rin ity  in o rd e r  to re n d e r  it less opaque. I f  H obbes 
w as p rep a red  to accept the  doctrine ‘o n  faith ' th en  his exposition 
m ay  reflect genuine difficulties o f  u n d ers tan d in g  ra th e r th an  a 
desire to subvert it. Finally, h e  states qu ite  clearly th a t tins con­
sideration o f  the T rin ity  is 'as far as c a n  be ga thered  directly from 
the  S crip tu re’, and  is thus an  accoun t o f  w hat has been labelled 
the  econom ic Trinity. H e  does no t claim  th a t his accoun t takes full 
account o f  subsequent C hu rch  teaching , a n d  in later w ritings, in 
response to criticism , he  includes ex tra-scrip tural m aterial a n d  is 
m ore aw are o f  considerations su rround ing  the  im m anent Trinity.

The Catching ( //L e v ia th an

But as it stood it w as clearly an  in ad eq u a te  accoun t o f  the  doctrine, 
as his opponents were quick to  po in t ou t. As all th ree  actors, Moses, 
C hrist a n d  the  A postolic b an d , w ere n o t  acting  in their ow n n am e 
bu t in the  n am e o f  G od , w as the  T rin ity  th en  m erely  a  com pany  o f  
'artificial!' persons? To speak ‘iri the  n a m e  o f  ano th er m eans that 
one  is no t that o ther, therefore to  speak  in  the  n am e o f G o d  and 
even to exercise his pow er, does no t m ea n  that one  is G od . W hat 
( hen  is the  relationship  betw een the persons a n d  the  G odhead? Arc 
the  persons e te rn a l o r  tem poral? O vera ll one  is left w ith the  sense 
th a t  there  is one  real person , the Father, w h o  is represented  by two 
feigned o r ‘artificialT personalities. T h e se  unansw ered questions 
recu r again  a n d  again  in the  responses to Isiiathan.

Attacks on such an exposition o f  th e  doctrine w ere swift, and 
even H ob b es’ friends had  m ajo r reservations abou t these passages. 
A fellow exile in Paris du ring  the In te rreg n u m , J o h n  C osin , the 
future Bishop o f  D u rh am , w ho h a d  given the  Sacram en t to H obbes 
w hen he feared  h e  w as o n  his d e a th b e d  du ring  a serious illness, 
w as quite  cand id  in telling H obbes th a t  h e  thought the  passage not 
sufficiently ‘applicable to rhe m ystery o f  the  T rin ity’. O th e rs  were 
equally frank  bu t far m ore dam n ing  in  th e ir criticism .2*

A lexander Ross (1591-1654), the  Scottish V icar o f  C arisbrook 
on the  Isle o f W ight a n d  a keen su p p o rte r o f  A rchbishop I-aud, 
sneered th a t Ilo b b es h a d  presented  ‘a  strange w hccm sic co ncern ­
ing th e  blessed Trinity". T h e  m ain  p rob lem , Ross argued , w as that

"  E . W ., i y  p .  317.
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H obbes m ade  the  three persons o f  the  T rin ity  nam es ra th e r  than  
substances. T h e  concept o f ‘persona tion ’ as used by H obbes was 
unhelpful and  w ould, i f  app lied  consistently to  the scrip tural data, 
yield far m ore th an  three persons. Ross defended the  use o f  tech­
nical language in theology against H o b b es ' attacks. T h e  use o f 
term s such as ‘substance5 a n d  ‘subsistence’ in theology is no  m ore 
inappropria te  o r illegitim ate p e r  se th a n  the technical language 
deployed by lawyers a n d  physicians in their disciplines.23

Seth W ard  (1617 1689), la te r  B ishop o f  Salisbury; in com ­
m on w ith m any  o f  his earliest critics» was keen to refute w h a t he 
perceived as H obbes’ m aterialistic a theism . T h is  h e  saw arising 
principally from  the  rehashing o f  E p icu rean  a n d  M achiavellian 
doctrine w hich he claim ed to  find  in leviathan, a n d  w hich led  to 
lack o f  surety a n d  scepticism  in m atte rs  o f  faith. In  his book W ard 
a ttem pted  to defend  th e  traditional attribu tes o f  G od , including, 
o f course, his incorporeality. T h e  book helps to p rom ote the  grow­
ing im pression th a t H obbes w as a  dangerous m an  a n d  th a t  the 
danger he posed w as greatly  co m pounded  by the  undeniable 
beguiling style o f  Leviathan's prose. ’1

W illiam  Lucy {1594-1677}, w ho becam e Bishop o f  St D avid’s 
in 1660, was in no  d o u b t th a t H obbes h a d  ‘spoken very  danger­
ously o f  the  blessed T rin ity ’, an d  his critique rested o n  a very close 
reading o f leviathan. T h e  divinity o f  C  hrist, w hich L ucy took to be 
the  sotcriological bedrock o f  the  C hristian  faith, was so th rea t­
ened  by H obbes’ treatise th a t he believed there  w as ‘no  m an  ever 
w riting  so destructively o f  the  p rincip les o f  C hristian ity1. Lucy 
read  ch ap te r 16 as a  clear a ttem pt to  subvert the doctrine and  
‘aym ed a t  m ost p rofane  a n d  wicked purposes’. Echoing senti­
m ents found in Ross, Lucy insisted th a t the  contcx tuality  o f  ‘p e r­
son’ is essential to  its m eaning, a n d  varies accord ing  to  its uses in 
g ram m ar, law  a n d  divinity. H e  rejected  H obbes use o f  the 
C iceronian  definition as otiose. G iven th a t  C icero  says ‘sustinco’

r ' A le x  [a n d e r ]  R oss, Leviathan D r a i n  ou! w ith  a  H ook  (L o n d o n : 16 5 3 ), p .  .53; a n d  s e c  ‘T o  
th e  R e a d e r ’ a n d  p . 5 4 .  t o r  a n  a c c o u n t  o f  c o n te m p o r a r y  re a c t io n s  io  Ijw ia lhu ij ,  see  M in t* , 
e s p . c h a p te r  3.

■· Sell·. W a r d .  A  P hilosophical E ssay  { O x fo rd : l - c o n a id  L ich f ie ld , 1 ft52). T h e  r é c o g n it io n  o f  
t h e  lu re  o f  H o b b e s ' s ty le  w a s  c o m m e n te d  o n  h v  .several c o n te m p o ra r ie s .  It h a s  re c e iv ed  
m a s te r fu l a n a ly s is  b y  S k in n e r , w h o  a rg u e s  th a t  n o t  o n ly  d id  H o b b e s  ‘te a c h  p h ilo s o p h y  to  
s p e a k  E n g lish ' b u t  a ls o  im p a r t e d  t o  i t  ‘a  p a r t i c u la r  t o n e  o f  v o ic e ’: t h a t  o f  ( h r  s a n e ,  r a t io n a l  
M eant w h o  th ro u g h  s a t i re  u n m a s k s  th e  fa in tly  lu d ic ro u s  p o s itio n s  o f  h is  o p p o n e n ts .  S ee  
S k in n e r ,  p p . 1 3 6 -7 .
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n o t ‘sum ' il does n o t provide a  sufficient analogy for the  doctrine 
o f one  G o d  in th ree  persons. H obbes’ trea tm en t o f ‘person’ is 
inadequate  as ‘in words, we are: n o t  alwayes to consider their 
Etym ologie, bu t how  they  are  used '. A s lo r the  claim  that the true 
G od  can be personated , L ucy  com m ents th a t ‘this phrase gave me 
an am azem ent: for I can n o t call to m in d  any such expression 
m ade  e ither in Scripture, o r O rth o d o x  ecclesiastical w riters’. A 
pro tracted  exam ination  o f  the  e rro rs  o f  Socinian  exegesis and 
teach ing  served to reinforce the  im pression that H obbes was to be 
corralled  w ith those professing an ti-trin ita rian  beliefs.70

A s M any Persons as we Please

J o h n  B ram hall (1594 1663), the P ro testan t Bishop o f D e n y  w ho 
w as to  becom e A rchbishop o f  A rm agh  in 1661, proved H obbes’ 
m ost viru lent a n d  constan t critic. B ram hall is b es t known for his 
exchanges w ith H obbes on free w ill a n d  determ inism , bu t he  was 
also highly critical o f  the la tte r’s w ritings on  the  Trinity. H obbes 
a n d  Bram hall h a d  m et in Paris w hile bo th  w ere in self-imposed 
exile du ring  the Civil War. T h e ir  first clash w>as unin ten tional but 
set th e  scene for fu ture conflicts. H obbes had  replied  to an essay 
the  bishop h a d  w ritten on  the  m atte r  o ff ic e  will a n d  determ inism . 
F Je did n o t in tend  his riposte for pub lica tion , but, m uch to his 
consternation , it was piraLcd an d  a p p e a re d  in p rin t. B ram hall was 
understandab ly  ind ignant a t w*hat he took to  be a  b reach  o f good 
faith , a n d  subsequent exchanges betrayed  an  acrim ony  th a t only 
g rew  as the  years progressed.*'

In ] 658, while still in exile, Bram hall published a b iting  critique 
o f the religious doctrine found in the  Ijtviaffum. The Catching o f

‘* W illia m  L u c y , Obs&tyaiion s. C ensura a n d  C onfutations o f  N otorious Errors in A ft; H obbes his 
Im a th a n  and a 'tv t ki< Bookes. To w hich A re A nnexed, O ccasional! Anim adversions on Som e W ritings o f  
the Socinians, a n d  such H aereticks; o f  the Sam e O pinions u i lh  h im  (L o n d o n : É 6 6 3 ), ‘T h e  E p is tle  
D e d ic a to ry * , ‘T o  th e  R e a d e r ’, p p .  2 7 2 ,2 7 5 .2 8 0 ,  2 8 4 ;  a n d  s e e  p p .  2 9 3 - 3 8 5  to r  th e  a t ta c k  o n  
S o c in ia n is m . L u c y ’s  b o o k  is a ls o  in te re s t in g  in  t h a t  i t  c la im s  o r th o d o x y  to  b e  more r e a s o n ­
a b le  th a n  SfX .iniaiii.sm , a n d  is h ig h  ii! praise? fo r  Lully.

ab S e e  F lew ; p . l.ôü. T h e i r  d is c u s s io n  o n  f ie e  w ill c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  V e re  C h a p p e l l ,  e d .,  
H obbes a n d  B ram hall on L iberty a n d  N ecessity  ( C a m b r id g e  T e x ts  i n  th e  H is to ry  o f  P h ilo so p h y ; 
C a m b r id g e ;  C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs ity  P ress, lyyi?). T h e  ‘I n t r o d u c t io n ’ û> u se f id  i n  c cm tcx tu a l-  
iz in g  th e  e x c h a n g e ,  a n d  th e  u n f o r tu n a te  'le a k in g ’ u f  th e  c o r re s p o n d e n c e  is  d e a l t  w ith  a·, 
p p . ix- x.



Ixmaihan took issue w ith H obbes ' m aterialism  and  also w ith his 
reflections upo n  the  Trinity. Bram liail contended  that H obbes was 
try ing  to give an  account o f  the unaccoun tab le  an d  seeking to 
shrink the m ystery o f  the  Trinity to nothing. Bram haU ruthlessly 
displayed the  deficiencies o f  the  accoun t o f the  T rin ity  given in 
Leviathan. T h e  Flobbcsian concept o f  'p e rso n ' as app lied  to the 
Blessed T rin ity  led to  ridiculous a n d  heretical conclusions. I f  one 
accepts H obbes’ account o f ‘person’ then

every king lias as m any persons, as th ere  be  justices o f  peace and  
petty  constables in his kingdom . U pon this account G od 
Alm ighty hath  as m any  persons, as th ere  have been  sovereign 
princes in the  w orld since A dam . A ccord ing  to  this reckoning 
each  one o f us, like so m any G eryons, m ay  have as m any persons 
as we please to  m ake procurations." '

F u rtherm ore  the I^math/m  implied th a t  the  persons o f  the Trinity 
w ere m erely constructions in tim e. In d eed  it seem ed as il’ there 
was a tim e before C hrist w hen the  second a n d  th ird  persons o f  the 
T rin ity  d id  no t exist. B ram hall expressed the  unease felt by m any 
others w ith H obbes ' account w hich seem ed to re n d e r  the  persons 
o f the  T rin ity  as ‘artificial!' a n d  tem poral, a n d  no t the real, e ternal 
persons o f C hristian  o rthodoxy

H obbes d id  n o t read  Bram halTs boo k  until nearly  ten years 
after its publication, but the  stinging personal na tu re  o f the a ttack  
coupled with (he an tagonism  betw een them  w as sufficiently 
powerful to  elicit one  o f  his rare  replies to a  critic. An Answer to a 
Book Published by Dr. Bramhall . .  . called the. 'Catching o f Leviathan’ 
a ttem pted  to defend  w hat was w ritten  in Leviathan, a n d  to gloss it 
m o re  acceptably. H obbes recast his definition a n d  exposition o f 
‘person’ in an  orthodox  direction: 'A  person (Latin, persona) signifies 
an  intelligent substance, th a t acteth  a n y  th in g  in  his ow n o r  ano th ­
er's  nam e, or by his ow n o r an o th e r’s au th o rity / T h is, he claim ed, 
w as the w ay in  w hich it w as used  in the  best L atin  au tho rs, and  
cited  C icero  once m ore: 4L n u s sustineo tres personas, m ei, adver- 
sarii, et judicis.’ A ccording to Hobbes., this is the  w ay 'w e use the 
w ord  in English vulgarly, calling h im  that ac te th  by his own 
authority, his own person , and  h im  th a t  ac te th  by the  au thority  o f
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■ 'J o h n  B ra m h a ll ,  T h e  G ifc /iir fg tif J jiw lh a n  (lx > m io n : J o h n  C r o o k ,  H>58), p . 4 7 4 .
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ano ther, the  person o f  that o ther’. He: proceeded  to discuss the 
G reek rendering  o f  the  Latin persona, echoing the  unease o f  St 

Je ro m e abou t the  use o f  hypostasis:

T h e  G reek tongue can n o t ren d e r it; for προσώπον is properly 
a  face, and . m etaphorically  a  v izzard  o f  an  ac io r upon the 
stage. I low  then  did the  G reek  Fathers render the  person as it is 
in the  blessed Trinity? N o t well. In stead  o f  the w ord  person they 
p u t hypostasis, w hich signifies substance; from  w hence it  m ight 
b e  inferred, that the three persons in  the T rin ity  are  three divine 
substances, th a t is th ree G ods. T h e  w ord προσώ πον th ey  could 
no t use, because the  face an d  v izzard  a re  neither o f  them  h o n ­
ourable attributes o f  G o d , n o r  explicative o f the  m ean ing  of 
d ie  G reek  C hurch . T herefore  the L a tin  (and consequently  the 
English) church  ren d ers  hypostasis every w here in A thanasius his 
creed  by person.®

H obbes conceded th a t his exposition  o f  the  Trinity h a d  been 
infelicitously w orded b u t denied th a t the  b ishop had  spotted  the 
real problem . Even as i t  stood, H obbes con tended , it w as not 
impious. H e  had  'exam ined  this passage an d  o thers o f  the like 
sense m ore narrow ly’ a n d  altered  the  tex t accordingly, w hen trans­
lating the  book in to  L atin . T h e  b ishop is qu ite  correct in stating 
that th ere  m ay  b e  ‘as m any  persons o f  a  king, as there  a re  [»city 
constables in  his kingdom ’, bu t this is exactly w here the  applica­
tion o f  the  w ord  ‘person’ to the T rin ity  has to b e  treated w ith care. 
T h e  king a n d  his personating  constables a re  no t o f  the  sam e sub­
stance, unlike the "persons’ o f the  G o d h ead . The true  definition 
o f  person  helps to explain how  (ro d  is o n e  substance yet three 
persons.

G od, in his ow n person  . . .  crea ted  the world . . .  the same 
G o d , in the person  o f  his Son G o d  and  m an , redeem ed the 
sam e w orld . .  . the  sam e G od , in  th e  person  o f  the  Holy G host, 
sanctiiicd  the . . . C hurch . Is no t th is a  c lear p roo f that it is no 
con trad iction  to say th a t G o d  is th ree persons a n d  one 
substance?29

2'‘ H obl>r.s, A n  A nsw er to  a  Book Published !/} D t. B rum fu ili, E . W ., IV , p .  3 1 0 , 3 1 3 .
H o b b e s ,  A n  A nsw er to a  B ook P ublished by Dr. B rnm hall, E . W ,  T V  p p .  3 1 7 , 3 1 6 .
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H obbes saw his m istake in the. English Leviathan as w riting  ‘instead 
o f  by ihe ministry o f  Moses > in  ihe person  o f  M oses’, a n d  once he had  
seen this e rro r  he corrected  it in the  L a tin  text.*0

Sollidtedfrom  Beyond, the Sea, to Translate the Book into I  M in

In this Latin edition  o f Leviathan, w hich appeared  in 1668, H obbes 
claim ed th a t he had been  ‘soüicited from  beyond the  sea, to  trans­
late the book in to  L atin , a n d  fearing som e o th e r  m an  m igh t do  it 
no t to m y  liking7 translated  it himself. A ccording to T uck  it w as 
transla ted  specifically to answ er critics. In  any  case, H obbes had 
obviously taken account o f the  b a rra g e  o f  criticism  levelled 
against his exposition oi' the T rin ity  a n d  a ttem p ted  to  clarify his 
thought. A  close com parison o f  the  English an d  L atin  o f  the 
offending passages yields im p o rtan t insights.:il

W hile the definidon o f  person in ch a p te r  16 is similar, ‘Persona 
est is qu i suo vel alieno nom ine res agit: si suo, p ersona  propria 
sive naturalis; si a lieno  . . . rep raesen tiv a \ the  subsequent passage 
ab o u t the T rin ity  has b een  substantially  altered. T h e re  is no  m en­
tion o f  personation  by M oses o r the A postles a n d  the  w ording is 
far m ore restrained, w ith H obbes q u o tin g  the  teaching o f  the 
catechism  o f  the  Book oi' C om m on P rayer on  the  appropria ted  
works o f  the  persons o f  the  T rin ity  in his defence. T h e  section at 
ch ap te r 33 is om itted, as is the  offending section in ch ap te r 42. In 
add ition  to  these corrections and  om issions, H obbes also p u b ­
lished a lengthy appendix  to the  L atin  edition  o f th e  Leviathan 
com prising three chapters, w hich d ea lt with the  N iccnc C reed, 
heresy and  objections against the  work.

T h e  iirst chap te r o f  this appendix  is a  system atic investigation 
o f the  m ean ing  o f  the N icene  C reed . H ob b es noted  that the word 
hypostasis is used  neither in the  S crip tu res n o r  in the  N icene sym­
bol, but deferred  a  fuller discussion u n til the  whole creed  has been  
expounded. A fter an  exam ination  o f  th e  derivation a n d  m ean ing  
o f  such w ords as hypostasis, ousia, substantia a n d  ens, H obbes p ro ­
ceeded to  investigate th e ir usage in the context o f  the  C reed.

S!1 l l o b b c s ,  A n  A nsw er to a  B ook P ublished h  D r. B ram iu itl, L · W ., IV . p p . 3 1 6 ,  3 ]  7 .
"  A n  A nsw er lo  u  B ook f ' t é l ù f w /  h  l h  B ram haii, W ., IV , p . 3 1 7 . T h e  L a t in  e d i t io n  o f  

Im ia lh /m  îs  l y  h r . fo u n d  in  L · IV , ΙΠ . S e e  T u c k ,  p .  89 .
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H obbes focused on (he significance o f  the  w ord  persona. H e  stuck 
to  the  teno r o f  his previous explanations a n d  q u o ted  C icero ’s 
m axim  again : 'U n u s  sustineo tres personas, m ei, adversarii, et 
judicis.’ H e claim ed d ial this is the. understand ing  o f  ‘person* at 
w ork in  the C h u rch  o f  England catechism .

H obbes’ understand ing  o f ‘person* as an ac to r w ho  c a n  speak 
a n d  act on his ow n b eh a lf  o r  on  b e h a lf  o f  an o th e r  is clearly at 
work: T )eus in persona p ro p ria  creavit om nia; in  p ersona Filii sui 
rcdem it genus hum anurn ; in p e rso n a  Spiritus Sancti ecclesiam 
sanctificavii.' I t  should be noted  th a t on ly  the F ather is referred  lo 
as acting  as ‘in persona p ro p ria ’, a n d  th a t, given the  C iceronian 
usage the o ther tw o 'persons’ could  still b e  construed  as som ething 
akin to 'personalities’ o r offices borne* by  ( ro d .1’

Polem ic is rarely  far from  the  surface in  the H obbes’ writings, 
a n d  his concern  at this po in t is m ade  clear: tritheism . H e  feared  
ihis w as ihc  inevitable resu lt if the  pe rsons o f  the  T rin ity  were 
conceived as independen t entities a s  a  read ing  o f  the  C reek  
Fathers1 use o f hypostasis as substance could easily imply. T rithe­
ism w as inevitable if  one  defined p e rso n ', as Bellarm int: and 
o thers do, as an intelligent p rim e substance. To define person  in 
this way leads to  conclusions that, a re  ‘co n tra  fidem ’, for if  
the  three persons w ere three such substances th en  th ere  would 
effectively be three gods. H obbes accused  B eltarm ine o f  not 
understand ing  the  full force o f the L a tin  w ord persona. A ccording
l o  H obbes, to define ‘person’ in te rm s  o f  prim e substance is to 
d ep a rt from  the  G reek προσώ πον, fo r προσώ πον signifies face or 
rep resen ta tion .54

C oncluding  his rem arks. H obbes no ted  th a t the  words ‘person’, 
hypostasis and  ‘T rin ity’ are  no t used in the  N icenc  C reed , and 
hypostasis is used in the  A thanasian  C reed  only to p araph rase  the 
N icenc C reed . T hese  w ords m oreover a re  n o t found in the  Scrip­
tures a n d  w ere in troduced  because o f  the  pressure o f  heretics. 
H obbes cautions th a t they  w ere no t in ten d ed  to solve the ‘ridd le’ 
o f  the  T rin ity  o r to  im prove upo n  Scrip ture. Echoing Augustine, 
h e  argues d ia l we speak o f  ‘person’ solely to  have som e w ord 
to  use, an d  dismisses fu rth e r philosophical speculation on  the

L a l in  U nia than . L W ., I I I .  j>. 5 3 3 ; a w l  see  p p . Γ»ίί). 5 3 3 H j.
"  L a t in  Léviathaii, L W .,  I l l ,  p . 5 3 3 .
"  L a rin  L ro û ith m , L  W .y I I I ,  p p . 5 3 3 ,5 3 4 .
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m ystery as fruitless. R etu rn ing  to his. earlier justification for his 
language, H obbes asserted once m ore  th a i the T rin ity  should be 
conceived solely in te rm s o f  the  Scrip tures, a n d  n o th ing  should 
be adm itted  to its in terp re ta tion  bu t vvliat can  b e  inferred  from  the 
Scriptures. ”

H e is no (load Christian

These revisions o f  Leviathan d id  little to  satisfy his critics. By now  
they had  the b it firm ly betw een th e ir  tee th , a n d  a  cam paign  was 
u n d e r way to deal with H obbes a n d  h is  teaching by force o f  law. 
In  1666. in  response to  the  ( ire a t  F ire , a  bill h a d  been  in troduced  
in to  Parliam ent to com bat heresy, a n d  th ere  is little doub t that 
H obbes w as one o f  its m ain  targets. T h e  recently  re-established 
bishops were keen  to assert their a u th o rity  a n d  the  writings o f 
H obbes w ere one o f  the  old scores th a t  m any  o f  them  w an ted  to 
settle. T h e  strength  o f  feeling is best illustrated  by the  fact that 
an o th e r  abusive ep ithe t was added  to  the  p o pu lar store o f polem ic 
w hen in 1669 a  student a t C o rp u s C hristi College, C am bridge, 
D aniel Scargill, was forced to m ake a  public recantation  o f  the 
tac t that he h a d  4gloryed to be an  H obbist a n d  an  A theist’.Ä

in  the following year, ScargilTs tutor, T h o m as Tenison, pub­
lished a  very cogent critique o f  H obbes’ theology, The. Creed o f Mr. 
Hobbes examined. Tenison (I636--1715) w rote this, his first book, 
qu ite  possibly as a pro tection  against m rn o u rs  th a t he h im self w as 
a  H obbist. A  m an  o f  distinct la titud inarian  sym pathies, described 
by the diarist Evelyn as ‘th a t dull man*, Tenison was to  becom e 
A rchbishop o f  C an terbu ry  in 1695. Like m any  o f  his con­
tem poraries, he realized th a t  the  leviathan w as dangerous no t only 
for its con ten t but also for its ‘handsom eness' o f  style. Tenison 
d rew  up  a  H obbesian  creed, its first clause being: C1 believe that 
C o d  is Alm ighty m atter; th a t in h im  th ere  a re  th ree  Persons, he 
having been  thrice represented  on  e a r th ’. Tenison proceeded  to 
m ake som e telling rem arks aboul th is first clause. H e  questioned 
a n d  p robed  the extent and  im plications o f  H obbes’ apophaticism .

' '  I .a i in  b v io ih a n t  111. p p . 5 3 5 , 53l>.
D . Scarvrill. The Recw/Uition v f  D a n it i  ScurgiU  ̂ O a m b rk lg t::  I Jn iw rsiL y  P r t’ss . 1W»9). p .  i . 

S e e  S p rin R b o rg , p .  3 4 8 ,  f o r  th e  m o v es  a g a in s t  H o b b e s .
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W hile lie agreed th a t G od  is incom prehensible, h e  did no t see this 
as m ean ing  that we canno t say any th ing  abou t G od. I f  it were 
im possible to m ake any true  sta tem en ts abou t G o d  then  phrases 
sucli as ‘G o d  is love’ a n d  ‘b e  holy as G o d  is ho ly’ w ould b e  literally 
senseless. Tenison draw s tw o analogies to  illustrate his point: the 
blind can  have some understand ing  o f  fire even though  they  can ­
no t sec it, a n d  sailors have som e know ledge o f  the sea even though 
they  have no t p lum bed  its depths. H obbes b a d  den ied  th a t we 
could ever have an idea  o f G o d  because  ideas resu lt from  sense 
perceptions. Tenison coun ters ad hvminem th a t if  G o d  is in  some 
w ay bodily, as H obbes m aintains, then  it is logically possible th a t 
he could be the  object o f  sense percep tion , a n d  therefore, on 
H obbes’ ow n g round , we could have som e concep tion  o f  him. 
Tenison th en  hit ou t a t w hat tic considered  H obbes ' overly restrict­
ive notion  o f  idea. Ideas are  no t necessarily images, a n d  ideas can 
exist w ithout any  pictorial imagery. H obbes h a d  confounded 
im age a n d  idea.3,

Tenison’s critique  o f  H ob b es’ exposition o f  the doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  is typical o f  m ost con tem porary  responses. H e  was so 
ind ignant a t  H obbes' bold re in terp re ta tion  o f  the  doctrine th a t he 
claim ed th a t ‘such an  exam ple o f  the  Trinity, has no t been 
invented by any  H eretick  o f  the  unluckiest w it, for these sixteen 
h u n d red  years’. H obbes h a d  p ro d u ced  a m onster, for using 
H obbes’ conception o f  ‘p e rso n ’ m e a n t th a t th ere  could well ‘be 
ra th e r a century, than  a T rin ity ’. K in g  C harles w as as m uch a 
trin ity  as G o d  on the  H obbesian  accoun t because he  was rep re ­
sented by three L ord  L ieutenants in Ire lan d .30 T h e  sam e p o in t was 
m ade  b y  the  E arl o f  C larendon , w ho  accused H obbes o f  opening 
the G o d h ead  to ;as m any  Persons as an y  Body will assign to  it’. H e 
accuscd H obbes o f  dem oting C hrist to  the  position o f  viceregent 
o f  G od, which is ‘degrading below th e  m odel o f  Socinus’. C laren ­
don feared  that Leviathan ‘w ould destroy the  very  Essence o f  the 
Religion o f  C hrist’, w hich C larendon  saw  as H obbes’ u ltim ate  aim  
given th a t ‘h e  hath  no religion, o r  th a t  h e  is no good C hristian ’.w

I. T en iso n , Ί  he Creed o f M r. Hobbes Examined ( l-o n d o n : ffi70). “ I h e  P-pistlc D edicatory*, 
p . 8; u n d  see  t>[>. ft-H i, 2-1- 3 2 . T h e  p o in t a b o u t im age a n d  id e a  will b e  m o re  closely 
ex am in ed  a i  the  e n d  o f  d ie  ehaptcr.

*  T en iso n , p p . 3 8 , 3 9 ,4 3 .
E d w ard  H y d e , A  B rie f View and Survey o f  the Dangerous and Pernicious Errors to O aach und 

Stale, in M r. Hobbes's Booh, E ntitled hw U han  (O xfo rd : 1676), pp. 24*>, f>, 9 ,2 4 2 .
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W hile lènison w as aw are th a t Leviathan h a d  recen tly  been  pub­
lished in L atin , his criticisms reveal no acquain tance  w ith the 
revised text. A  L atin  rejo inder o f  1673, J . T e m p le rs  Idea Theologian 
1jviathanis, took  accoun t o f  H obbes’ revisions bu t Found th em  still 
wanting. T em pler lam basted  H ob b es as ‘the H y d ra  o f  M alm es­
bury’. a  hyena im ita ting  the voice o f  ihe shepherd . T h e  boo k  is 
com prised ol two parts. I h e  first is a  defence a n d  explanation  o f 
the  righ t use o f  Scrip ture, the second is a  syllabus o f  dogm atic 
e rro rs  distilled from  leviathan. D ogm a V III  asserts lhat 'M oses is 
die first person  in  th e  m ost H oly  T rin ity’. T em pler wras aw are o f 
the  correction  o ttered  by H obbes in the  append ix  to  the  Latin 
leviathan, b u t deem ed  it insufficient. For T em pler th e  roo t o f  the 
problem  lay no t so m uch in the  use th a t H ob b es m akes o f his 
concep t o f ‘p e rso n ’, b u t  in the  definition itself. H obbes’ etym ology 
is too  partial. T h e  lexicon gives seven m eanings to  th e  w ord  ‘per­
son’, an d  it is con tex t that decides w hich  one  o f these is in play. 
A ccording to Tem pler, H obbes’ definition confo rm s n e ith e r to the 
usage o f  the w o rd  in  church , n o r  to forum  o r  thea tre . In  theology 
the understand ing  a t w ork is lhat o f  ‘suppositum  intclligcns’. 
A lthough H obbes has expunged the offending sections o f  Leviathan, 
the reten tion  o f the definition o f  ‘person’ m eans that, errors can­
no t bu t rem ain  im plicitly in the text. F inally  T em pler argued, the 
H obbesian  defin ition  o f ‘p e rso n ’ m ean t that, th ere  m ust be four 
persons in the  T rin ity  because G o d  existed before M oses person­
ated him .40

T h e  criticisms m ad e  by Ross, Lucy, T enison , C larendon , 
T em pler a n d  o thers  w ere lo rem ain  p a rt o f  the  s tan d a rd  attack  on 
H obbes’ doctrine. W orks w ere p roduced  echoing these attacks 
e ither w hole o r  in p a r t . In 1683, for exam ple, fo u r years after 
H obbes’ dea th , an  obscure coun try  parson , J o h n  Dowel, p u b ­
lished his critique o f  H obbes’ theology. T h e  title says it  all: The 
Leviathan Heretical. D ow el thought H ob b es guilty o f  a t least two 
heresies. B oth  have b een  touched  on  before: his teaching on 
the corporeal n a tu re  o f  G od, a n d  his teaching on th e  Trinity. T h e  
latter heresy derives from H obbes’ refusal to coun tenance  the 
technical use ol’ ‘person’ in theology, which yields trin ita rian  p e r­
sons th a t  a re  tem poral a n d  not e te rnal. A ccord ing  to Dowel, 
H obbes sees G o d ’s fa therhood  com m encing with the  creation o f

w  J . T rm p lttr , IJfn fhmlogiae leniatiitinis (I .ondon; I fj7 j ) ,  p . 7 7 ; S C O  pp. 7 7 -8 2 .
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ihc world, his sonship  w ith its redem ption , H o b b es  was by then  
well beyond D ow el’s ultim ate answ er to  the  p rob lem  posed by 
such heresy: the reinstatem ent. o f  De heretico comburendol*'

The True Intellectual System o f  Ike Universe

M y investigation o f  H obbes’ opponents w ou ld  b e  deficient if  I 
neglected  a  g roup  w ho, while n o t m ounting  a  frontal assault, 
a ttem pted  to refute his conclusions by developing a  subtle anti- 
d o te  to his a tom istic  m aterialism . For the C am bridge  Platonists, 
H obbes w as sim ply the  m ost pernicious exam ple o f  a  general drift, 
tow ards m aterialistic explanation. T hey  sought to  refu te the  basic 
axiom s o f  such philosophical understandings, and , d raw ing  on an 
understand ing  fo rm ed  by the  neo-P latonism  o f  Renaissance 
au thors, insisted u p o n  the reten tion  o f  the  im m ateria l and  the 
spiritual as p a rt o f  the  universe. H u m a n  reason w as a  reflection of, 
a n d  participation in , d iv ine reason; properly understood  it led to, 
ra th e r th an  aw ay from , religion. O n e  o f  the  lasting m onum en ts o f 
th e ir erud ition  was The. True Intellectual System o f  the. Universe > w riucn 
by R a lp h  G udw orth  (1617 1688), M aste r o f  C h ris t’s College, 
C am bridge , a n d  a  key signatory o f  the  decree ban ish ing  the  h a p ­
less Scargill from  th e  university. T h e  work, pub lished  in 1678, 
conveyed its c lear in ten tion  by its title: it w as an a tte m p t to  provide 
an  ‘intellectual’, as opposed  to  a  m ateria l, account o f  the  universe. 
For m y purposes I shall no te  C ud w o rth ’s exposition  o f  the Trinity, 
a n d  also register two o ther trends o f  the  though t o f  the 
C am bridge  Platonists found there  that were to have a  profound 
efleet upon the fu tu re  recep tion  a n d  understand ing  o f trin itarian  
doctrine .42

A gainst a  background  in w hich som e au thors too  often and  too 
easily equated  rcvcrcncc fo r reason w ith  the m eth o d  a n d  tenets o f 
Socinianism , the C am bridge  Platonists insisted th a t  reason was 
’the cand le  o f  the L o rd '. Its p ro p er exercise led  one  to, ra th e r  than

" J o h n  D ow el, The. Ijtvialhan H m ik a l ilx m d o n : 1683), see p p . 101 3, 111, 122.
w R a lp h  C u d w o r th . The 'True Intellectual System o f  the Universe (L o n d o n : 167ÜJ. A n  a cco u n t 

o f  ihe  C a m b rid g e  P latonists as  a  g ro u p  a n d  as ind iv iduals p lac in g  th e m  in  th e ir  in tellectual 
m ilieu  is Jo h n  T u llo ch , R ational Theology and Christian Philosophy in  England in  the Seventeenth 
C entuy j'-ί vois.; E d in b u rg h ; B lackw ood. 1872}. A n  ex am in a tio n  o f  tht*ir m r th o d  t a n  Ur 
fourni :n  H . R . M cA doo , T h e S f/iril o f  Anglicanism  (I.o iu lon : Black, I9<>ä), csp . c h a p te rs  3 
a n d  4.
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aw ay from , the teaching' o f  the C hristian  C hurch . T h e  light of 
Scrip tu re  and  the  light o f reason w ere com plem en tary  no t con­
tradictory. For som e o f  th e ir  opponents this baptiz ing  o f reason 
sim ply served to  con  h rm  their suspicions th a t the  C am bridge  Pla- 
ton  is is w ere covert Socinians. O n e  p reach e r a ttacked  th em  in the 
presence o f the king, they  ‘im piously deny  both  th e  L ord  . . . and  
his H oly  Spirit . . . m aking  Reason, Reason, R eason , th e ir only 
T rin ity’.41 T h e  m anifesto  o f  the C am bridge  Platonisfs needed  to be 
back ed  up by dem onstration , a n d  C udw orth  a ttem p ted  to  show 
how even th a t most, m ysterious o f  C hristian  doctrines, the  Trinity, 
w as actually m ore in  accord  with reason th an  opposed  to it. I t  is 
im p o rtan t to g rasp  th a t  he did no t in tend to prove th e  T rin ity  from 
reason, and  d id  no t deny  that the  C hristian  T rin ity  w as revealed 
only in the  econom y o f  salvation, bu t he did hope to  show th a t the 
‘trinities’ o f  the ancient w orld h a d  a heuristic value that would 
rem ove the  doctrine from  charges o f  intrinsic unintelligibility. He 
argued  th a t  his approach  m ight help those w ho  saw  the  T rin ity  as 
the  'C hoak-P ear o f  C hristian ity ’.44

At th e  opening o f  the  seventeenth cen tury  the find ing  o f  vestigia 
trinitatis w as relatively uncontroversial. D onne a n d  others dis­
cerned ‘applied  irin itarian ism ’ in hum anity, ph ilosophy and  even 
physiology. A ccord ing  to  C udw orth  m any such vestigia were to  be 
found in the  w ritings o f  the ancien t philosophers a n d  m agi. T here  
were presentim ents o f the T rin ity  in the teach ing  o f  Zoroaster, 
M ith ras and  Pythagoras. Tn pages (dense w ith reference and 
argum ent C ud w o rth  exam ined  ‘trinities’ to b e  (bund  in tin: w rit­
ings o f  A ncient E gypt, the  Jew ish  C abbala  a n d  Classical authors. 
All these echoes o f  the T rin ity  w ere descended  from  a divinely 
revealed pm ca tkeologia o r  prim itive theology shared  by H ebrew  
an d  G reek alike. A lthough this ancien t L  r-revelation suffered 
decline am ongst the  pagans, nevertheless the  sim ple presence o f 
such vestigia told against those w ho argued th a t a n y  no tion  o f  a  
T rin ity  is intrinsically incom prehensible. C ud w o rth  th en  w ent on 
to argue th a t the C hristian  T rin ity  is ‘n o t a  T rin ity  o f  m ccr nam es 
o r W ords’, it is a  T rin ity  o f hypostases, subsistences o r persons.

11 Q u o i  c d  in M a r g a r e t  C -  J a c o b ,  T h e  N ew lo m m s m id  the E nglish R evolu tion , 1 6 8 9 -1 7 2 0  
iBriyriion: H arv este r, Ι97β ;: p . 47.

"  C u d w o rib , ‘T h o  P re face  u> ih c  R e a d e r .
1 See D e n n is  R . K linck , * “  Iisiig ia  T im iluki"  i:i M a n  a n d  hi> W orks in  th e  E nglish R enais 

sancc’,  Journal o f  the H istory o jld ta s  42  ( ! 081}, p p . 115 2 7 .
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W hile accepting  th a t  the  T rin ity  is a  M ystery; h-e w as equally 
insistent th a t it is n o t  in p lain  contradiction to  reason . C udw orth  
argued , in a  claim  th a t proved highly contentious, th a t  the  ancient 
Fathers saw 'C o d ' a s  a  com m on, universal substance. T h e  Fathers 
w ere hom o-ousian n o t m ono-ousian. T h e  consubsian iialily  o f  the 
three persons refe rred  no t to one  num erical essence but to  one 
universal essence. As w e shall see in the  next chapter, this under­
stand ing  led critics to  accuse C udw orth  variously  o f  tritheism , 
Arianism  o r b o th .10

Tw o o ther legacies w ere to  be bequeathed  by C ud w o rth  and  
Lhc C am bridge  Platonists to later disputes abou t th e  doctrine o f 
the  Trinit}·' debate. T h e  first was the  relative d im inish ing  o f  the 
im portance  o f  doc trine  in favour o f  morality; In  this they  w ere no t 
alone, as the  rise o f ‘ihe  la titude  m e n ’ clearly shows. As C udw orth  
pu t it: *1 persuade m y self, th a t no  m an  shall ever b e  kep t o u t  o f 
heaven, for no t co m prehend ing  mysteries th a t w ere beyond the 
reach  o f  h is  shallow understanding .’4' T h e  C am b rid g e  Platonists 
w ere insistent th a t div inity  w as fo r life n o t ju s t for argum en t. In  the 
hands o f  less subtle thinkers such sentim ents w'ould lead  to the  
doctrine o f the T rin ity  be ing  dism issed as true  bu t un im portan t. 
T h e  second was the  em ergence o f  the  self-referential category o f 
iconsciousness’. T h is  em ergence w as to have p ro found  con­
sequences fo r the  w ay  in w hich ‘p e rso n ’ w ould  be conceived, and  
disastrous results w h e n  such concepts w ere app lied  to  understand  
th e  doctrine o f  the T rinity .Iü

1 am  now  in a position  to d raw  som e im p o rtan t conclusions 
abou t H obbes’ th o u g h t on the doctrine o f  the Trinity. All too 
often com m enta to rs have based  th e ir judgem en ts o f  H obbes’ 
understand ing  o f the  T rin ity  solely on the passages that occur in 
the  English Itm ahan , focusing on  ch ap te r 42 in particular. From 
this they have quickly concluded  H obbes' rank  heterodoxy; if  not

"’ C u d w o r th , p. 558; see p p . 288 , ή Ί8 . GO 1 -1 2 . S ee  S a ra h  H u  Lion, ‘Tht* K eoplatnuU : 
ro o ts  o f  A nariism : R a lp h  C u d w o r th  a n d  T h c o p h ih is  G a le ', in  I-cch  S /.r/u c k i, o d ., Socmian- 
im  W a rsa w : P W N , 1983), fo r  a  c o n te m p o ra ry 's  u n e a se  w ith  C u d w o ith ’s u se  o f  Plato.

17 in  G. A .J . R o g e rs , ‘Tht* O th er-W o rld ly  P h ilo sophers a n d  th e  R e a l W brfd: T h e
C a m b rid g e  P laton ists , T h e o lo g y  a n d  P o litics', in  G. A .J .  R o g e rs .J . M . V ienne a n d  Y  C. 
Z a rk a , cds., T h e Cambridge P lfttonish in Phiiosophicat Context (D o d rcc lu ; K luw cr, 1997;, 
p p . 3 2 3  (8).

" W e  .skd l r e tu rn  lo  ‘co nsciousness ' in  the  n ex t lw o ch ap te rs , b u t  ihe  o r ig in  o f  the  
co n cep t in  ih e  th o u g h t o f  C u d w o r th  is strongly  d e ten d ed  in  U d o  T h ie l ,  ‘C u d w o rth  a n d  
S ev en teen th  C e n tu ry  T h e o r ie s  o f  C onsciousness’, in  S te p h e n  G a u k io ^ e r , e d ., The. I h r s f  
Antiquity (D odrcch t: K luw cr, Î991), p p . 7 9 -0 9 .
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atheism , a n d  their argum en ts for this conclusion often echo  
Bishop Bram hall. E ven  his m ore sym pathetic  m odern  com m enta­
to rs seem keen to  display his heresy. G cach  calls H obbes a  Socin­
ian , Pocock detects a jo ach im iie , M a n in ich  concedes that. H obbes 
m ay  be a  Sabellian. Perhaps a desire for such labelling is inevit­
able. b u t ou r evaluation o f  H obbes ' though t on  the  T rin ity  needs 
to  go fu rth e r th an  slogans.4X1

Tt is crucial to  realize that H obbes’ writings do  no t yield one 
unified understanding , an d  th a t the English Leviathan is n o t his last 
w ord  on the  Trinity. H obbes m odified  his views in response to 
criticism  and , in later works, particu larly  the  L atin  Ijwiaihan, he 
engages in a degree o f  re-expression a n d  reappraisal. O n e  o f  his 
earliesL explicit references to the doctrine, w hich  occurs in De dve> 
is n o t controversial at all. w here  h e  n o tes  th a t  the  new  covenant 
was no t established in the  nam e o f  th e  F ather a lone bu t in the 
nam e o f  Father, Son and  S p ir i t1” T h e  exposition given in the 
English Leviathan is, as we have seen, far m ore contentious, and  
generated  im m ense heat in subsequen t controversies. T h is  is 
m odified in the  L atin  Ijiviathan, b o th  in  the  text an d  in its a p p en ­
dix. In  earlier works the  T rin ity  is trea ted  in  the  context o f  o ther 
concerns. In  the  later works the T rin ity  is a  p rim ary  focus for 
H obbes as he tried to  defend  h im self from  accusations o f  heresy. 
I t is im portan t to  acknow ledge th is change in focus, expression 
an d  in tention if  we are to gain  an accurate  understand ing  o f 
H obbes' writings on  the  Trinity.31

H obbes based his reflections on th e  Scriptures, a n d  his trin itar­
ian theology is thoroughly econom ic in origin a n d  expression. 
H e takes as given th a t the  Bible reveals G o d  as th ree  persons, 
and  H obbes a ttem pts to  explore how  the  one G o d  could  b e  three 
persons. In  doing  so h e  develops his ow n eccentric trinitarianism . 
But w hatever its eccentricities, the exposition is g rounded  in the

G ra c h , p . äf>2: Pr.cock, p. 18ft; M a r·  in  irk . The Tw u Gods, p . 2 0 5 . M a n in ic h ’s [xjsition 
co nfused . H e  w ishes to  p o r tra y  H o b b e s  as  "a s in c e re , a n d  relatively o rth o d o x , C h ris tia n ’ {p. 
1}. Yet w h en  discussing th e  T rin ity , M a rtin ic h  a rg u e s  (h a t i f  w e co n ced e  th a t H o b b e s’ view s 
arc  S abellian  th is re in fo rces th e  co n ten tio n  th a t H o b b e s  w as a  C h ris tia n  b rli«ver: 'i f  Ho!>- 
b e s  w e re  a  S ab e llian , th e n  h e  believed  cr. th e  T rin ity ; a n d  i f  h e  believed in  th e  T rin ity , he 
w as a  sincere  C h ris tia n ’ {p. 205). T o  b e  a  S ab e llian  is  su re ly  no t to  b e  ‘relatively  o rth o d o x ' 
a s  M a rtin ic h  w o u ld  hav e  it. i t  is to  b e  p lain ly  h e re t ic a l  

'" ' L . 11·'., 11, p p .  3 7 6  7 .
·’' S k rn n c r c o m m e n ts  o n  th e  n cg lcc t o f  th e  L a tin  Leviathan, p. 3 ,  n .  15.



92 ‘JYice and Hot Disputes ’

econom y o f  salvation, a n d  thus H obbes provides a  coun ter­
exam ple to  those, such as L aC ugna , w ho assert th a t  reflection on 
the doctrine o f  the T rin ity  had  becornc non-econom ic Jong before 
this time. Even the  offending passages o f  the English Leviathan arc 
scripturally  based .52

T h e  concep t o f  'p e rson ’ is very im portan t. We saw in the  last 
ch ap te r that m en  like Biddle a n d  Fry. conceiving o f person  in the 
classical w ay along  the  lines o f  'ind iv idual intelligent substance’, 
w ere unable to accept the sta tem ent th a t ‘G o d  is th ree persons’. I t  
w as either m eaningless (Fry), o r  b lasphem ous (Biddle). I t  could 
easily lead  to  a  tritheistic understand ing  o f  the G odhead , as to  say 
th a t th ere  w ere three individual intelligent substances in the (rod- 
head  seem ed to  im ply th a t there  w ere three Gods. Biddle and  
o thers  rejected  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  as idolatry' H obbes did 
not. H obbes used a different understand ing  o f ‘p e rso n 1, albeit one 
developed largely to  service his political concerns, to try  to  under­
stand  w hat the doctrine m ight m ean . T h e  e laboration  o f  the w ord 
‘person’ th a t  takes p lace in Leviathan chap te r 16 is m ainly  con­
cerned  w ith the  legal a n d  political usage o f  the  w ord , b u t  it is in this 
context o f ‘persons artificial]' th a t H obbes extends his u nderstand ­
ing to  the  ‘persons’ o f  the  G o d h ead . G o d  is the  a u th o r  o f  the 
actions o f the three actors w ho rep resen t him  as th ree  'artifieia.ll' 
persons. T h u s, according to  H obbes, to  say th a t G o d  is a  T rin ity  is 
the equivalent o f  saying th a t G od  is one agent w ho  has, so the 
Scriptures tell us, b een  persona ted  th ree  tim es in history. As we 
have seen, this exposition o f  the doc trine  was com pletely unaccep t­
able to his critics. T hey  disputed his defin ition  o f ‘p e rso n ’, po in ting  
ou t that.it was the  tru th  bu t not the  w hole tru th , and  unsuitable for 
application to G od . T hey  contended  th a t the  application o f  this 
definition en ta iled  a  m ultiplicity o f pe rsons in the  G odhead , and  
they suspected that the  H obbcsian  pe rsons w ere tem poral m an i­
festations a n d  no t e ternal realities. G iven  all this we m ay  w onder 
why H obbes initially re-cast the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  in this way.

T h re e  m ain reasons p resen t them selves: H obbes’ understand­
ing o f  the natu re  o f  thought a n d  language, his atom ism  and  his 
politics. H obbes’ account o f the n a tu re  o f  thought played an 
im portan t role in de te rm in ing  how  h e  conceived the  T rin ity  His 
account o f  thought is overtly p ictorial: thoughts are ‘every one  a

'■'2 S ee  C a th e rin e  L a C u g n a , G odfor Us (N ew  York: H a rp e rC o llin s , 1991). pp. 12, 210.
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R epresentation  o r A p p earan ce’ o f  external objects. A  thought is 
thus a  m en ta l im age, a n d  the  tra in  o f  thought is po rtrayed  as a 
succession o f  m en ta l images. H ence w e can n o t speak m uch of 
G o d  as we a rc  unab le  to form  suitable m en ta l pictures. In  fact, as 
wc have seen, Scrip tu re  aside, the only tiling we -can say about 
G o d  is that he exists. W c speak o f  G o d  to  h o n o u r  him  no t to 
conceive him .'1' W ords a re  signs that m ark  though ts  and  are 
dep icted  largely as nam es for things. T h e  p u rpose  o f  speech (by 
w hich H obbes often m eans w hat w c w ould label ‘language5) is to 
‘transferre o u r  M cn ta ll D iscourse in to  Verbal; o r  th e  T rayne o f 
thoughts into a  T rayne o f  W ords’. Language th u s  seem s to be 
purely  descriptive, a n d  there appears little place if  any for an 
understand ing  th a t allows language to  function in a  form al, non- 
descriptive way. G iven  th is narrow  understand ing  o f  language, 
H obbes m ay well have loll constrained  to choose betw een two 
in terpreta tions o f th e  ph rase  O o d  is th ree perso n s’: either that 
there  are  three m aterially  separate individuals w h o  can  all be 
called G od, o r one individual who carries th ree  identities. T h e  
form er, blatant tritheism , was clearly unacceptab le , so the  latter 
seem ed m ore attractive. A ny theory  o f  language th a t  sees words 
only as signs· ihr thought-as-im agc will b e  unable to account for 
usage th a t secs the  possibility o f  language a n d  understanding 
functioning in a non-p icto rial w a y 14

,s Eng'.ish Leviathan, ch . I  ; a n d  see ch. 1 fo r  a n  a c c o u n t o f  th o u g h t, a n d  ch . 3  fo r  an 
a cco u n t o f  th e  tra in  o f  th o u g h t. For ih c  fluidity o f  ‘idea’ d u r in g  th is p e rio d , see R obert 
M c R ae . ‘ “ Id e a ” as  a  Philosophie;:! T e rm  in  the  S ev en teen th  C ci& uty* , Journa l o f the Ht\loTy
o f Ideas 26  ( 1965), pp . 175-iH).

'■ E nglish Ltviatfum , ch . Λ . Sw ift sa tirizes this u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  la n g u a g e  w h e n  G ulliver 
v isits a  schoo l o f  lang u ag es o n  th e  is lan d  o f  L ap u ta ; Jo n a th a n  Sw ift, Gu/'liue/'i Traoeh ÿed. 
iV trr D ixon a n d  J o h n  Gh»l|<cr; lo n d o n :  1967), p p . 2 3 0 - 1. H o b b e s ' ‘no m in a lism '
is one  o f  the  ro o ts  o f  h is p ro b lem  w ith  th e  T rin ity . I’c tc r  G e a c h  h as  sp o k e n  o f  th e  d anger 
chat a n y  nom in a lis t th e o ry  poses lo  C h r is tia n  d o c trin e , m e n tio n in g  l lo b b e s  am o n g st the  
no m inalists , a r.d  «he T rin ity  am o n g st th e  rn d a n g ç re d  doc trin es. T h e  ro o t  o f  the  p rob lem , 
a rg u es G c a c h , lies in  nom in a lis t log ic  w h ich  subscribes to  a  version  o f  th e  tw o -n am e th e o ry  
A cco rd in g  to  th is iheosy: a  s ta te m e n t is u u e  if, a n d  only  if, th e  sub ject a n d  p re d ic a te  n am e 
sta n d  for the  sam e th ing . N a m e s  a re  believed to  b e  th e  only  logical category . S u eh  a  logical 
th e o ry  is in ad eq u a te , a c c o rd in g  to  G c a c h , b ecau se  i t  c a n n o t a cco u n t fo r  relation . A t th e  
level o f  tr in ita r ia n  th eo lo g y  re la tio n  is essential *o a n y  u n d erstan d in g . T h e  p e rso n s o f  th e  
T rin ity  d o  n o t possess re la tio n s , th ey  a re  th em . G c a c h  a rg u es th a t :a i ty  d o c tr in e  in  w hich 
relative te rm s essentially  oc:« u r  is b o u n d  to  strain  th e  tw o -n am e theory . I t  is  c le a r  in  th e  first 
p lace  lh a l o n  a  tw o -n am e th e o ry  th e re  c a n  l»e n o  relations n o  res an sw e rin g  specially  to 
relative te rm s .' P e ter G c a c h , ‘N om inalism *, ir. A n th o n y  K enny , e d ., Atpdnus'· A  (killtilion  o f 
C n iva l E ssays (1 .ondon: M a c m illa n , 1969), pp. 139  -52 (144). B u t fo r  a  ca u tio n  o n  labelling 
H o b b e s  a  nom inalist, see Flew , p. 160.



Hobbes* w ritings also reflect the process by w hich the im p o rt­
ance of' relationality  was being  lost sigln o f  in m any areas. 
T h roughou t the seventeenth ccn tu ry  atom ism  ex erted  an  influ­
ence on  thought well beyond the realm s o f m ateria l science. 
D escartes h a d  already  construed  the  person  in radically  indi­
vidualistic term s. T h e  C artesian  ego could  exist even if  the  rest o f 
the w orld ceased  to  be, a  m yth echoed by H obbes. In  science the 
rediscovery o f  atom istic m odels h a d  em phasized  (he  scparated- 
ness o f  each  p a rt o f  the  m ateria l universe, while in  society previ­
ously unquestioned relationships were break ing  dow n as the old 
hegem ony finally unravelled in the  Civil W ar.3’ Personal identity 
w as increasingly conceived o f  in individualistic ra th e r than  
com m unal term s, a n d  H obbes reflected this a tom ism  in his social 
theory: relationship w as an  ex ternal constra in t forced  o n  m en 
from  fear o f the  sta te  o f  natu re , it w as n o t seen as constitutive o f 
their identity. H u m a n  beings were p rc-lb rm ed  individuals w ho by 
force o f  reason b o u n d  a n d  lim ited them selves fo r the sake o f 
peace. In  this sense H o b b es’ account o f  society is atom istic a n d  his 
political science is a  faithful application  o f  the  dissolutive and  
com positive m ethod  he advocated for the n a tu ra l sciences. I t  was 
hard ly  surprising th en  th a t in this sort o f clim ate a  doctrine, such 
as the Trinit>; th a t p rized  rela tions as constitutive o f  identity  was 
disconcerting.

H obbes’ concep tion  o f  sovereignty could be described  as polit­
ically unitarian . H is sovereign is absolute a n d  his pow er indisput­
able. H obbes rejected  any separation  o f  pow ers; th ere  could be no 
o th e r  claim s on the  loyalty o f  the  subject. T h e  C h u rc h  was thus 
subord inated  to  the pow er o f the  sovereign, a n d  its claims to a 
h igher o r  diflerent pow er denied. (This w as one  o f  the  reasons 
why H obbes w as k een  to play dow n any  claim s that m ight be 
m ade to sup ern a tu ra l pow ers such as p rophecy  o r  inspiration.). If 
H obbes allowed no differentiation in the earth ly  sovereign there 
could be none in th e  heavenly sovereign either. 'I  h e  earth ly  sover­
eign might, be represen ted  and  so m ight the  heavenly  one, bu t in 
ne ither case could  th e re  be any  rea l plurality. T h e  political sphere 
and  the religious sphere m irro r each  other. T his political uriitari- 
anisrn reflected the  em erg ing  culture o f  the civic polity. T h e  Pro­
tectorate a n d  R esto ra tion  regim es wrere b o th  concerned  with the
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S w  Kislilan.*ky. c h a p t r r  I ,  for sü d a l  re lationsh ips.
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establishm ent o f  stability  and  order, a n d  w hile it  w ould  be mis­
leading 10 cast th a t env ironm ent as ‘absolutist', it w ould  be fair to 
characterize the  cen tripe tal forces a t work in  the British state as 
‘centralist1. A lthough Jam es  Vs desire for inco rporative  union 
betw een his two kingdom s w as thw arted  several lim es du ring  his 
lifetime, the  process o f  in tegration  an d  subord ination  continued. 
I t w as realized in all b u t n am e by Crom w ell’s defeat o f  Scotland 
and  conquest o f  I re lan d  in the  m id-seventeenth century. T h e  a b o ­
lition o f  structures such  as the C ouncil o f  W ales fu rth e r  indicate 
the centralizing  tendencies o f  the  C aro line a n d  Crom w ellian 
state. O n c e  again  th e  theological a n d  political in tertw ine: if  pow er 
m ust be concen tra ted  a t the  cen tre  a n d  ‘federalism ’ in any  form  
rejected, then  a  ‘federa l’ G o d h ead  becom es m ore unim aginable 
and  m ore inconceivable.™

N one o f  these reflections is in tended  to cast H obbes, by innu­
endo if  no t argum en t, in the guise o f  a  conscious b u t covert theo­
logical U nitarian. A lthough G each  has p laced  him  in  the Socinian 
cam p, a n d  there a re  indeed  elem ents o f  his th o u g h t thar could be 
characterized  in this way, notably  his m ortalism  in  regard  to the 
soul, H obbes will n o t fit neatly  into this category. In his later 
writings the  personhood  o f  the  H oly  Spirit is em phasized  to  suf­
ficient ex ten t to ru le  ou t the Socinian depiction o f  die Spirit as a 
m etaphor, i t  m ust also be no ted  th a t  very, very  few  o f his con­
tem porary  critics accuse H obbes o f  being  a  Socinian, despite the 
fact th a t this had  by  now becom e a  p o pu lar te rm  o f  abuse. H is 
accep tance  o f  the  N icene  C reed  separates h im  from  Biddle a n d  
m any Socinians p ro p e r  w ho  saw th a t sym bol as the  tr iu m p h  o f  the 
forces o f  philosophical paganism . T h e  R acov ian  Catechism  
explicitly rejects be lie f in the  three persons o f  the  G odhead , H o b ­
bes does not. W hile his account o f  the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is 
highly questionable, h e  now here rejects it, o r  calls i t  unscriptural, 
o r  depicts it as the  construction  o f  a  decaden t C hurch .

It could  be argued  th a t H obbes’ avowal o f ‘Jesus is the  M essiah’

■|H I 'o r th e  p ro b le m s a sso c ia ted  w ith  g en e ra tin g  a n y  m ean in g fu l c o n c e p t o f  absolu tism  
ap p licab le  to  E n g la n d  a t  th is  tim e, see  J a m e s  D aly  ‘T h e  Id ea  o f  A b so lu te  M o n a rch y  in  
S ev en teen th  C c n tu ry  E u g ia n d \  7 he H istorical Journal 21 {197Ö), pp. 227 50. F or th e  cen tra l­
iz ing  ten d e n c y  o f  S tu a r t [tnlitics, see K ishlansky, pp. 4 5 . 201 , 243. T h a t  th is  ten d e n c y  lind 
roo ts in  T u d o r  po lity  c a n  b e  seen  in  th e  suprcssion  o f  W ales i:i 153f> a m i (lie a tte m p t io  
ob lite ra te  its iden tity ; see A d r ia n  H as tin g s The Consfruciioti >,f.Nationhood (C am b rid g e : C a m ­
b rid g e  U niversity  Press. 1997}, p. 72.
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as the unum necewtmum o f  C hristian  be lie f reveals H obbes’ laten t 
Socinianism . O n e  could accept the  s ta tem en t that ‘Jesus is the 
M essiah’ w ithout therefore being com m itted  to  accepting  that 

Jesus  is divine, a n d  ihe  Racovian C atechism  and  Jo h n  Biddle had  
rcduccd  the C hristian  faith to  this slogan. H ow ever in De corpore 
politico H obbes had  expanded  this unum necessarium in  a non- 
Socinian  direction: ‘A nd w ithout all controversy, there  is n o t any 
m ore  necessary point, to  lie believed fo r  m a n ’s salvation than  this, 
th a t Jesus is the  M essiah, th a t  is, the  C h r i s t . . . a n d  all the  explica­
tions th ereo f a rc  fundam ental; as also a rc  all such as be evidently- 
inferred  from  thence; as belief' in G o d  the F a ther [and] belief in 
G o d  the  H oly G host’.5'  Belief in the  T rin ity  is thus con ta ined  in the 
affirm ation  that ‘Jesus is the M essiah’.

In  all this we should  no t underestim ate  the desire o f  H obbes 
a n d  his contem poraries to avoid w hat they  considered the  very 
real danger o f  tritheism . W e saw in th e  last chap te r how  avowed 
anti-trin itarians construed  the doc trine  o f  the  T rin ity  as proclaim ­
ing three separa te  gods. Som e, such a s  Best, saw' the  T rin ity  as the 
tip o f  the  iceberg o f  C atholic  polytheism , a n d  H obbes him self 
though t talk o f  the  divine persons as ‘intelligent substances’ cam e 
dangerously close to  positing  three gods.

H obbes’ d irect con tribu tion  to trin ita rian  thought was very 
lim ited; ‘H obb ism ’ becam e ano th er slu r to  sm ear an  opponen t, 
b u t the  indirect legacy o f  H obbes w as probably  g rea te r th an  his 
con tem poraries realized. H obbes' theological reflections drove 
o thers  to rationalistic refutations. A ccord ing  to M int/., C udw orth  
and  M ore  ‘tried  to refute H obbes w ith H obbes’ ow n w eapon, 
logical analysis . . .  w hen they  a rg u ed  explicitly against H obbes 
they argued  on his ow n g round , a n d  thus gave fu rth e r testim ony 
o f the grow ing im portance  w hich rationalism  assum ed in English 
thought d u rin g  the latter part o f  the seventeenth  century''. M intz 
concludes th a t ‘the critics w ere satisfied th a t they h a d  cut H obbes 
dow n to size; in  fact they h a d  yielded, slowly a n d  imperceptibly, 
b u t also very surely, to the force o f  h is  rationalist m eth o d ’. This 
process la id  up  fu rther problem s fo r th e  fu tu re .>8

T h e  atten tion  a n d  p rom inence  H obbes gave to  the Trinity, and  
the interest a n d  concern  that his critics m anifested  ab o u t his

IV  p . 174.
:-e M in tz , pp . 83 , 149 -5 0 .



understand ing , arc d e a r  indications that the  d oc trine  w as no  m ar­
ginal concern  in the  m id-seventeenth  century. It has been  im port­
an t to no te  th a t H o b b es ' exposition is thoroughly econom ic and 
generated  from  Scrip ture. H e does no t dismiss the  doc trine  o f  the 
T rin ity  bn! re in terp re ts  it- H is use o f  the w ord ‘p e rso n ’ is pivotal in 
ihis re in te rp re ta tio n , signalling a  d ep artu re  from  the com m on­
place, ‘Boethian* definition o f ‘person  held by m o st o f  his con­
tem poraries and  m ark ing  a new  a ttem pt to explore the  C hristian  
doctrine o f  G od. H is concern  to  ‘transla te’ the com plexities of 
scholastic ja rg o n  in to  the  ‘vernacu lar’ o f  o rd in a ry  language is 
quite apparen t, b u t his theo ry  o f  language a n d  though t, his nom ­
inalist logic, a n d  his un ilarian  politics prevented h im  from doing 
so in adequate  term s w hen it cam e to the  doctrine o f  the Trinity. 
T h e  fact th a t he a ttem p ted  to  do  so a t all is a  sure ind ication  o f  the 
im portance  the doctrine still possessed for him  an d  for o thers  in 
their religious lives.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

So Many Wrong Trinities, and 
More Everyday Increasing

By 1660 m ost Englishm en w ere co n ten t to welcom e C harles Π  to 
his th rone. But. this ‘R esto ration ' m e a n t m uch m ore th an  the  in  ere 
fact that England h a d  a  m onarch  once again. A m idst the com m on 
re lief there  w as a  w idespread  belief, a n d  a  general hope, th a t the 
clock could  a n d  w ould b e  tu rn ed  back . T h e  ‘experiment* o f  the 
previous decade w as to be term in a ted , the  ancien régime revived, 
and  the old ways restored. T h e  v irtues o f  stability and  hierarchy 
w ere em phasized again  a n d  again. A s p a rt o f  th is process of 
reversion to  previous certainties the  C h u rch  o f  E ngland  was 
restored to its p lace as tin* national C h u rc h , ecclesiastical govern­
m en t by bishops reinstitu ted , a n d  the  P rayer Book again  p re­
scribed by law as the only legitim ate m ean s  o f  w orsh ip .1

However, n o  m atter how  h a rd  som e tried, the  clock could  no t 
be tu rn ed  back com pletely M any  o f  those w ho h a d  enjoyed dif­
ferent ecclesiastical structures and  liturgical p ractices refused to 
give them  up  and  initially som e on the  A nglican side pressed for 
accom m odation  and  com prom ise. T h e  Savoy C onference o f 
1661 brought together A nglican and  Presbyterian divines, b u t in 
the  event dashed any  hopes o f  a  b ro a d e r  ‘C om prehension’. T h e  
conservative A nglicans tr ium phed. T h e  Act o f U niform ity, passed 
in 1662, dem anded  ‘unfeigned consen t a n d  assent' to  the  T hirty- 
N ine Articles o f  religion a n d  the  P rayer Book, the  renunciation  o f 
the Solem n League a n d  C ovenant, an d  the  acceptance o f  the

1 M an y  w ou ld  a rg u e  ;h a î  thfrre w ere in  effect tw o  ‘R esto ra tio n  S ettlem en ts’; th e  second, 
o f  w h ich  a c t o f  U n ifo rm ity  w as p a r t, iMfitig m u c h  m u r r  conservative th a n  th e  first. Sire
M a rk  K ishlansky, A  M orm rky Transform ed  (L o n d o n : P enguin , 1997), p . 2 1 6 , 2 2 3 - 3 0 .  See 
S tep h en  T o u lm in , Cosmof/oiSi (N ew  York: T h e  F r e e  P re s s , 19 9 0 ), p . 128.
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absolute necessity o f  episcopal o rd ina tion . As a  result over seven­
teen  h und red  ‘nonconform ing’ m in isters w ere ejected from  their 
livings for th e ir  refusal to accept the  requ irem ents o f  the  act, 
m any  becom ing the  victim s o f poverty  a n d  pe tty  persecution.2

Tn the  sam e year a  licensing act w as passed w hich rein troduced  
th e  censorship  o f  books by the  C h u rc h  a n d  universities, albeit after 
th e ir publication. It appeared , on  the surface at least, th a t the  days 
o f  intellectual ferm ent m ight be over. But in reality  the situation 
w as m uch m ore com plex. Religious uniform ity  proved impossible 
to enforce and  churchm en  found it im possible to stem  the  growing 
Hood o f  books critical o f th em  a n d  th e ir  teaching.3

T h e  questioning spirit that had  w axed d u rin g  the 1650s could 
no t be supressed, a n d  the grow ing d em and  lo r  ‘clarity’ and  
‘reason’ in argum ents o f every sort ex tended  in to  the  realm  o f 
theology. P opular be lie f a n d  official doctrine con tinued  to  be 
closely p robed , exam ined  and  criticized. From  the 1660s onw ards 
th ere  was a  grow ing tendency  to  dow nplay the im portance o f 
doctrinal clarity in favour o f  m ora l rectitude, an  a ttitude  that 
becam e characteristic  o f  the  approach  o f m any  Restoration 
churchm en. In  private, a t least, som e, like the  poet M ilton, were 
expunging  the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  Irom  their ow n beliefs. In 
the  last decade  o f the  cen tury  o thers  b rought these p rivate  doubts 
in to  the  public dom ain  a n d  began  a  sustained a n d  concerted  
attack  upo n  the  doctrine. Perhaps the  m ost in teresting  a n d  reveal­
ing  aspect o f  th e  defence m oun ted  by the  trin itarians was the  way 
in which it  exhibited  m ore th a n  any th ing  else th e ir  ow n disunity 
.After some opening rem arks we will look in dep th  a t the  greai. 
trin ita rian  disputes o f  the  löüOs.

T he N aked Truth

For 20 years after the R estoration Thom as H obbes rem ained  
the  bogeym an o f the  ecclesiastical establishm ent. H is m aterialism  
w as ana them a to nearly  all chu rchm en , a n d  they regarded  his

'  S e e  J o h n  S p u rr, The Re nitration Church o f England {L ondon: Yale U n iv ersity  P irs s ,  1991), 
p p . 431’. lo r  a  su rvey  a n d  analysis o f  the  n u m b e rs  involved.

'  For the. ‘.slackness’ o f  im p lem en ta tio n  o f  these  m easu res , see  J o h n  S p u r r ,  ‘R e lig ion  in  
R e sto ra tion  E n g la n d ’, in  L ionel K .J . G lassry: e d ., 7  ht: R eign  o f  Charles I I  and Jam es V II and II  
(L o n d o n : M a cm illan , 1997), p p .  9 0  124.
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subsum ing o f  th em  a n d  th e ir  function  to  the  sovereign as effront­
ery. For decades afterw ards works con tinued  to be w ritten  critical 
o f H obbes a n d  his Leviathan. T h e  reign  o f  C harles TT w itnessed a 
grow ing concern  abou t atheism , a n d  m o st attacks on it contained 
a sortie against H obbes, w hose very  longevity seem ed to affront a 
n u m b er o f  his critics.4

H ow ever, the clergy o f  the C h u rch  o f  E ngland  were no t united 
defending  th e ir  ow n corner: even a m o n g  th e ir  ranks th ere  w ere a 
significant n um ber w ho w ere n o t com pletely satisfied w ith the 
results o f  the R estoration  settlem ent. F o r som e it seem ed as i f  the 
dem ands o f the  A ct o f  U niform ity h a d  been  d raw n  too lightly, in 
a  w ay th a t precluded  the  developm ent o f  a  tru ly  national C hurch. 
Such clergy', often influenced by  the  C am bridge Platonists and 
4the: G re a t Tew  C ircle’, w ere o u t o f  sym pathy w ith d ie  rigid, 
dogm atic understand ing  o f the  C h u rc h  and  C hristian  faith o f 
th e ir H igh  A nglican counterparts. T hese  ‘latitud inarians ' sought a 
settlem ent th a t could  take  in a  w ider diversity o f  opinion and  
practice. .Although they  believed in th e  Trinity, their general o u t­
look helped  to develop an  atm osphere in w hich the  im portance  o f 
dogm a in general was dow nplayed.5 T h e  influence o f  C ontinental 
writers such as A contius, w hose Satanae stratagemata (proposing a 
b read th  o f  to leration am ong  P ro testan ts a n d  a rgu ing  th a t belief 
in the  T rin ity  was no t essential to C hristian  faith) h a d  been  trans­
lated  in 1648, con tribu ted  to  this outlook. Such sentim ents were 
d e a rly  displayed in  a  pam phlet published  anonym ously in 1675 
by H e rb e rt C roft (1603 1691), the  B ishop o f  H ereford . The Naked 
Truth w as a p lea  for to leration a n d  com prehension , a n d  sought to 
recover N onconform ists to the na tiona l C hurch . I t dep lored  the 
use o f  force a n d  coercion in  m atters o f  religion. Croft him self a 
h a d  som ew hat checkered past ecclesiastically, having converted 
from the  C h u rch  o f  E ngland  to  C atholicism  a n d  back  again while 
a young m an , a n d  like m any on  the rebound  h e  becam e 
virulently anti-C arholic in his later years. H e  believed that, the 
disunity created  by the  A ct o f  U niform ity  h a d  w eakened  Protes­
tantism  a n d  encouraged  Popery, w h ich  was rife th roughout 
his diocese. Seeking som e m inim al standard  o f  conform ity, he

1 Sc»· G. E . Aylm er. ‘U n b e lie f  in  S ev en teen th  C e n tu ry  E n g la n d ’,  in  D o n a ld  P enn ing ton  
a n d  K e ith  T h o m a s , eils., Puritans and Revolutionärin. (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U n iv e rs ity  Press, 1978), 
p p . 2 2  41*.

'  T o u lm in  a rg u es th a t  a l te r  th e  1650s ‘m a tte rs  o f  d o c tr in e  lost th e ir  c e n tra lity ',  p . 131.



So Many Wrong ‘Irinities, and More Everyday increasing 1Q i

proposed that subscription io the A postles’ C reed  b e  a sufficient 
test o f  o rthodoxy“

T h e  p a m p h le t touched  on  several issues o f  controversy betw een 
the  C h u rch  o f  E ngland  and  the  D issenters. W hen  discussing the 
Trinity, C roft displayed a certain  am o u n t o f  seem ingly wilful 
naïveté. T h e  C hristian  m ust believe th a t  th ere  a re  three persons 
a n d  one  G od . bu t he took  this as about, the  lim it o f  w hat could  be 
said o f  the  T rin ity  as ‘discourse m ust b e  o f  things intelligible, 
though  Faith believes things no t intelligible’. U nrestra ined  hum an  
reason w as a dangerous guide in this area  because ‘by hum ane 
deduction  from  these three distinct perso n s you m ay  prove th ree  
distinct substances; 1 hope you  will m ake no  such inferences in  the 
D ivine Persons'. C roft believed that sim ple acceptance o f  the  doc­
trine o f  the T rin ity  w as sufficient a n d  fu rth e r expansion o f this 
be lie f unwise. A ttem pts to elaborate  th e  doctrine by ‘school divin­
ity’ w ere futile a n d  led  the  expositors to  ‘rash  conclusions o f  divine 
m atters, tossing th em  u p  and  dow n w ith  th e ir  tongues like Tennis 
Balls’. E cho ing  som e o f  the radicals o f  tw o decades earlier, he 
even w ent as far as to  dismiss the  N icene  C reed  as a  m istake that 
reflected the  influx o f  pagan  philosophy into Christianity.'

C ro ft’s pam phlet provoked b itte r replies from  H igh  C hurch  
divines, Avho accused its au th o r o f Socinianism  a n d  o f  attacking 
the Trinity. 7 he Naked Truth w as a sm all cloud on  the  theological 
horizon . A s the cen tury  progressed, the storm  ga the red , for, in 
private a t least, o thers  w ere n o t p rep a re d  to  accept even C ro ft’s 
bare  exposition o f the doctrine o f  the  Trinity.

T he h irst o f  the W hole Creation

T h is  deepening  dissatisfaction w ith the  doctrine o f  the Trinity, 
an d  a  sign o f  the  d isin tegration o f  the  trin ita rian  consensus, is 
illustrated by a  L atin  m anuscrip t discovered in 1825, which 
tu rn ed  ou t to  be a  lost work by the  p o e t M ilton. T h e  m anuscript 
seem ed to establish M ilton 's A rian ism .8 T h e  d a te  o f the  treatise is

[ H e r b e r t  C r o f t ] ,  T h e  N aked  Truth ( in .  p .] :  1675).
' C ro it , p p . 4 , 5 , 6.
'‘J o h n  M ilto n , A  Treatise on Christian D octrine (tr. C h a r te s  R . S u m n e r; C a m b rid g e : C a m ­

brid g e  U n iv ersity  Press, 1025}. T h is  in te rp re ta tio n  h as  b e e r  challenged , a n d  M ilton 's 
o rth o d o x y  u p h e ld ; see  VV. B. H u n ie r , ‘M ilio n 's  A rian ism  R econsidered*, h i W. B. H u n te r  et
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uncerta in , but in te rn a l evidence po in ts  to  the  last years o f the 
poet's  life. I t  gives us a  fascinating insight in to  M ilton 's  own 
reasons for rejecting orthodox  trin itarian  belief. The w ork displays 
m any o f  the  criticism s o f  th e  radicals o f  the 1640s a n d  1650s that, 
were to receive a  fresh  im petus in the  controversies o f  the  1690s: 
lack o f  intelligibility; absence o f scrip tural w a rra n t; detraction 
from  the w orship o f  ihc one true  G od; a  co rrup tion  produced  by 
the  R o m an  C hurch ; rhe assum ption that tru th  a n d  clarity are 
closely related.

M ilton’s original o rthodoxy  is no t d isputed , hav ing  b een  exhib­
ited in both prose a n d  poetry, b u t by the tim e th a t i.hc Treatise was 
w ritten  M ilton ’s A rian izing  is clear. H e  took  his stance o n  the 
claim  that only Scrip tu re  can guide ou r discourse a b o u t G od , and  
stated that it. was his read ing  o f  Scrip tu re  that, h a d  led h im  to 
reject certain  doctrines. M ilton displayed the sam e sort o f  literal­
ism as Biddle: for instance, if  the  Scrip tures tell us th a t G od  
grieves, th en  he  grieves. W e arc  no t to in te rp re t such  expressions 
away. H e  was convinced th a t  the  process begun a t the  R eform a­
tion fo r the  retrieval o f  true C hristian ity  from  the  co rrup tions o f 
1300 years w as no t yet com plete .10

C h a p te r  5 o f the  Treatise is an exercise in Christology. M ilton 
exam ined  w hat it m ig h t m ean  to  say that ‘Jesus is th e  S on  o f  G o d ’. 
In  doing  so h e  cited C atholic  apologists w ho  argued  th a t the  T rin ­
ity is accep ted  solely on the  au tho rity  o f  the C h u rch  as it is not 
found in the  Scrip tures as such. T h is  w as a  classic m ove in the 
C atho lic  arsenal used  to cou n te r those w ho cla im ed  th a t the 
C atho lic  doctrine o f  transubst.antiai.ion was unscrip tural. Such 
argum ents were n o t new. In 1527, for instance, J o h n  Fisher 
lum ped  together those w ho  den ied  transubstan tia tion  w ith  the 
fourth-century  A rians, w ho den ied  the  consubstan tiality  o f the 
S on  w ith  the  F a th er on the  grounds th a t the  language was 
‘unscrip tu ral’.1 But this sort o f apologetic could backfire, a n d  in 
M ilton ’s case it did. I f  the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is n o t found in

a i , cd*., Bright Essence: S tudies in M ilton’s  Theology (Sait L ake C ity : U n iv ersity  o f  U ta h  Press, 
3971). p p . 2D—-51 _ I  d id  n o t  f in d  H u n te r ’s a rg u m e n t convincing. M ilto n 's  p o e try  was 

c o n s i d e r e d  i r ;  C h a p t e r  1.

"  S ee  S u m n e r 's  ‘P re lim in a ry  O b se rv a tio n s ', in  M ilto n , A  Treatise, p p . xxiv  a n d  xxv, for 
q u o ta tio n s  s h o e in g  M ilto n ’s  p rev ious orthodoxy.

:o S ec  M ilto n , pp. 1 ,7 ,  1 0 , 17.
" J o h n  Fisher, D>: verilaie corpus & ' sanguinis C hristi iii eucharislia. Si·«: F isher, Opera (bnm o 

(1399), pp . ‘236 , 855 , 1 0 5 2 .1 a m  in d e b te d  l o  D r  R ie h a id  R ex  for th is  p o in t.
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the Scrip tures then , a rgued  M ilton, i t  to o  should  b e  rejected  along 
w ith transubstan tia tion . H is A rian  C hristology seem s apparen t 
w hen he states th a t  ‘the  Son existed in  the beginning, u n d e r  the 
nam e o f  logos o r w ord, and  w as the  first o f  the  w hole c rea tion ’. As 
the  Father a n d  the Son are  different persons they a re  thus o f 
different essence. T h e ) ' canno t b e  o f  th e  sam e ‘num erica l essence; 
otherw ise the  Father a n d  Son would be  one person '. T o  argue lhat 
the  Son is personally diiferent to the  F ather bu t essentially the 
sam e is b o th  strange and  'rep u g n an t to reason’. Persons canno t 
share  the  sam e essence; ‘if  one divine cssencc b e  com m on to  two 
persons, th a t essence o r divinity will e ither be in the relation o f  a 
whole to  its several parts, o r  o f  a  genus to  its several species, or 
lastly o f a  com m on subject to  its accidents’. In  all this M ilton 
urged that w e ‘discard  reason in sacred  m atters, a n d  follow the 
doctrine o f H oly Scrip ture exclusively5,1*

M ilton h a d  no  in ten tion  o f  w riting 4 a long m etaphysical discus­
sion, [toj in troduce all that com m only  received d ram a  o f the 
personalities \personalitatum\ in  the G o d h e a d ’. T h e  Scriptures are 
clear: there  is only one G od , and  if  G o d  w ere m ore  than  one 
person th a t w ould surely have been  revealed in the O ld  Testa­
m ent? H e  look it as axiom atic th a t ‘those w ho arc  tw o num eric­
ally, m ust also be two essentially’. For M ilton, the F ather alone is 
the  m s o f  G o d  a n d  ‘it is impossible fo r  any  ens to reta in  its own 
essence in com m on w ith any o ther th ing  whatever, since by this 
essence it is w h a t it is’. G iven this:

the  answ er which is com m only m ad e , is ridiculous —  namely, 
th a t although  one finite essence c a n  perta in  to  one person  only, 
one  in iinke essence m ay perta in  to a  plurality  o f  persons; 
w hereas in reality the infinitude o f  the  essence affords an  add­
itional reason  w hy it can p e rta in  to only  one person . All 
acknow ledge th a t b o th  the csscncc a n d  the  person  o f  the  Father 
a re  infinite; therefore ihe essence o f  the  Father can n o t be 
com m unicated  to ano th er person , fo r otherw ise there  m ight be 
two, o r any  im aginable n um ber o f  infinite persons.1 λ

T h e  g ram m ar o f  being  begotten , w hich M ilton secs as essentially 
tem poral in m eaning, sim ilarly precludes coequality  w ith the

’* M i l to n ,  p p .  8 3 , 8 5 , 8 8 .
"  M ilto n , pp . 8 9 ,9 2 ,9 9 .
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Father: ΊΓ  h e  was originally in the Father, hu t now  exists separ­
ately; he has undergone a certa in  ch an g e  a t some tim e o r  other, 
a n d  is therefore m utable. I f  he always existed  separately from , and  
independently  of, the  Father, how  he  is from  the  Father, how 
begotten , how  the Son, how  separa te  in subsistence, unless he be 
also separa te  in  essence?114

T h e  A rian  tone con tinued  in  ch a p te r  6, entitled {( ) f  the Holy 
Spirit’, w here M ilton traced  the various in terp re ta tions th a t ‘Spirit’ 
is given in the O ld  and  N ew  T estam ents, concluding  th a t  ‘with 
reg a rd  to  the  na tu re  o f  the  Spirit, in  w hat m an n e r it. exists, or 
w hence it arose, Scrip ture is silent1. H e  took for g ran ted  that ‘a 
doctrine w hich is to  be understood  a n d  believed as one  o f the 
p rim ary  articles o f  o u r  faith, should be delivered w ithout obscurity 
o r confusion, and  explained, as is fitting, in c lear and  precise term s’, 
bu t in regard  to the way in w hich the Spirit is p roduced  o r spirated 
‘revelation has declared  no th in g  expressly on  the subject.’. For 
M ilton , the  H oly  Spirit w as a person  no t a  pow er o r v irtue (pace 
Socinus), bu t no t a  divine person  equal w ith  the  Father. H e  believed 
th e jo h a n n in e  C o m m a to be the m ain  genera to r o f  th e  trin itarian  
erro r, lo r it was on the  authority* o f  th is text, alm ost exclusively, 
th a t the  whole doctrine o f the T rin ity  h a s  been  hastily adop ted ’.' 3

I t is im portan t to stress d ia l M ilton , like Biddle b u t unlike the 
Socinians p roper, does not deny  that, the  Father, Son and  Spirit 
c a n  b e  called three persons, but, given th a t in  the  Scriptures 
‘there  is no t a  w ord th a t de te rm ines the divinity, o r  unity, o r 
equality  o f  these th ree ’, h e  refuses to accept th e ir consubstantial- 
ity a n d  coequality. In  his zeal to u p h o ld  the  self-sufficiency o f 
Scrip ture as the  only rule o f  faith, M ilton  espoused a  form  o f  
subordinationism  based, so he believed , upon the revelation given 
in the econom ic order. T h e  S crip tu res reveal that the Son is first 
o f  the  created  o rder bu t n o t coequal to  the  Father, w hile the 
Spirit is inferior to both. Fifty years later, Sam uel C larke was to 
w reck his ecclesiastical career by read in g  the Scriptures in a 
sim ilar w a y 1(1

M ilton’s treatise is an  ind ica to r o f the  grow th o f  an ti-trin itarian  
sen tim ent du ring  die 1670s a n d  1680s, a n d  he w as no t alone.

"  M ilto n , p . 133.
’’ M itron , p p . l:5/î, I t i l ,  171.
'"’ M ik o n , p . 100; see pp . 87. 161- C la rk e 's  reflec tions will b e  e x a m in e d  in  d e p th  in  

Chapter



T h e re  w as con tinua l anxiety  in ecclesiastical circles abou t the  rise 
o f  unbe lie f and  I h e  grow th o f  Socinianism . A t the inception 
of’ ihe  new  regim e M atthew  W ren (1585 1667), B ishop o f Ely; 
had  felt it necessary  to tackle these perceived dangers, a n d  his 
Increpalio B arjesu , com posed  w hile im prisoned in th e  T ow er by the 
Republic, dealt w ith  the  errors o f  the R acovian  Catechism . 
G eorge Âshwell (1614—1693), R ecto r o f H anw ell in O xfordshire 
and  one-tim e tu to r a t W adham  College, O xford, w riting  his De 
Socino et Socianismo in  1680 could speak o f  the  w ide dispersal o f 
‘socinian books' w h ich  scholars at the  universities w ere ‘eagerly 
read ing’. N early th re e  dceadcs earlier, his Tides aposlolica had  
described Socinianism  as a  'com pendium  o f  heresies’. George 
Bull (1634-1710) w rote his fam ous Defmsio fid ti Nicaenat partly  to 
com bat a  strange m ix tu re  o f foreign Socinians an d  the  Jesuit, 
Petavius, bu t also because  h e  h a d  been  assured th a t all students o f 
theology were eagerly read ing  the C ontinen tal Socinian  Sandius’ 
destruction o f  the N icene  faith in his Bibliotheea anli-tnnilanorum. Tn 
the event one pam ph le t, o r  ra th e r the  response to it, d e tonated  an 
explosion th a t shook the  C hurch  a n d  p lunged  the  o rthodox  into 
disarray.1 '

A n Error in Counting

D u rin g  the 1690s a  fierce a n d  acrim onious debate  w as to rage 
abou t the  doctrine o i' the  Trinity. 1’h e  b itterest exchanges were 
betw een the d o c trin e ’s supporters. D uring  his b r ie f  reign, Jam es 
II, in an  effort calcu lated  to  w in g rea ter freedom  fo r his Catholic 
co-religionists, had  engaged  in a  policy o f to leration  tow ards dis­
sent. T h e  censorship o f  books w as m ade  even m ore  lax. a n d  d u r­
ing the  1680s, as w e have no ted  previously; a  clim ate em erged  in 
w hich radical views were freely canvassed. In  1687 S tephen  Nye 
(1648-1719), g rad u a te  o f M agdalene College, C am b rid g e  and

M a tth e w  W 'rrn . h n rfu iiu t Harjcsu (L ondon : töbü ). G eo rg e  Ashwell» H i Socino el Senior/ 
isma diiseiltilio  (O xfo rd : IfiHfl). G eorg«  A sh w ell,1T h i: P reface’,  f i /k c  opostolien (O xfo rd : 1633). 
G eo rg e  Bull, D e/m m Jidei SiÎM tnat: (O xfo rd : I68.V), see ‘At! I-ec to rem ’ u n d  th e  ‘P ro c m iu m ’. 
D esp ite  censorsh ip , w o rk s  h y  H o b b e s , S p in o za  a n d  D re a r ie s  vv<*rr free ly  available; see 
Spiirr, The Restoration Church, p . 229 . For a n  a c c o u n t o f  tin· i*niwih o f  a u tid r r ic a lis m , w h ich  
■sees it as a  key e lem en t in  th e  d eb a tes o f  th e  p e rio d , see J .  A . I . C h a m p io n . The Pillars <>J 
Pnestcnifi. Shaken (C am b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U niversity  Press, 1992).
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R cclo r o f  Little H o rm ea d  in H ertfo rdsh ire, felt em boldened  to 
publish a lbeit anonym ously A B rief History o f the Unitarians/s

T h e  book takes the form  o f  four supposed  letters to a friend, 
concluding  w ith  a com m endato ry  rep ly  T h e  book w as the  first, to 
use the  w ord  ‘U n ita rian ’ in its title, a lthough  the  w ord  itself can  be 
found as far back as 1672 in  a  sm all pam phle t by  H edw orth , a 
follower o f  Biddle. D espite its claim  lo  b e  a h istory  this w as n o t a 
scholarly chronicle bu t a  polem ic against the doctrine o f the  T rin ­
ity, an ti above all an  apology fo r un itarian ism . Nye set o u t the 
U n itarian  claims: they ‘affirm , G o d  is only one  Person, n o t th ree ’, 
the  F ather alone is alm ighty an d  e te rnal, the  Son is the  m essenger 
o f  G od, a n d  the  H o ly  Spirit is a  personification o f  G o d ’s power. 
T h e  first ‘L etter’ p rov ided  a  variety o f  argum ents culled from  a 
selection o f scrip tural texts to  show th a t  C hrist a n d  the  H oly  Spirit 
a re  no t G od. Nye claim ed that the Scrip tures w ere c lea r th a t G od  
is one  person . Tn the  Scrip tures G od  is referred  to  in the singular: 
I, thou , m e, him . T o  in te rp re t these pronouns as referring to a 
T rin ity  o f  persons is ‘con tra ry  to  custom , g ram m ar a n d  sense’. H e 
dismissed the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  as ‘ab su rd , a n d  con trary  
both  to Reason a n d  to  itself, a n d  therefore no t only false, but 
impossible. To claim  th a t there  a re  th ree  persons and  yet one G od  
was sim ply "an e rro r  in  coun ting’. T h e  ‘L e tte r’ concluded by tra ­
cing a  pedigree fo r unitarian ism  back  to the N ew  Testam ent, and 
a ttem pted  to dem onstrate  how  die orig inal apostolic doctrine had  
been  co rru p ted .!

In  his second ‘L ette r’ N ye refuted  O ld  T estam ent texts c ited  as 
p ro o f  for the  doctrine o f  the Trinity. N ye com m ents slyly th a t the 
‘m ore  learned  and  jud icious trin itarians’, such as Je ro m e and  
B ellarm ine, agreed with h im  on this. M oreover it w ould be 
inherently  odd. argued  Nye, th a t the  Je w s  w ere n o t co rrec ted  by 
C hrist lo r believing G o d  to be one  person  i f  G o d  w ere really 
three. T h e  th ird  ‘L e tte r’ a ttem pted  a  sim ilar refu tation  o f  N ew  
T estam ent texts, while the final ‘L e tte r’ exam ined  various passages 
advanced  from  the  Epistles a n d  R evelation to prove the  Trinity. 
All these texts adm it o f  an  alternative in terp re ta tion  to that given 
by trin itarians, which the assertions o f  C atho lic  au tho rs, a n d  the

jS [S te p h en  N ye], A  B r k f H istory o f the U nitarians. Called also Socinians in fo u r Letters W ritm  to 
a Friend ffn .p .]: 1687).

N ye, pp . 3 ,2 0 ,2 4 ,  25; a n d  see pp. 2 6  8.



concessions o f  P ro testan t ones, th a t th e  T rin ity  can n o t be proved 
from  the  Scrip tures are a  fu rth e r recom m endation  o f th e  Unitar­
ian position. N ye therefore concluded  th a t G o d  is one  person. 
T h e  appended  ‘Reply’ to  the  le t te r s  is p robab ly  by  N ye’s friend 
H cdw orih , a n d  w arm ly com m ended  the  Brief History for its 
candou r a n d  clear refutation o f  the  erroneous doctrine o f  the  
Trinity.20

T h e  publication o f  the  B rief History, a n d  later U nitarian  trac ts, 
had  been  funded by the  city m erch an t a n d  renow ned  philan­
thropist T h o m as F irm in  (1632 -1697). As w e saw  in C h ap te r 2 
F irm in  h a d  m et R iddle w hile still a  young  m an  a n d  had  found 
his argum en ts ag a in s t the T rin ity  com pelling. A lthough formally 
un tu tored  in theology, h e  w as on  friendly term s w ith nearly all 
the  leading divines. J o h n  Tillotson {1630 1694), a  close friend 
a n d  later to  becom e A rchbishop o f  C an terbury , w a s  apparently  
urged  by Q u een  A nne to republish his serm ons on  the  T rin ity  to 
convert F irm in  to orthodoxy.1’1 N ye’s exposition w as very  accept­
able to  F irm in , w ho  seem s to  have u rged  N ye to pen  th e  w ork in 
the first p lace, a n d  he com m ended  th e  Brief History for present­
ing ‘an  accountable a n d  reasonable faith , g rounded  on  clear and  
evident Scripture-A rgum ents . . .  w hereas ihe  T rin itarian  doc­
trine is founded  upon obscure a n d  m istaken texts [and] can n o t 
be adm itted  by any  M an  o f  free ju d g m e n t’. F irm in  dism issed the 
doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  as unnecessary  for C hristian  belief. I f  it 
w ere  it w ould b e  a slu r on  C o d ’s love as w e a re  unab le  to 
u nderstand  it a n d  m erely confess it  blindly as parro ts. T h e  
‘R eply’ deployed som e o f  the s tan d a rd  general argum ents 
against trinitarianism : the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity, because it 
canno t b e  found as such in Scrip tu re , conceded  g round  to  Pap­
ists; it sat. ill with the  claim  th a t the  Bible alone is the religion o f  
P rotestants; a n d  it. w'as the  m ain  stum bling block for Jews, 
M uslims, and  heathen  w ho accept ‘G o d  as a necessary existent 
person5/ 2
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x  N y e , p. 6 7 ; a n d  sec pp . 6 6 ,  158, 1 66 .
■· O n  F irm in  a n d  h is  co n n ec tio n s , see H . W . S tep h en so n , ‘T h o m a s  F irm in ’ 

(U n p u b lish ed  D. Phi] Thesis* O x fo rd , 1949), a n d  chc artic le  o n  ‘F irm in ' in  ihrJV%K> D N B.
77 N ye, pp . 168, 181; a n d  see pp. 16 8 -7 1 . t o r  F irm in , sec Jo h n  H u n t, R eligious T hought in 

England (3 vols.; l.o n d o n ; S t ra h  a n , 1 8 7 0 ), I I ,  pp . 201 ?.. T h a t  th e  ‘R ep ly’ is F irm in '? , see 
M a c L a c h la n , Socinianism , p. 321.
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N ice and H oi Disputes

W ith the collapse o f J a m e s  IPs regime, W illiam o f  O ra n g e ’s land­
ing. a n d  the  tu rm o il o f the  ‘G lorious R evolution ', those who 
sought a m ore inclusive settlem ent for the  established C hurch 
seized their chance an d  proposed  fu rth e r re lb rm  o f  the Liturgy. 
O n e  o f  the  proposals w as th a t the  so-called A thanasian  C reed, 
which the  P rayer B ook d irected  to be recited  twelve tim es during 
d ie  year, be optional. T h e  m atte r  was referred  to  convocation and  
w as subsequently w recked  by a  p h a lanx  o f  T ory  H ig h  C h u rch ­
m en . bu t the  p roposa l provoked several pam phle ts  including 
an o th e r  from  Nye, B rief N otts on the- Creed o f S t Athanasius.^

Som e o f  the sen tim ents o f  the  B rief History a n d  B rief Notes w ere 
echoed in a work published  in  1690. The Naked Gospel evoked such 
ou trage  that its exposed au thor, A rthu r Bur\> R ecto r o f Exeter 
College, O xfo rd , lo u n d  the V isitor o f  the  College, Jona than  
Trelawney. the  B ishop o f  Exeter, sum m oned  to depose him . Bury 
insisted th a t the  b a re  m essage o f  the  gospel is twofold: R epen t a n d  
Believe. The Naked Gospel portrayed  ihc doctrine o f  the T rin ity  as 
one o f  the  co rrup tions th a t h a d  b rough t C hristian ity  to its present 
low ebb. Bury a rg u ed  that C hristianity

be so changed , th a t  w ere any Apostle to re tu rn  in to  the  world, 
he  would be so fa r  from  O w ning , th a t h e  w ould  n o t b e  able to 
understand  it  . . . W hether M ahom et, o r C hristian  D octors 
have m ore co rru p ted  die G ospel, it is no t so plain by the light of 
Scripture, as it is by th a t o f  E xperience . . . For w hen by nice 
a n d  ho t disputes (especially concern ing  the  S econd  a n d  T h ird  
Persons o f  the  T rin ity) the m inds o f  the  w hole people h a d  been 
long confounded, an d  by the then  late stab lishm ent o f  Im age 
w orship, the  scandal was cncrcased; so that the  V ulgar U n d er­
standings o f  the D octrine  o f  the  T rin ity  ap p e a re d  n o  less guilty 
o f  Polytheism , th a n  th a t o f Im age-w orship  d id  o f  Idolatry.”4

To be fair, Bury s polem ic is characterized  m ore by a desire to 
show the superfluousness o f  iheologieal speculation than  a  wish to 
reject the doctrines o f the '1’rin ity  o r In ca rn a tio n  completely. H e

R(:prirtU:<i Iri T h u  F utlii o f  O ne Gt,d (IxM iduri: 1691).
[A rth u r  B a rv j .  T h e .\:a L d  G aipei f[n .p .|: 1690), T h e  P ro tacc’;  a n d  s e e  p. 9.
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w as convinced that we do no t n eed  to understand  how  exactly 
C hrist is a person , n o r  the in tricacies o f  the  Incarna tion , to  be 
C hristians. Bury also reflected the grow ing conviction th a t làith 
should  be  consonant w ith  reason, go ing  as far as to c laim  that 
‘Reason is no  less the  W ord  o f  G o d  th an  is ihc  Scrip tu re’, a n d  that 
w here laith  is opposed to reason it is on ly  ‘im puden t p im ping  for 
Priests' In terests’.^

B ut Bury had gone loo far. A fter a  n ea r rio t w hich saw the 
chapel b a rricaded  against the  Visitor, w ho w as forced to  take ref­
uge in the college hall, B ury  was deprived  for b ribery’, ‘heresy’ 
and  ‘incontinence’. A  university decree o f  19 A ugust 1690 con­
dem ned  Bury’s opinions ‘to the g lory  o f  the  blessed T rin ity  a n d  
the h o n o u r o f O xford ', a n d  the  boo k  w as publicly burn t in the 
quadrang le  o f  the  O ld  Schools.'Λι

The Persons . . . Are Three D istinct and Infinite M inds

T h e  burn ing  o f  Bury’s book did no t stop  o ther m ore openly anti- 
u in ita rian  works ap p ea lin g  a n d  receiving w ide dissem ination. 
1’he provocative republication  o f  N ye’s B rief History in  1690 cried 
ou t for refutation. In to  the  lists en te red  D r  W illiam Sherlock 
(1641? 1707), soon to  be D ean  o f  th e  new ly rebuilt S t Paul’s 
C a th ed ra l in L ondon. Sherlock w as despised by m any  o f his fel­
low clerics, no t least for his vacillation on the  question o f  the  oath 
to ihc  new  regime. In  the  event Sherlock w as to prove an  exam ple 
o f  th a t strange yet persistent p h en o m en o n , the  cham pion  whose 
very defence wreaks m ore  destruction  a n d  havoc th a n  any  oppon­
en t could  ever hope to achieve.

It is very im portan t to  establish the  p ro p er chronological devel­
op m en t o f  the trin itarian  disputes o f the  1690s. R edw ood’s 
account is inaccurate  and  inadequate , a n d  has led o thers a stray

bury . pp. ] 7. 08: see  pp . 2 9 -3 3 . l o r  so m e re a so n  H u n t d escribes B ury  a s  ‘M a s ie r  o f 
I .inco3n:, II, p . 1% .

[fam es H a rrin g to n ] , A n  Account o f the ihoceedings o f the Right Reverend'fomdhan h m i Bishop 
o f Exeter in  h is Late Visitation o f Exeter College in Oxford (O x fo rd : 1690), see pp . 2 4 . 25 , 2 6 ,  29, 
313. H a rrin g to n  also  gives a  copy o f  th e  U niversity  D e c re e . J o h n  R e d w o o d , Reason, Ridicule 
tm d Religion (L ondon : T h a m e s  & H u d so n , 1986), p p . 1 5 6 -9 . gives a  vivid a cco u n t o f  the 
dw ptrte. H ow ever, as  w c shall see  later, R e d w o o d  u n fo rtu n a te ly  le ts th e  d ra m a  o f  the 
p roeeud in i's  a t  O x fo rd  d is to r t h is ju d g e m e n t a b o u t d ie  b ro a d e r  p a tte rn  o f  th e  d isp u te s  o f
d ie  1690s.
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H e overstates the im pact o f the B ury  aflitir, seem s unaw are o f  the 
Brief History, and  is thoroughly  m uddled  abou t Sherlock. T o  pu t 
m atters straight: it is Sherlock's book lh a t  shatters the  fragile unity 
o f  the  trin itarian  cam p, a n d  Sherlock’s explicit target is N ye’s 
Brief History. I h e  d ram a  o f Bury's rem oval c a n  m ask th e  real 
developm ent in the plot. Nyo is a  far m ore  significant figure. H is 
writings provoked Sherlock, a n d  in tu rn  the la tte r’s ‘tritheism ’ 
provoked South  a n d  others to  rep ly /7

It w as Sherlock^s inopportune use o f  the em ergent category' o f  
‘consciousness’ in relation to the  pe rsons o f the  T rin ity  that w as to 
sh a tte r  the  fragile unity o f  the trin ita rian  party; so before we pro ­
ceed to  exam ine how  Sherlock delivered this un in tended  blow we 
need  to exam ine some o f the  background  beh ind  his recasting o f 
trin itarian  doctrine. T h e  h isto ry  o f  th e  evolution o f  the  category 
o f ‘consciousness’ is very com plex, a n d  only some genera l m arkers 
c a n  be given here. T h e  general con tex t in  w hich the  concept 
developed w as the  cluster o f  questions su rrounding  the im m ortal­
ity o f  the  soul a n d  the  resurrection o f  the  body. T hese  issues 
influenced developm ents in the redefinition oi’ ‘person’ to allow 
tor an  adequate  account o f  personal iden tity  in these areas. T his 
a tte m p t reached  its zen ith  in the  second edition o f  Jo h n  Locke’s 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, b u t  the origin a n d  develop­
m ent o f  T.ocke’s own thought in this a rea  is itself the  subject o f 
conjecture. T h e  role played by C u d w o rth  an d  the C am bridge 
Platonists in the developm ent o f  the  no tion  o f ‘consciousness' was 
noted  in the  last chapter. Λ  dissident C am bridge  Platonist, J o h n  
T u rner, a ttem pting  to refute w hat h e  perceived to  be the tritheism  
la ten t in C udw orth ’s exposition, p u sh ed  the  concep t o f 'co n ­
sciousness’ in to  the  dom ain  o f  trin ita rian  theology:

A Discourse. Concerning the Messias w as w ritten  to  show  th a t Jesus

27 A s w c shall see, a t  several ju n c tu re s  R rd w o n d  is m istaken . H is b ib lio g rap h y  a lo n e  is 
c le a r  in d ica tio n  o f  h is  con fusion  a b o u t S herlock. H e  ciles S h erto ek 's  Vindication twice, 
.giving th e  a u th o rs  as  ‘Dr. Shcriock* a n d  'W . S herlock ’,  riot se em in g  to  rea lize  «hat i t  is the  
sa m e  b o o k  in d iffèren t rdition.s. H r  r im s  in  ih r  lrx< a n d  in  d ir  b ib lio g rap h y  ‘Joh n  Sherlock· 
a n d  ‘J .  S h erlo ck ' w h e n  h e  is e lc a d y  re fe rr in g  to  W illiam  S h c r lo c k  Finally, h e  a ttr ib u te s  to  
th is n on-ex isten t J .  S herlock a  book  rn titlrrl 7 he T ryoi <>j Ihr IV iùm ses. T h is  is  ac tu a lly  the  
w ork  of'"I Homas S herlock , W illiam 's  son . H u n t 's  ch ro n o lo g y  is c o rre c t, sec ΓΙ, p p . 2 0 1 -  
2 05 . M a c l.a c h la n  does n o t m e n tio n  Bury, b u t  ack n ow ledges th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  N yc, see 
Socinianism, p p . 3 2 0  323. T h e  o th erw ise  excellen t P la c h c r  u n c ritic a lly  follow s R edw ood , see 
W illiam  P ia rh er, 7 L · Domestication o f  Transcendance (Louisville, K.Y: W estm in s te r/Jo h n  K nox  
Press, 1996), p . 175.
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was indeed  the M essiah prom ised in the  O ld  Testam ent. However, 
as its title page explained, it con ta ined  ‘a  large Preface, asserting 
a n d  explaining the D octrine o f  the  Blessed T rin ity  against the 
laic w rite r o f  the  In tellectual System ’. A ccord ing  to Turner, 
C u d  w orth ’s caution in denying th a t t he th ree  divine persons are 
one singular» existent essence led  h im  to p roduce  a trin ity  ‘no t o f 
Persons bu t o f  C ods’. Specific identity, w hich C udw orth  had  
endorsed  on  the  basis o f  his understand ing  o f  homoousios was 
insufficient to exclude tritheism ; th a t  could be achieved only by 
the assertion o f  num erical identity. Similarly, specific un ity  is not 
enough to achieve actual unity. T u rn e r’s own solution is eccentric 
and  need no t de ta in  us long.20 A ccord ing  to T urner, the  F ather is die 
simple, om nipresent, divine substance, properly  called 4G o d \  H e 
is the  source a n d  fountain  o f  the  o th e r  tw o persons o f the  T rin ity  
T h e  second a n d  th ird  persons o f the  T rin ity  a re  d iflcrentiatcd  by 
the  various acts o f  un ion  o f the first p e rso n  w ith  ‘crea ted  im m a­
terial n a tu re ’ and  ‘created  m aterial n a tu re ’ respectively.29 This 
un ion  generates the respective self-consciousnesses am i hence  p e r­
sons o f  the Trinity. H ence  the Son is the second person o f  the 
Trinity, ‘resulting from  the  U nion  o f the h u m an  na tu re  w ith the 
Divine Substance . . . w hich  D ivine Substance being  endued  and  
furnished w ith a life by  itself, is for th a t reason a  Person  b y  itself 
. . . for this is the  m ost general a n d  com prehensive notion  o f  a 
Person, that it is a  being  en d u ed  w ith life, o r  w ith self- 
consciousness, o r  self-sensation’. <0 W hatever else we m ay  say about 
T u rn e r 's  understanding , wc have h e re  p a r t  o f  th e  process o f  
recasting o f  the  definition a n d  u n d ers tan d in g  o f ‘person’, from  an 
account, given in term s o f  substance to one th a t now  con tains a 
self-referential elem ent o f  self-consciousness. Sherlock’s applica­
tion o f  such an  understand ing  to  the Trinity' was to prove 
disastrous.31

■ 'Jo h n  T u rn e r , A  D iiioursr Q m ceram glkf A U ssim  (L o n d o n : 1685), p. xxii; see p . xxxvi.
T u rn e r , p . cliv.

w Turner, pp. cxxii-cxxiii.
V| T h e  genesis o f  th e  recas tin g  o f  th e  defin ition  o f  ‘p e rso n ’ is  v e ry  eom p lex . ’IT ir above 

analysis relies v e ry  d o sc ly  o n  th e  h ighly  in fo rm ed  b o o k  o n  L ocke’s Essay t M ichael Ayers, 
I  o d e : Fpislm ology nnd Ontology (2 vols.; L o n d o n : R o u tlcd g e . lDDlj. A yer’s sc h o la rsh ip  is 
ind isp u tab le , b u t  J a m  puzzled  b y  his c laim  th a t S h e rlo ck  'a d v a n c e d  w h at is  essentially  
T u rn e r ’s e x p lan a tio n  o f  «he T rin ity 5, see II, p . <ÎÔ7. G iven  T u rn e r 's  subord ination ist 
sch em a a n d  S herlock 's a p p a re n t tru h e is in , w hile  S h e rlo ck  m a y  have b o rro w ed  ' t u r n e r ’s 
υηΐοίοιξγ u f  p e rso n , h is  T rim ly  is h ard ly  ‘rssen lia lly ’ d ie  same, as  T u rn e r 's , P la c h c r  is loo 
qu ick  to  tracc  S herlock 's p roposals to  D escartes, p. 1 7 b.
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T h e  title o f  Sherlock’s work revealed  his intentions: Λ Vindication 
o f the Doctrine o f the Holy and Ever Blessed Trinity and the Incarnation o f 
the Son o f God. Occasioned by the B rief Notes on the Greed o f St. Athanasius, 
and the B rief History o f the Unitarians, or Socinians. and containing an 
answer to both. T h roughou t, Sherlock a ttem pted  to answ er N ye's 
objections and  un iiarian  exegeses o f  Scrip tu re , a n d  saw* his book 
as a  defence o f  the  teaching a n d  d ispu ted  liturgical use o f  die 
A thanasian  C reed . In  his ‘In tro d u c tio n ’ Sherlock claim ed, per­
h ap s som ew hat om inously in  the ligh t o f  developm ents, that ‘the  
w riting  o f  this w ork has given m e c learer a n d  m ore  distinct 
N otions o f  this G rea t M ystery, than  T had  before5. T h is  drive for 
c larity  a n d  distinction pervades the  text, and  is driven in p a r t  by 
Sherlock’s professed im patience w ith  P u rita n  m ysticism , as shown 
in his a ttack  on the spiritual w ritings o f  Jo h n  O w en. It certainly 
con tribu tcd  to  the  book’s destructive n a tu re /2

Sherlock insisted that the  incom prehensibility  o f  the doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  is n o t to be taken  as a sign o f  its un tru th . W e can 
have conceptions o f  whaL w e canno t co m p reh en d , bu t, o f  course, 
these conceptions m ust be free from  contradictions. In  section 4  o f 
the  Vindication, answ ering N ye’s objection th a t the T rin ity  either 
confounds the  persons o r divides the  d iv ine substance o f G od, 
Sherlock outlines his concep t o f ‘p e rso n ’ in the G odhead , f ie  docs 
no t in tend  to fathom  the  mystery' h e  tells us, bu t sim ply to  show 
th a t  it is n o t absurd- H e  takes as ax iom atic  the claim  th a t the 
divine persons arc real, substantial be ings.’5

H e dealt first w ith the  na tu re  o f  the unity  o f the  Trinity. Reflect­
ing  T urner, a n d  possibly an ticipating  Locke, Sherlock states that 
the  unity o f a  spirit lies in its self-consciousness. I t  knowrs its 
thoughts, reasonings, passions as its ow n. But, he asks, w ha t if it 
w ere  the  ease th a t th ere  w ere three crea ted  spirits so united  that 
they  w?ere as conscious o f each o th e r’s thoughts as their own, 
surely they w ould be as m uch one w ith  each o th e r  as a  spirit is at 
one  w ith  itself? T h e  divine unity, h e  claim s, lies in  this m utual­
consciousness, w hich he  equates w ith  the  περ ιχω ρεσ ις o f  the 
Fathers. Sherlock declares the divine persons to  be th ree  infinite

!7 W illiam  S h c iio ck , A  Vindication o f  the Doctrine o j the H oly and tite r  Blessed Trinity and the 
Incarnation o f the .'ion o f  God. Occasioned by the flriefJVtrte.j on the Creed o f  S t. Athanasius, and the 
B rie f H istory o f  Ov U nitarians, or Sm niiw s. as Q m tataaif· on A n sm r Ut both (I-ontlon: 1090), 
'I [ iUyh!ui:Lu'h i‘,  p p . 27Γ.

iS  She tJock, Vindication, set* pp. 2 , 1-6- 8 .
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m inds a n d  th a t th e ir unity is m ain ta ined  by th e ir m utual con­
sciousness. in  the ease o f  th ree c rea ted  m inds there  w ould be only 
a  m oral un ion , bu t w hat is m erely  a  moral un ion  in the  ease o f  the  
created , claim s Sherlock, is an  essential un ion  in  the  uncreated , i  he 
T rin ity  is thus united, no t as one  m a n  to another, bu t as a  m an  is 
to himself. T o  use his words, the  d iv ine persons ‘feel each  o th e r  in 
them selves’, a n d  scriptural phrases such  as :T am  in the  F ather and 
the F a th e r in m e' a rc  properly a n d  noi m erely  m etaphorically  
descriptive. T h e  S on  is conscious in h im self o l'all th a t the  Father 
is a n d  vice v e rs a /4

H aving thus established the  basis fo r the divine unity, Sherlock 
confidently m oves on to an  exposition o f the  d ivine diversity. H e  is 
strident: ‘the persons arc perfectly d istinct, for they a re  th ree  dis­
tinct a n d  infinite M inds a n d  therefore T h ree  distinct Persons; for a 
Person is an intelligent Being, arid to  say, they  are T h re e  Divine 
Persons, a n d  not T h re e  distinct infinite: M inds, is b o th  H ercsie and  
N oncsense’. T h e  persons a re  m ost certain ly  no t pow ers o r faculties 
o f  the G o d h ead , a n d  the Socinians a re  quite  w rong  to conceive the 
H oly  Spirit in this way: T h e  Scriptures clearly depict the  Spirit as a 
person, a  being w ith understanding , will a n d  pow er o f  action.- ‘ 

T h e  persons o f  the  Trinity7 a re  thus distinguished by self- 
consciousness: ‘each  D ivine Person l ias a  Self-consciousness o f  its 
own, a n d  knows a n d  lcels itself (if I  m ay  speak) as distinct from  
the  o ther D ivine Persons. T h e  F a th er has a self-consciousness o f 
his ow n w hereby h e  knows a n d  feels h im self'to  b e  the  Father, and  
no t the Son, n o r  the  H oly  G host . . . as Jam es  feels him self to be 
Jam es  am i not Peter.’ T h ese  self-conscious divine persons a rc  
united  by m utual-consciousness, a n d  thus they  a re  one G od 
because the  Father, S on  and  Holy Spirit, ’do  by an in ternal sensa­
tion . . . feci each  other*. H aving p resen ted  us w ith a  m odel o f  the 
T rin ity  that resem bles some cosm ic ménage à trois, Sherlock outlines 
the  im plications o f  such a  model.'*0

All th ree persons a rc  G o d  but th ere  a re  no t th ree personal 
Gods: Sve m ust allow each Person to be a  G od , bu t each  distinct 
Person is no t a distinct G o d  . Sherlock saw  one o f  the  advantages 
o f  his m odel as being th a t one  needs n o  skill in logic o r m etaphysics

%l S herlock . Vindication, p . .’>6: a n d  see pp. 4 8 - 5 0 ,5 5 ,5 6 .  57.
Slit-rluck, Vindication, p . 6(>: a n d  p. 67.

'■ S herlock . Vindication, pp. 6 7 ,6 8 .
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to  understand  it. O n e  simply acccp ts that w ith in  the  G odhead  
th ere  a re  three infinite m inds w ho arc  yet one by reason o f 
m utual-consciousness. T h is  m utual consciousness, which Sherlock 
sees as the  core o f  the  concep t o f  periefwresis, is w hat ensures that 
ad extra, there  is one will, energy  a n d  power. However, a t this point 
he seem s to  get som ew hat confused , and  som e critics later 
pounced  on  this confusion. Sherlock invoked a n  A ugustinian ana­
logy o f  the m ind: th ere  Ls one m ind  b u t  th ree faculties o f know­
ledge, self-retiection a n d  love. W hat a re  faculties in crea ted  spirits 
are, accord ing  to  Sherlock, persons in the  G odhead . B u t such an 
analogy  surely tells against him : is it n o t the (^ase that here  w e have 
no t ‘th ree infinite m inds’ b u t one?3'

G od . .  . Cannot, be Three Such Persons

Sherlock’s apparen t fam iliarity w ith th e  dom estic  life o f  the  T rin ity  
dism ayed d ie  orthodox  a n d  delighted th e ir opponents. T h e  nov­
elty o f  the  explanation, an d  the  infelicities o f  the  exposition, rico­
cheted  around. O n e  m ajo r effect o f  Sherlock’s new  account was 
to concen tra te  fu ture disputes upon the  use o f  the  w ord ‘person’ 
at w ork in the context o f the  Trinity, a n d  the  exchanges betw een 
trin itarians and  Unitarians focused o n  the  m ean ing  o f the word.

A n  anonym ous, openly  A rian , rep ly  was published in the  same 
year as Sherlock's Vindication. Tts a u th o r  claim ed that. A rianism  was 
th e  orig inal a n d  genuine C hristian  teaching, providing a  m ean 
betw een the ex trem es o f  Sherlock 's d ithe ism  a n d  N yc's Socinian­
ism. T h e  A rian  believes ‘that th ere  is b u t one G od , a n d  th a t he 
exists in bu t O n e  Person’. T h e  doc trine  o f the T rin ity  is unreason­
able as ihc three persons a re  quite  separa te  and  canno t therefore 
share  one  substance. It is also a n  inaccura te  read ing  o f the  Scrip­
tures. T h e  a u th o r  echoed som e o f N yc’s argum ents a n d  som e of 
his rhetorical devices: any  appeal to  trad ition  plays in to  th e  hands 
o f  Papists, w ho use the sam e a rg u m e n t to  ju stify  the  absurdity' of 
transubstan tia tion ; the  doc trine  o f the T rin ity  is a  stum bling block 
to  Jew s. Turks and  Pagans.53

17 S hcriock . Vmdicaiion, p . 9 8 ; a n d  see  p p .  '.(Mi, I-JO f>.
I W illiam  F rckc], A  Vindication v j ihr. U nit/m tm  against a ImU: R to m rd  Aulhot on ike liin ity  

(L o n d o n : 1690), p. 5 ;  a n d  s r r  p p . 21 , 2 2 -B . R e d w o o d  m ak es tw o  e rro rs  h e re : ho  refers lo  
F ré ta  as  F re rc  {sec p. 160) a n d  h e  gives ihe  d a :c  o f  p u b lica tio n  o f  F rekc’s  w ork  as  1687, 
h e n c e  le ttin g  th e  re p ly  co m e  d ircc  years b c lo rc  d ie  w o rk  it a tte m p ts  to  answer.
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Several o f  the Unitarian replies w ere gathered  in to  The. Faith o f 
One God, form ing the first o f  a  series som etim es referred  to  as the 
‘U nitarian  T racts’. T h is  collection w as p robab ly  financed  by 
T h o m as F irm in  and  distributed gratis by  h im , quite possibly along 
with bales o f  his m erchandise. As well as recent tracts, The- Faith o f 
(hie God also con ta ined  a  eulogy o f  Biddle an d  reprin ts o f  his 
works from  the  1640s a n d  1630a.^

Xye him self replied  to Sherlock wit h  an o th er p iece o f  polem ic, 
Thu. Acts o f (treat Athanasius. T h is  w ork w as b o th  a  vicious a ttack  on 
A thanasius, dep icted  as a schem ing fornicator, an d  Sherlock, 
whose work is trea ted  w ith derision. N ye argued  th a t even on  its 
ow n term s the  A thanasian  C reed  w as incoherent as it bo th  con­
founds a n d  divides the  divine substance by alleging th a t th ere  are 
three persons w ithin it. N ye questioned  the  w ay in w hich the word 
‘person’ is taken  to function: if'the Faihcr is G o d , die S on  is G od, 
a n d  the H oly  Spirit is G od , and  yet th ere  a rc  n o t th ree  G ods but 
o n e  G od , why is it no t the  case that, the' F a ther is a person , the Son 
is a person, a n d  the  Spirit a person , and  yet th ere  a re  no t three 
persons but one? O n e  th ing  w as sure, opined N ye; Sherlock’s new 
notions in the m atter would no t find support in any quarter, e ither 
in the  Scriptures o r in the Fathers. N ye pressed Sherlock's ap p a r­
en t confusion abou t his A ugustinian analogy* o f  the m ind . Sherlock 
claim ed th a t self-consciousness entails th ree distinct, beings, bu t 
m utual-consciousncss seem ed to confound  this to the  poin t o f 
m aking ju s t one  person. I t seem s as i f  ‘the  th ree  D ivine Persons 
being  universally conscious lo o n e  another, a re  num erically  one 
Person, an d  a re  hypostatically a n d  personally  un ited ’. In  any case 
m utual-consciousncss will no t do the  job o f  m ain ta in ing  the sub­
stantia! un ity  o f  the  Trinity, for even if  one is conscious o f the 
actions a n d  thoughts o f  another, one  is no t aw are o f  th em  in the 
way that the  o ther is aw are  o f  them .40

A no ther pam phle t rejected the  T rin ity  because it was based 
upon philosophical speculation a n d  n o t the  Scriptures, a n d  asked 
‘shall m y faith  dep en d  upo n  Plato’s Ideas, Aristotle’s Subtitles, 
CarLesius his self a n d  m utual C onsciousness a n d  M etaphysical

T h e  Faith o f  O ne G od  (X-ondon: 1691). See M a c la c h la n .  S a tin ian ism , p . 321 for 
P irm in ’·* p a n  iri t h r  tra c ts . A m ongst d ir  trac t#  o f  B itld lr  r rp r in trd  w ere  4lw ç lv ç  A rgum ents 
d ra w n  o u t o f  Scripture* (1647) a n d  ‘A  C onfession  o f  F a ith  T o u ch in g  ih r  Trinity* (1048).

111 [S te p h en  N y e], 'F lu  A n s  o f  G reat A thanasius w ith  .XoUs, W ay o f  lU ust/a lion , on ft  is  Creed 
fjn.p.J : 1600) (republished  in  The F aith o f (h e  God'·, p - 2 6 ; see  p p . 4  5 ,  11, 12 ,2 0 ,2 6 .
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A bstractions, m ore intelligible to p o o r M orta l M en  th an  the 
lo n g u e  o f Angels?’ T h e  au th o r w as ad am an t th a t ‘by G od  we 
understand  a D ivine S upream  Person, one  N um erical Being and  
Spirit, having  the sam e N otion  o f  th a t  Unity, w hich w e have o f  an 
Angel, a  M an . a  K ing '. O u r  idea o f  G o d  rules ou t the idea  o f  a 
T rin ity  as m uch as it rules ou i possession o f  a  body by G od .41 A 
Defence o f the B rief History o f the Unitarians developed the sam e idea: 
ou r conceptions o f  G o d  are c lear a n d  distinct enough to  preclude 
trin ita rian  expression. T h e  Brief History was upheld  against 
Sherlock w hose account o f  the  h isto ry  o f  trin itarian  doctrine was 
derided . It was ra th e r the  case that ‘the  Fathers w ho lived before 
th e  C ouncil o f  N ice, speak, like P latonic Philosophers a n d  Arians; 
the  N icene Fathers like Tritheists; a n d  the  School-m en like M ad ­
m en '. As for the scholastic claim  that th re e  persons are equivalent 
to T h r e e  Subsistences; T h re e  M odes; T h ree  relations; T h re e  1 
know  no t whats. T h is  is m eer N onesense: for a Person is an intelli­
gen t Being, a n d  T h ree  Persons m ust needs b e  T h re e  Intelligent 
Beings'. We have a  ‘clear A pprehension ’ o f  the  attributes o f  G od  
a n d  w e do no t m istake one for th ree . It is c lear th a t ‘every one 
know s th a t O ne G o d  is O n e  In telligent Infin ite  Person, a n d  therc- 
lo re  can n o t be T hree such Persons’. Sherlock’s reason is a t fault if 
be can n o t see th a t th ree can n o t be one. Sherlock’s trin itarian  
exegesis is then  disputed a n d  som e theological conundrum s set up: 
if  C hrist is divine, then  given his d e a th  and  intercession w hat are 
we to m ake o f  a G o d  w ho beseeches him self? W hy was Christ 
given the  gift o f  the Spirit at his baptism  if  he w ere a lready G od? 
A nd  if, as Sherlock claims, w h a t a ie  faculties in us are persons in 
G od , w hy are  there  only th ree  persons? As all th ree  persons have 
power, wisdom, a n d  love why a ren ’t th ere  n ine persons in G od?42

Dr. W ’s Three N ew  Nothings

T h e  locus p laced upon the m eaning o f the  w ord  'person’ in the 
d ispute led several trin itarians to  posit a m ore nuanced

l! IΛ που . I, Some T fm tghk a fm t Or. Sherlock's V n d tta iiv n  o f ihe Doctrine o f the H oly Trinity 
(ί» .[).]: Iftftl), pp. 8 , 14  {republished in  The Failli o f  One G ed).

Vi fA u o n . P eter A ilix ? ], A  L k ß n :e  o f  the B n c f H isto ry  : f  ihc (m ita tia tu  a g o im l D r. Sh ttlock’s 
A nsw er in  h is VindUation o f  the H o ly  T rin ity  ([n .p .fr 1 6 9 1 ). p p . 5 . 7 ; see  p p . 9 .  2 3 ,  2 6 ,  28  
(repub lished  in  7  in· fa ith  o f O ne God\,



understanding . Between 1690 a n d  1692 a steady sircam  o f ‘Let­
ters’ em erged from  the  p e n  of D r Jo h n  Wallis (1616-1703), the  
em inen t a n d  aging Savilian Professor o f M athem atics a t the  Uni­
versity o f O xford . Wallis had  been  a  m em b er o f  the W estm inster 
Assembly a n d  h a d  a  han d  in  drafting its catechism . A lthough his 
chair had been conferred  by the  C om m onw ealth , his academ ic 
renow n an d  loyalty had  been  sufficient for it to  be confirm ed by 
die restored m onarch . Wallis obviously felt th a t .Sherlock's recast­
ing  o f the  doctrine o f the  Trinity7 h a d  been  unfortunate, and  he 
him self sought to express tin; doc trine  in m ore  trad itional 
language. E ach  ‘L e tte r’ d rew  a rep ly  from  critics, a n d  the 
correspondence genera ted  e ight letters in a l l / 1

In his ‘First L e tte r’ Wallis a ttem p ted  to deflect a tten tion  from  
Sherlock’s account o f ‘person '. T h e  distinction in the  G o d h ead  is 
railed  ‘Personality. By w hich w ord, we m ean , th a t Distinction 
(what ever it be} whereby they  a re  distinguished each  from  other, 
a n d  thence called T h ree  Persons.' W allis d id  n o t th ink  th a t the 
w ord  ‘person’ was essential to a n  understand ing  o f  the Trinity, ‘if 
the w ord Person do  n o t please, we need  no t be fond o f words, so the 
th ing  be ag reed ’. N everdieless, he insisted, it  is a  good a n d  useful 
w ord  and  it is difficult to  think o f  an o th e r  lo  p u t in its place. Wallis 
was aw are o f  the  analogical na tu re  b o u rn  by 'person ' in this con­
text: ‘If  it be said. It [Person] doth  n o t agree to  th em  exactly in the 
sam e sense in w hich it is com m only u sed  am ongst m en; we say so 
too, no r d o th  any  W ord, w hen app lycd  to  G o d , signifie ju s t  the 
sam e as w hen applyed to  m en , but only som ew hat analogous 
thereun to .’*4

In keeping w ith this stress on  analogy, Wallis a ttem pted  an  illus­
tra tion  to  show  how  w e can u n d e rs tan d  one  to  be three a n d  p ro ­
duced  the unfortunate ‘trin itarian  cube '. A cube w ith its three

14 J o h n  W allis, Theological Discourses; Concerning V it I  letters and 11/ Strtno/is Contenting the 
Biejsed Irm ly  (L ondon : 169‘2). T h is  is ih c  co llectcd  v e rs io n  o f  th e  'L e tte rs’. T h e  ‘L e tte rs’ a rc  
g iven  d a te s  o f  p u b lica tio n , as  a re  th e  se rm o n s, w h ic h  m ak es it eas ie r to  reco n stru c t the  
exchange . I h c  re frre n c rs  a re  to  th e  ind iv idually  p a g in a te d  'L e tte rs’. W allis’  r a th e r  o ld  
school’ a p p ro a c h  is  sh o w n  by  this co llec tion , d ie  S e rm o n s  I h e m  selves h av ing  been 
p re a c h e d  n e a rly  30  years  before ih c  ‘T /•iters’ w e re  w ritten . At v a rio u s  p o in ts  W allis is
clearly  aw are  o f  a n  m lirn la iic e  w inch  h is  y o u n g e r c r itic s  sim ply  d o  n o t  share.

W allis, ‘L e tte r  Γ . pp. 3 , 10. For a  g en e ra l a c c o u n t o f  I h e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  n l ana lo g y  
p rev a len t d u r in g  th e  la te r  seven teen th  c e n tu ry  see D o n  C u p id , ‘T h r  D o c tr in e  o f  A nalogy 
in th e  A ge o f  Locke’. The Journal o/TJieologicul Studies 19 ( I 9 6 8 ), p p . 18G 202 . C u p it t  sees 
th e  tr in ita r ia n  con troversies as  ra ising  in  a n  a c u te  fo rm  th e  w hole  qu estio n  o f  ana lo g y  
d u r in g  th is  p e r io d , p . 190.
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dim ensions can  provide an  analogy· oi" the Trinity. For as length, 
b read th  a n d  h e igh t a re  ncccssary lo fo rm  a  cube, they a re  equal to 
each  o th er a n d  w ithout one the cube could  no t exist, so likewise 
w ith  the  Trinity; i f  Father o r Son o r H oly  Spirit w ere absen t then  
G od  w ould not. exist. After considering  o ther analogies, Wallis 
concluded w ith a general w arn ing  Lhat no  analogy could give 
adequate  expression to  the  n a tu re  o f  th e  d istinction a n d  unity  o f 
the d ivine persons in the Trinity.+s

I  h e  cu b e  analogy gave g rea t sport to  one  o f  W allis’ critics, w ho 
accused him  o f  urging the faithful to ‘love G o d  the  Father, w ho is 
the  length o f  the C ube  w ith all rhcir H earts '. R edw ood is qu ite  
righ t to  claim  that it w as ‘the  age o f  rid icule w hich d id  fa r  m ore 
h a rm  to the  C hristian  defences th an  d id  the  onslaught o f reason 
a n d  n a tu re ’, a n d  this is particu larly  tru e  in the  trin itarian  contro­
versies/10 T h e  sam e critic also dep ic ted  the  unsophisticated faithful 
w hen w orshipping as dividing in to  tw o  cam ps: those w ho  worship 
G o d  as one  person , a n d  those w ho arc  effectively trilheists. W allis’ 
opponen t concludes w ith a sum m ation  ol’ the a rgum en t thus far: 
‘In short, the  Q uestion  is, w hether the  le rm  God includes only one 
Person, o r th ree Persons? one  A lm ighty  Person  o r th ree  distinct. 
A lm ighty Persons? A nd w hether the  fo rm er o r the  latter, is the 
m ore  dangerous Error, w hich soever is found an  E rro r?’ T h e  
p ro p er p red ication  o f ‘person’ in the  G o d h ead  was th u s  a  p rim ary  
focus in the debate. Sherlock’s understand ing  o f  these persons as 
th ree real substantial beings w as no ted  a n d  dismissed. W allis’ own 
appeal to  trad ition  w as snecringly rejected  as an  a rgum en t lhat 
w ould have gone dow n b e tte r  in ‘the  la te  king’s tim e’.17

Wallis’ ‘Second L etter’ is a rep ly  to  one from  ‘VVJ’, w ho sought, 
clarification o f  the  na tu re  o f  the  d istinction betw een the  persons. 
W allis refuses 10  b e  draw n as the  Scrip tures are  silent on  this 
m atter. H e  now  explicitly rejected  Sherlock’s understanding  of 
the  doctrine as tending tow ards polytheism , a n d  a rg u ed  that

11 W allis, "L etter I \  see  pp . 1 1 -1 3 , 18. B izarre  th o u g h  such  a n  a n a lo g ) ' m a y  seem  to  os, it
m ay  well n o t  hav e  b e e n  ih e  u n iq u e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  W allis d ie  m a th em a tic ian . S im ilar
m a th em a tica l analo g ies c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  J o h n  S c o t t»  K riugcna (som e o f  w hose w orks
sign ifican tly  w ere  rep u b lish ed  in  ihr* sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  by  T h o m a s  Ciale), N icholas, o f  
G  usa a n d  th e  C h a rtre s  school. S r.r S te p h e n  G e rsh , From  lam hlkhta la Eriugena (L eiden : Brill,
1978), A p p en d ix  2 . 1 a m  in d eb ted  to  D r  D o ug las H c d lc y  fo r  th is po in t.

"■ R e d w o o d , p. 15.
171 A n o n . J ,  Dr. W allis's Letter 'touching the Doctrine o f  the Blessed Irin ity  A nsw er'd by his Friend 

; |n .p .J: |n .d .J ), p p . 8 ,  15; a n d  see p p . 7 ,8 ,  (>.
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m utual-consciousness w ould lead  to th ree  gods who are  m utually 
conscious/1" T h e  ‘T h ird  L etter’ a ttem p ted  to  mollify the d am n a­
to ry  clauses o f  the A thanasian  C re e d , for w hich reason some 
objected  to its use in public worship, a rgu ing  th a t in th e ir  p roper 
con tex t they  did n o t suggest t h e  condem nat ion o f  the uneducated  
that they  m ight seem  to  possess. In  a  postscrip t he addressed the 
question o f  the  n a tu re  o f  the  usage o f ‘person’ once again. Echo­
ing Augustine, he stated  th a t there  a re  three som cw hats in  the 
G o d h ead  which wc conventionally ca ll persons, ‘w hich w ord  we 
ow n to  be M etaphorica l (not signifying ju s t the  sam e here, as 
w hen app lied  to  m en)’. H e  realized th a t  the problem  w ith  the use 
o f  the  w ord  ‘person’ lay in (.he fac t th a t  in com m on speech the 
w ords 4th ree  persons’ im plied three m en , hence three persons can 
seem  to imply three gods. Som ew hat surprisingly, given the  deep 
hostility betw een the tw o m en, W allis cites the  sam e C iceronian 
tag  th a t  h a d  led H obbes in to  controversy: ‘ego sustineo . .  Λ  Wc 
c a n  understand  that a king a n d  a  h u sb an d  m ay  be seen as two 
persons b u t a re  only  one m an , an d  by analogy the sam e is true  o f 
G od.49

T h is  last, analogy how ever m ight give the  im pression th a t the  
distinction betw een the divine persons is im aginary a n d  no t real, 
a n d  the  ‘Fourth  L etter’ a ttem pts to  rem ove such a  m isconception. 
T h e  difference betw een the  th ree  divine persons is no t m erely a 
notional distinction, a n d  it is g rea te r th a n  the  distinction wc m ake 
betw een the  divine attributes. Wallis acknow ledged th a t all analo­
gies a rc  inadequate  in try ing  to g rasp  the  mystery, bu t h e  hoped 
th a t he h a d  shown th a t the  T rin ity  is no t the  prima facie  absurdity 
his opponen ts  claim. H e  reiterates the  steps in his a rgum en t for 
the  T rin ity : first, th a t th ere  may be th re e  persons in  the G odhead , 
and  then that there  are indeed  such a  three. T hese  persons a re  no t 
supcraddcd  to  G od  b u t have existed from  all eternity.50

T h is  latest ‘L e tte r’ p roduced  a  very  searching reply. From its 
style, especially its witty polem ical tone, it m ay b e  ano th er o f

'H W ailis, 'L e tte r  IP , sec  p p . 3  5. W allis m ak es n o  m e n tio n  o f  B u ry  in  th e  ‘L e tte rs ’. O n ce  
a g a in  R ed w o o d  seem s <o lose  th e  m a jo r  p a th  o f  d ev e lo p m en ts  i:t th e  tr in ita r ia n  con troversy  
o f  th e  p erio d ; sec  R e d w o o d , p . 158.

1,1 W allis, ‘L e tte r  U P , p . 39; a n d  see  p p . 39 , 4 0 , 6 2 .  F o r W allis ' hostility  to  H o b b e s , see 
Q u e n tin  S k inner, 'T h o m a s  H o b b e s  a n d  the  N a tu re  o f  th e  E arly  KovaE S o c ie ty '. The Histor- 
k û l Journal 12 (1969), pp . 2 1 7 -3 9 .

Sec W allis, 'L o tte r  IV 1, p p . H , 21 s 25.
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S tephen N ye’s com positions. T h e  w rite r agrees w ith Wallis: th ree 
m ay indeed be one, bu t a  thousand  m ay  equally be one  in the 
sam e way. For instance, a regim ent m ay  be one  reg im ent bu t a 
thousand  m en. H e  puts his finger on  the  real problem  w ith  the 
analogy o f  the  cube. It lim ps badly  bccause  w hereas one side is 
no t a  cube, one  ‘person’ in the  Trinity is G od . T h e  usual rhetorical 
jib es  a re  in troduced  alleging th a t the  T rin ity  is one o f  the chicf 
articles o f  Popery. Echoing TTobbes, a n d  reflecting the  general 
drive tow ards a  flattening on speech, the  objector challenges 
Wallis: ‘Show  m e the trin ita rian , w ho dares dispute this Q uestion 
(about the  Trinity) in p lain  English.’ A s to  the  ‘som ew hats1 and  
persons the ob jecto r is scornful: I f  we have no  clarity ab o u t w hat 
these ‘persons’ a re  th en  w e have a  new  Babel. To call the  persons 
‘som ew hats’ is equivalent to calling th e m  ‘noth ings’, because  we 
do  no t know  w hat they are. I f  Sherlock h a d  revived the tritheism  
o f  A bbot Joach im  (a m edieval m ystic w hose conception  o f  ‘three 
ages’ ascribed to  each  o f  ihe trin itarian  persons provided great 
stim ulus lo revolutionary ideas an d  groups) then  the ‘L etters’ 
give us ‘Dr. W ’s T h ree  N ew  Nothings*. W allis it seem s is really a 
SabeIlian, for it seem s as if  in saying th a t G od  is th ree persons 
h e  im plies no  m o re  th an  that G od  has th ree  tides. T h e  rep ly  ends 
by casting the  U nitarians as  the  true  defenders a n d  p rom oters  o f 
the  R eform ation .v

Wallis a ttem pted  to expand  his understand ing  o f  ‘person’ in  the 
‘Fifth L e tte r’. H e claim ed th a t the  w ord , being  derived from  L atin , 
strictly speaking signifies no t a m an  b u t ‘one so c ircum stantiated’. 
O n e  m an  m ay  sustain the  person  o f  a  K ing  a n d  the person  o f  a 
father, bu t as kings and  lathers a re  m ore  often th an  no t different 
m en the w ord ‘person’ lias com e to  b e  com m only  used indis­
crim inately as a synonym  fo r ‘m an ’. H ow ever, as dictionaries 
show, the  w ord is often Englished as ‘state, quality; o r condition, 
w hereby one  M an  differs from a n o th e r’. T h e  hinge o f  the  con tro ­
versy, argues W allis, is no t the  w ord  ‘person’ bu t the notion  o f 
w hat the  ‘som ew bats’ are. Person does no t give co n ten t to the 
‘som ew hat’: the  ‘som ew hat’ de term ines w h a t ‘sense the  w ord Per­
son is h e re  used’. T h e  Scriptures reveal that G o d  is Father, S on  and

’ I S te p h e n  N ye}, Q b stw itio n s >m ihr Four U tters o f  D r. John W alks Cordoning the Trinity and 
Utr. Creed iifA thanasius (fn .p .] :  (it.il-l), |>)>- .0 ,  8 ; a n d  St:cr |i|>. 4 ,  1 7  ( r r jm b l is h r d  in  The Fatih o f 
One Gody
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Spirit, a n d  the  C hurch  uses the w ord ‘person’ as a  w ay  o f  speak­
ing o f  these th ree?2

‘Person’ is again  the focus o f the  ‘Sixth L e tte r1. Wallis defended 
his previous understand ing  o f  the  w ord  'p e rson ’, a n d  argues that 
it is the best w ord  available to  use o f  the  th ree  ‘som ew hats’ o f the 
Trinity. T h ese  persons are no t ju st nam es, b u t ne ither a re  they 
three gods. T h e  ‘Seventh T-etter’ to o  revolves a ro u n d  the  word 
‘person '. Wallis agrees with one  o f his critics th a t Sherlock had 
been  b e tte r  advised ‘to  b e  less Positive a n d  Particular, as to w hat 
the Scrip ture leaves in the dark’, an d  insisted th a t ‘p e rso n ’, as 
indeed  ‘n a tu re ’, ‘essence’, ‘unity’ a re  all used o f G od  ‘in a  bo r­
rowed sense’. In fact, as regards ‘person’, we ‘c a n  spare  the word, 
w ithout prejudice to the  C ause’. ‘P erson5 is a  fit n am e to use but it 
has to  be p roperly  understood  in its context. T h e  problem  is the 
force dial com m on English usage gives to the w ord  m aking it 
virtually a synonym  for m an. In  the  theological context the dis­
tinction o f  persons in the  T rin ity  is closer to  the  distinction modalis 
than  the  distinction id  res el res. 1

Looking back over the previous correspondence, in his final 
‘L e tte r’ Wallis s tated  th a t he w anted  to  give

a  full answ er to the  A nti-trin itarians Popular A rgum ent (from 
the  m o d ern  gross acceptation  o f  th e  w ord Person in English,) as 
if  th ree D ivine Persons, m ust needs be th ree  G ods, because 
d ircc  Persons am ongst M en  d o th  som etim es (not always, no r 
d id  it anciently  so,) imply three m en. A nd, w hen we say, these 
th ree  Persons a rc  but one  G od; ‘lis m anifest that, we use this 
M e tap h o r o f Persons (when applyed to God.) as borrow ed l’rom  
the  sense o f the  W ord  Person, w herein the  sam e M an  m ay 
sustain divers Persons, o r divers Persons be the sam e m an .34

W allis a rgued  for the  reten tion  o f  th e  w ord ‘person’, despite ils 
problem atic nature: ‘I am  nor w illing to quit it. because  I know 
no t a be lte r to p u t  in R oom  o f it’. In  any case, i f  the  w ord  were 
to b e  d ropped  from  trin itarian  vocabulary  now  Wallis» feared 
his opponents w ould claim  that be lie f in the  T rin ity  h a d  been

W allis, ‘L e tte r V \  pp. 1Γ», 16, 18; see p. 17.
W allis, *1 .e tte r V I ’,  see  pp. 4 , fc ‘I -etter V I I s, p p . i ,  l j ,  l(>; see pp. 17, 1 9 ,2 1 .

:’1 W allis, 'L e tte r  V U  I’, p . 10.
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abandoned . ‘Person’ is the fittest n am e wc can  give to the  distinc­
tion that exists in the  Godhead.™

H e Cryed Nonesmse before he Could Speak it

O n  the whole the ‘T etters’ steered clear o f  castigating Sherlock, 
though  Wallis qu ite  clearly thought that the  d ean  h a d  been  lack­
ing  in p rudence  and  tact. H e  a ttem p ted  to deflect the  crisis away 
from  the  unfortunate neologism  o f  Sherlock’s theology a n d  back  
to a mort: traditional, standard  accoun t o f  th e  doc trine  o f  the 
Trinity. It is significant th a t Wallis w as in his seventies by the  time 
h e  w rote the ‘Letters’ a n d  was clearly tapp ing  in to  stream s o f 
thought a n d  language alien to  m any o f  his antagonists. Rut 
Sherlock im m ured him self still fu rth e r into the m ire as h e  tried to 
back  aw ay from  som e o f the  m ore u n o rth o d o x  conclusions draw n 
from  his works. ITis genera l outlook rem ain ed  the sam e a n d , in a 
pam phle t justify ing him self for w riting  in the  first place, he  argued  
th a t the errors o f  the  Brief History n eed ed  answ ering as they w ere 
boasted  in every cofiee house. I f  th e re  a re  three persons in one 
G od , he shrilled, then  ‘o u r business is to prove it, and  explain  it 
a n d  vindicate it’.’ 6

Such a  self-defence just d rew  fu rth e r criticism . O n e  critic 
rounded  on  Sherlock’s w hole trea tm en t o f the doctrine a n d  specif­
ically c ited  A ugustine’s De im itate, B ook 5, w hich claim s th a t ‘p e r­
son’ is used no t in a  p ro p er sense b u t  lo r  w an t o f  a  be tte r word. 
Sherlock's new  casting o f  'p e rso n ’ clearly led  to  tritheism  a n d  the 
critic w as a larm ed: ‘I  never read  any  C hristian  w rite r to  go so far 
n ea r in express te rm s asserting a p lu rality  o f G ods, as the  D ean  o f 
St. Paul's has done.’ H e  urged  th e  d e a n  to recant, a n d  b u rn  his 
book, a n d  far from  allowing Sherlock to depict him self as some 
sort o f  ham m er o f heretics, a rgued  th a t  if  the  dean  h a d  no t risen 
to the  bait the w hole dispute over th e  T rin ity  w ould have died 
dow n quickly, a n d  the orthodox  understand ing  prevailed.*'

T h e  dean ’s b itterest critic, how ever, was one  o f  his erstwhile

:·'· W allis, ‘L e ite r  V T ÏT , p . 12; sec pp. 2 0 , 21.
°  W illiam  S herlock , A n  Apology jo t  W riting  again.» Socin ians (L ondon : 1693), p. 29 ; see p . 10.

[A non .j T h e  Anafapology o f the M elancholy Stander-by: In Answ er to the Dean o f’St. Paul’s Lute 
Book, I'o lsdy Shied. An Apology Jo t W riting against Socinians & c. ([n .p .j: 1693), p . 32; see pp . b. 
6U.
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friends, R obert South  (1634 1716), C a n o n  o f  C hrist C hurch  
C athed ra l, O xford, and  him self a  staunch  trin ita rian . Tn 1693 he 
published a  book that is still rem arkable for the  venom  o f  its 
contents. Even the title was a frontal attack: Animadversions upon Dr. 
Sherlock's Book Entitled A  Vindication o f the Holy and Ever Blessed Trimly 
&c. Together with a more necessary Vindication o f  that Sacred and Prime 
Article o f the Christian Faith from H is New Notions, and False Explications 
o f i t  Humbly offered lo his Adm irersand to H im self the Chief o f Them. 
Sou th 's  deep-seated  h a tred  o f  Sherlock w as p lain  on  alm ost every 
page, and  w as undoubted ly  the  m o to r b eh in d  the  book. I,ike 
Sherlock, S ou th  had  grave reservations abou t taking the  oath  of 
allegiance to W illiam  a n d  M ary. In  the  event he  took it on  the  last 
possible day  and , significantly, w as to leave £ 2 0 0  to various 
N on ju ro rs  in his will. W hatever passed betw een the  tw o m en will 
never be  certain , b u t S ou th  certainly felt a s  if  Sherlock h a d  des­
erted  h im  a t the  critical m om ent. T h e  furore over the  Vindication 
gave South  his opportun ity  for revenge, and  bis attacks plum bed 
the dep ths o f  rancour. T h e  ‘Preface’ to  the Animadversions b o re  out 
S ou th ’s lifelong repu ta tion  for ridicule and  hum our. Sherlock was 
accused o f  being ano th er A bbot Jo ach im , o f  providing a delib­
erately  treacherous a n d  false defence o f  the doctrine, an d  even, 
referring to  a  jib e  o f  V incent Alsop, o f  having been  ta in ted  w ith 
Socinianism  himself. H itting  well below the  belt, S ou th  even ques­
tioned  the  validity o f Sherlock’s orders, w hich w ere conferred  
d u rin g  the  difficult days o f  the  C om m onw ealth , rem arking  acidly 
th a t ‘hard ly  c a n  any  one b e  found, w ho  w as first ta in ted  w ith a 
conventicle w hom  a  C athedra l could  ever after cu reV 0

S ou th ’s boo k  is extensive and  closely argued , b u t its two main 
thrusts a re  clear: to defend a n d  expound  a m ore  traditional 
understand ing  o f  the  Trinity, which takes full account o f  its status 
as a  m ystery against Sherlock's a ttem pts to  c lear it up, a n d  to 
expose Sherlock as a  theological clow n by showing his account of 
the doctrine to be erroneous, inadequate  a n d  self-contradictor)1. 
In a  C hristm as serm on p reached  th ir ty  years before, South  had

l!‘ R o b e rt S o u th , A m m atkm ions upon Ih . Sherlock's Book lin tiiU d A  Vaiâkatvm  o f the- H oly and 
Farr Blessed ih ra ty  & r. Together w ith <i More A 'e ca m y  I 'indication o f that Sacw t <vui Prim e A rtkU  o f 
ih t C hnsfim  Faith β ο τη  h is  Λ μ τ1 Xohvns, anti False Explications o f i t  H um bly offered to h is Admirers, 
and to h im self ihe C hief o f  them (T en d o n : I *593), ‘T h e  P re face’; see p p . iii, v, xv i, xviii. F or a  
sym pa th e tic  porLraii o f  S o u th , μ*λ  G e ra rd  R eedy, Robert S w th  (C am b rid g e : C am b rid g e  
U niversity  Press. 1992).
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attacked the  Socinians for their je ttison ing  o f  m ystery in discuss­
ing  the doclrinc o f  the  incarnation , a n d  h e  believed lh a t  the  heart 
o f  Sherlock's errors sim ilarly lay in his optim ism  abou t the  ability 
o f  reason to ren d e r the  m ystery o f  G o d  ‘p laine a n d  easy’. South 
saw such a n  in ten tion  as futile since p a r t  o f  the  very m ean ing  o f  a 
‘m ystery’ is a  tru th  revealed by G od  th a t is above the  pow er o f 
na tu ra l reason to  discover o r com prehend . South  sought to m ain­
tain and  defend the traditional, ‘scholastic* term s associated with 
the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  such as ‘essence’, ‘substance’, ‘n a tu re ’ 
an d  the  like. H e  acknow ledged the  difficulty o f  conceiving rightly 
o f  the  deity a n d  divine persons. T h is  w as no t as Sherlock alleged 
because o f  the language used bu t m o re  profoundly because ou r 
capacity  fo r knowledge is ill suited to  the  divine. G od  is infinite, 
w hereas o u r  knowledge depends on lim it a n d  definition. In  regard  
to  tht* use o f ‘person* in the  con tex t o f  the T rin ity  we ‘w an t o f  all 
Instances a n d  Exam ples o f  this k ind’. I t  is h a rd  for us to conceive 
o f  th ree distinct persons in one  n a tu re  as o u r  notions a re  derived 
from  the  n a tu ra l world, a n d  these a re  only  predicated  o f  G o d  with 
difficulty.59

H aving thus a ilirm cd  the  intrinsic d illiculty  o f  G odtalk , South 
proceeded  to reject the  understand ing  advanced  by Sherlock in 
term s o f  self- a n d  m utual-consciousncss. T h ese  categories simply 
will no t do  the  w ork th a t Sherlock w an ts  them  to do. A ccording to 
Sou th , self-consciousness presupposes an  ex tan t personality, the 
person is present before his a c t o f  self-consciousness, a n d  therefore 
self-consciousness ta n  no t b e  the fo rm at reason o f  personality. 
A lthough the soul is sell-conscious it  is no t thereby m ade a  ‘p e r­
son’; it is Sherlock’s residual CartesianLsm th a t has betrayed him  
a t this ju n ctu re . South  rejected  Sherlock’s equation  o f ‘m in d ’ and  
‘p e rso n ’. T h e  la tte r is a m ore inclusive category. By advancing  a 
scries o f  syllogistic argum ents to show  w hy self-consciousness 
can n o t be the  form al reason o f  personality , South  con tinued  his 
destruction  o f  the  consciousness m odel o f  the  Trinity. T hese  were 
followed by ano th er series w hich sought to destroy Sherlock's 
claim  th a t m utual-consciousncss is th e  form al reason o f  un ity  in 
the  G odhead .'10

Sherlock's claim  lhat three d iv ine persons a re  three distinct

Λ S o u th , Animadversions, s e e  p p .  2 . 1 8 ,  3 0 - 5 .  5 4 . S e e  R eed y , p .  125. 
"  S o u th , A nim adnenitm , sin;  p p . 7 0  4 . '14  1 0 5 , lO ii--I *>.
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infinite m inds w as thon  attacked w ith  gusto, in  all this Sherlock 
has confused ‘essential’ an d  'personal9 attributes: w hat belongs to 
the essence o f  G od  with w hat belongs to tht* divine persons. H e 
has sim ilarly conflated w hat can be d istinguished w ith w hat can  be 
separated . A llhough the  three persons are  really distinct a n d  not 
m erely distinguished in the  m ind, they  can n o t be separated. 
C om pared  to  Peter. Jam es  a n d  Jo h n  they  ‘differ as really, y e t . . .  
do not differ as m uch ',61

H aving rubb ished  Sherlock, South  th en  p roceeded  to outline a 
p ro p er trin itarian  gram m ar. A  p e rso n  is an  ‘incom m unicable 
m ode o f  existence', a  m ode being  n o t a  substance o r an  accident 
bu t a  de term in ing  state 'as posture is to  body*. A  divine person  is 
thus the G odhead  subsisting u n d e r a  p a rticu la r m ode  o r relation. 
T h e  divine persons can  be d istinguished by m odes bu t not separ­
ated , bu t to  say th a t they c a n  thus be m odally  distinguished is not 
to say that the divine persons are  th re e  m odes. South  ended  his 
book as he had  begun it w ith a  blistering attack  upon Sherlock for 
having played into the  hands o f the  Socinians: in all O n e  would 
th ink  that . . .  in his very crad le h e  cryed nonesense before he 
could  speak it '.1'2

M eer Em pty Words . . . Persons, Properties. 7  hingams

T h e  evident d isagreem ent am ong  th e  trin itarians was exploited 
ruthlessly by  th e ir  opponents. T h e ir  differences in exposition and  
attacks upon each  o ther d id  m uch  to  u nderm ine  the trin itarian  
claim  that theirs w as the universal a n d  trad itional faith o f  the 
C hurch . T h e re  appeared  to be as m any  T rinities as d iere  were 
writers, and  one w it w rote th a t it  w as now  difficult to know  w hat 
T rin ity  to believe in as ‘th ere  are so m any  w rong  Trinities, a n d  
m ore everyday increasing’.1'4

Looking over the battlefield, N ye pen n ed  ano th er m asterpiece 
o f  polem ic. T h e  creation, argued  Nye, shows th a t there  m ust b e  a 
thinking, designing, all-powerful m ind  beh ind  it, arid this m ind  is 
obviously one  n o t many. Giver) (his, it. is ‘the very voice o f  nature

4,1 S o u th , Λ nim w tm m nsy p . 167; see p p . Î 10  30, 1 3 6 -7 .
S o u th , Am m advm ioitsy pp . 211 , 37î);m ïc p p . 2411 I , '247 ,288 .

'· ' [M a tth e w  T i n d a l ] , A  Letter to ihe Reverend Clergy o f  both Universities Concerning die Trinity and 
the A t/num ian Creed(fn.p.J: i6 9 4 j, p .  4.
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a n d  reason1, supported  by  the  Scrip tures, to conclude th en  that 
this m ind  is one  person  a n d  one  person  alone. T h e  hea rt o f  the 
dispute lies here, lo r ‘all m en  know  th a t the  Difference betw een 
the  U n itarians an d  th e ir  opponents the  T rin itarians is (in few 
words) this. W h e th e r there b e  m ore th a n  one  D ivine Person, o r 
m ore  th a n  one Person, w ho  is tru e  a n d  m ost H igh  C o d .’ N ye dien 
a ttem pted  to dem olish the  defences o f  the  doctrine advanced  by 
its upholders. I t  is the  pow er o f  N ye’s rhetoric , especially his ridi­
cule, that still im presses the reader, ra th e r  than  the  force o f  his 
logical argum ent. His p resen tation  o f  the  w ritings o f the  trin itar­
ian divines is partia l a n d  biased, bu t very  effective. Each o f  the 
m ain  players in the  debate is pu t u n d e r  the  spotlight, in terrogated 
very roughly, an d  then  rendered  lud icrous/’*

Nye pounced  first upo n  Wallis w ho  h a d  w ritten that a  ‘divine 
p e rso n  is only a m ode/, d ia l is ‘th ree  R elations, Capacities, o r  
Respects o f  G o d  to his C reatures; h e  is their C reator, R edeem er 
a n d  Sanctifier; an d  in this Sense o f  the  w ord  Person, G o d  is three 
Persons’. Nye thought th a t the Socinians w ould  be quite  happy to 
go along  w ith such a m inim al explanation , w hich h e  sees as effect­
ively Sabellian. In  fact, some o f  the  an ti-trin ita rian  wrags now  call 
them selves ‘W allisians’ in  his honour. W allis’ explanation  is :a 
T rin ity  only o f  th ree  D enom inations o r N am es, a n d  o f  Predica­
tions purely  A cc id en ta l. . . n o r  was it  ev e r denied, either by Sabel· 
lians o r  Soein ians\ Taking his cue from  the "Letters’ themselves, 
Nye caricatures W allis’ T rin ity  as the Ciceronian 'trinity:'''

By con trast, Sherlock’s T rin ity  lies a t die o th er extrem e and  
is th e  Cartesian Tnnity o f  th ree infinite m inds. For N ye this is 
clearly a  revival o f paganism , for w e  have a rea l T rin ity  of 
th ree distinct gods: ‘M utual-C onsciousness m aketh  th em  to be a 
C onsult o r C ouncil, a  C abal o r  S enate  o f  G ods . . . bu t by no 
m eans one  N um erical G o d ’. A ccord ing  to Nye, Sherlock’s book 
was originally received w ith  approba tion  by upholders o f  trin i­
tarian  doctrine, a n d  it  w as left to th e  Socinians to open  their 
eyes to see the  errors contained  w ith in  it. T h u s  the  battle now

1:1 f S l ç p l i r n  N \ r ] ,  ( jm s v la a ito n s  un  /Jic F.xf>h/:<ilv.ms o f  the D o tfriiu i o f  ίϊιε  l i m i t ,  b y  D r. W a llis . Dr.

SJieiùvJi, Dr. S __ tit \.ùc\ , D r. C a d a w /ή  iw d  A ir. Hooker: a n d  also o f  the A ccount given by these w ho say.
Ihc T rin ity  is  an  Unconceivable a n d  Inexplicable M ystery  ([n  .p.]: 1693;, p p . ,3. 7.

N y e , C onsidération:, pp . 7, 8 . 9. N yc also  rclcr.s ?o W allis as ‘th e  o ld es t D iv in e  o f  
E ngland* (p. %  w h ich  m a y  a cco u ru  fo r  W allis’ a p p re c ia tio n  o f  o ld e r  tra d itio n  in  using  the  
w ord  'p e rso n ’ <iniili>g!c illly.



rag ing  Ls n o t against Socinianism  bu t a civil w a r w ithin the 
trin itarian  cam p.1"'

C udw orth  p resen ts a  Platonic Trinity o f  th ree persons as : really 
distinct Beings, essences o r Substances’ blit not co-equal a s  the 
Father is the head  o f  the  Son a n d  Spirit. A ccording to Nye, 
C udw orth  was hard-pressed  to  express w hat exactly these three 
‘persons’ are. T h e y  a re  three distinct substances b u t  it  seem s as if 
the  Father alone is really G o d  while the Son a n d  Spirit arc 
d ependen i on h im . T h e  persons are cocternal for C u d w o rth , but 
no t ‘consubstantiaF in the w ay understood  by L a te ra n  IV  and  
later trad ition . In m any ways, N yc believes, C u d w o rth  and  
Sherlock converge in  their understanding. T hey  b o th  see the  div­
ine persons as th ree really distinct substances. T h e y  differ in their 
understanding  ot' th e  unity th a t the three enjoy. Sherlock a ttrib ­
utes this to m utual consciousness, w hereas C ud w o rth  sees the 
F ather as the ‘P rinciple (Root, Fountain  o r Cause)’ o f  the  Son and  
Spirit. But tliis derivation  from  a com m on orig in  is no t sufficient 
to establish unity, fo r after all a son a n d  g ran d so n  are  no t one 
person w ith the  orig inal father. In  conclusion, N ye though t it best 
to describe C u d  w o rth 's  position as m odera te  A rianism .0'

I he sharpest invective is reserved fo r South, w ho  is taken  as 
representative o f  ihc  trad ition  o f the Schools a n d  caricatured  as 
p resenting  the Trinily iff Aristotle. A ccording to  Nye, ‘T h e  A rgu­
m ents used  by Dr. S__th  are  only m etaphysical reasonings; easily
advanced, and  easily destroyed'. South  is quo ted  a t  length about 
‘persons-as-m odes’, a n d  then  the  knife is deftly inserted:

Behold the  Birth o f the  M ountains! We are kep t in su.s])ense 
seven long chapters; a t length in the  8 th , a t p. 240. o f his book 
he gives forth  (his O rac le  . . . if  you will have a g rea t deal in one 
single word, the  very  1 Iliad.s in a N ut-shcll; they a rc  Postures: or 
w hat am ounts to  th e  sam e thing, they a rc  such in  Spiritual and 
Im m aterial Beings, that a Posture is to a  Body.,,K

Nyc satirized South  as die D o n  Q u ixo te  o f  theo logy  T h e  disap­
po in tm en t th a t S ancho  feels w hen he discovers that Q u ixo te’s

?Λ N y e , C onsiderations, p .  J 2 ;  s e e  p p .  10, 12.
N yc, Considiia/iom , pp . 1 3 , 15; M'.r. pp. ΙΓι. 14·, 18 19. C f. S a ra h  H u t to n ,  ‘T h e  N copln- 

lom c roors o f  A ria n u m : R a lp h  C u d w o rth  a n d  T hcophL us C a lc ’, in  L ech  S x rzuck i, e d ., 
Sotinianiim  (W arsaw : P W N , 1983). p p . 133 4.Γ».

"" N y c ,  C onsiderations, p p . 2 0 ,  2 1.
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g reat lady is in effect a  local slattern  is the so rt o f  d isappoin t­
m en t felt w hen one realizes that S ou th ’s g rea t quest has ended  
here, in describ ing the  T rin ity  as th ree postures. The knife is 
pushed  deeper. M ust the  faithful now  p u t th e ir tru s t in a n d  w or­
ship three postures? H ow  does one  po stu re  beget an o th e r?  O r  a 
th ird  posture p roceed  from  the o ther two? N ye com plains, ‘how  
shall w e understand  such G ibberish  as this? m ay  they  no t tell us 
in plain term s, th a t  lo b e  T rin itarians, ’lis necessary  th a t we 
should  renounce a t once all good sense?’ H e  m ockingly com ­
m iserates w ith Sherlock, ‘poor, senseless, illiterate G antabrigean  
Ignoram us’ w ho ‘though t these w ords Father, Soil and  Spirit 
im plied som ething th a t  w as rea l’. N ow  w e are  left w ith  ‘person­
alities’ no t ‘persons’. At least Sherlock believes in real persons, 
w hereas South  really  should decide which cam p  h e  w ants to be 
in: Socinian  o r  tritheist. In  elieci, N ye teases, S ou th  accepts the 
U n itarian  position because he does n o t believe th a t  th ere  is m ore 
th an  one  ‘All-knowing, Alm ighty U nderstand ing , Will and  
E nergy’. I f  ho accep ts this th en  N yc is pleased to  le t him  con­
tinue to talk abou t persons a n d  the like because ‘these a re  m eci 
em pty  w ords - . . w hat you add  m ore  o f  Persons, Properties. 
T h ingam s, a n d  call d iem  a  Trinity, ’tis a n  A dd ition  only o f 
W ords a n d  N am es; n o t o f  realities, o r  Persons th a t  a re  properly 
so called*.09

Finally, N ye tu rn s  to the  T rin ity  ‘o f  the  m o b ’. This is carica- 
tu rcd  as the M ystical Trinity, because  the  c h ie f  argum ents 
advanced  in its favour rely on  an  accep tance  o f  the  T rin ity  as a 
m ystery  above explanation. N yc em phasizes that ihe  un itarians do 
no t reject the T rin ity  because they a re  unable to  conceive it, but 
because they  clearly  conceive that it canno t be true . A n d  once 
again w e detect h o w  C atho lic  polem ical apologetic has im ploded 
w hen N ye observes th a t  argum ents relian t on  ‘m ystery’ can be as 
easily pressed in to  service in defence o f  trarisubstan tiation  as they 
can for the  Trinity. N o  appeal can  b e  m ade lo n a tu ra l mysteries 
either; these a re  perceived a n d  accepied by all, a lthough  they 
canno t b e  explained, w hereas the sam e canno t b e  said ab o u t the  
Trinity™

Nye deftly sum s up  the case lo r the  aiiti-trin itarians:

"J N y c ,  Considérations, pp . 2 2 ,  2 1, 2 5 ;  a n d  see p. 2 1. 
‘ 1 N y e , Considérations, s e e  p p .  2 9 - 3 1 .
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Dr.S__ tli ’s Explication is only an  a b su rd  Socinianism ; o r  U ni-
tarianism  disguised in a M etaphysical and  Logical C an t. Dr. 
Wallis his Explication is an  ingenious Sabcllianism ; a n d  in very
deed  differs from U nitarianism , no  m ore th an  Dr. S__ th ’s . . .
Dr. Sherlock's is such a flat T rithcism , th a t all the  L ea rn ed  o f 
his ow n Party  confess it to b e  so . . . Dr. C u d  w orth 's  is a  m oder­
ate A rianism  . . . M r. H ooker’s is a  Trinity: no t o f Persons, bu t 
o f C ontrad ictions . . . W hat the  M ystical D ivines teach , can n o t 
be called an Explication; they deny all Explications', we must 
say therefore 'lis Sam aritam sm  fo r . . . they w orship  they  know 
no t w hat.

Such variety o f  explanation, such dilfcrence o f  op in ion , a n d  such 
civil w a r shows th a t 'th e  T rin ita rian  Faith  is a t best bu t precarious, 
uncerta in  and  doub tfu lV 1

Jangling and Wrangling about the Meaning o f the Word ;Person7

N ye’s sentim ents w ere gleefully echoed  by others. ‘Is it suppos­
able’, w rote one, ‘th a t G o d  should give forth co n tra ry  m anifest­
ations o f  h im self? T h a t h e  should teach  us by N atu re  a n d  Reason, 
to app rehend  one G o d  as bu t one  A lm ighty and  Infinite Person; 
and  yet com m and  us by revelation to  believe, one  G o d  is three 
such Persons?’ N ot th a t accepting  th e  la tte r position w ould be a 
victory for the  trinitarians:

they  all agree, that there  a rc  th ree  D iv ine  Persons: bu t to  m ake 
this no  A greem ent, they are divided in explaining w hat is to  be 
understood  by the  W ord, Persons. Som e say the three Persons 
a re  three Properties o f  the  Divine N ature . B ut these agree not; 
som e m aking them  to be p roperties  in the  same num erical 
N ature . O th e rs  take them  to be descrctive Properties in the 
Specifick N ature. O thers  say  the  th ree  Persons a rc  three M odes 
o f Subsistence, o r th ree Relations* o r th ree Respects o f G od 
tow ards his C reatu res, o r th ree O pera tions. O th e rs  affirm  the 
three Persons to b e  so m any  several o r distinct intellectual

• 1 NyC, Consideration.», p p . 3 2 . 7.
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Beings a n d  Spirits; as distinct from  one a n o th e r  as three
h um ane  Persons (or th ree M en) are.'"

A  work by M au h cw  T in d a l (1655-1733), Fellow o f All Soul’s, 
O xford , a n d  a  lead ing  deist, built on  N ye’s foundations and 
show ed popular percep tions o f  the  m ain  contours o f the  debate 
by 1694. T h e  divines insist th a t  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is 
fundam ental to the C hristian  fa ith , ‘yet they ex trcam ly  differ 
abou t the  m ean ing  o f the w ord  Person, w ithou t th e  knowing ol’ 
w hich it. is im possible to app rehend  w h a t the  T h re e  a re ’. W e c a n ­
no t believe w ithout know ing w hat it is we are  to believe, so, argued 
T in d a l, if  wc have n o  idea  o f w hat ‘th ree  persons’ m igh t m ean  in 
this con tex t w e can hard ly  be expected to believe it. But on this 
m atte r  ‘there  is n o th in g  . .  . m ore unaccountable  a n d  absurd , than  
th e ir jangling and  w rangling  aboui the  m ean ing  o f  the  w ord  Per­
son'. For 1 indal ‘Person  is a  te rm  w hich we give to  all Intelligent 
Beings’, a n d  ‘div ine p e rso n ’ and  ‘G o d ’ a re  convertible terms. 
G iven this there  is b u t one  divine person bccausc th ere  is on ly  one 
G od. H e  reviewed a n d  dismissed the  T rin ita rian  m odels on offer, 
categorizing them  as  ‘N om inal T rin ita rian s’ and  ‘Real T rin ita r­
ians’; the fo rm er species includ ing  South  a n d  Wallis, the latter 
Sherlock, w hom  h e  parod ied  for supposing the  th ree  persons ‘a 
C ouncil o r  C om m ittee  o f  Gods, w here som etim es one  is Presi­
den t, a n d  som etim es ano th er is in the C hair, a n d  accordingly 
things ru n  in each  o f  their N am es, as the works o f  C rea tio n  in flic 
Father’s N am e . . .  so the  Son redeem s’. T in d a l even insinuated 
doubts ab o u t the  political loyalty o f trin itarians: ‘I  w onder u n d e r 
w ha t Form o f  G overnm en t the  T rin ita rian s reckon th a t o f  the 
Universe! M onarchy  it c a n n o t be, because th ere  is in that b u t one 
Person that is S uprcam , b u t here are  T h re e , each  o f  w hom  is 
S up ream ,’ T h e  em ergen t un ita rian  political state w as clearly 
being  p ro jected  on  to the religious Universe. T h e  rejection o f  
m ystery is also apparen t: ‘T h e  id e a ’s we have of G o d ’s Eternity, 
Infinity, O m nipresence, O m niscience, a n d  all th a t w e a re  required  
to believe c o n cern in g  them , a re  so d e a r  a n d  distinct, th a t an  
O rd in ary  C apac ity  app rehends w hat w e m ea n  w hen  w e say that 
G od  is E te rna l, Infinite, O m niscien t, O m n ip resen t.’ H e  added

’■ A  le llrr  o f  Resolution C onttm m g (h t D ut'lm ua u f  Oie Trinity a n d  Incam aiiu»  (fn .p .J:
M . l ) > p p  . 2 , 9 .



lh a i ‘M ystery can never be p a r t  o f  R elig ion , because it canno t 
tend  to  the  H o n o u r o f  G o d , since it  is w hat w c know o f  G o d , not 
w hat wc do no t know, th a t m akes us h o n o u r him  . . . the  less there 
is o f m ystery in Religion, th« b righ te r a n d  d e a re r  it appears.

Pam phlet a n d  trac t p o u red  from  th e  press. Som e w arn ed  o f  the 
dangers o f  un itarianism , o thers con tinued  the  attack upon trini- 
tarianism . Francis Fullw ood tried  to tu rn  som e o f  the Unitarian 
rheto ric  against its au thors, arguing th a t the Socinians w ere in 
sinister league w ith  the  Papists fo r the  overthrow* o f  tru e  scriptural 
religion. ’ ' A  defender o f  Sherlock did Jittle to  diffuse the  situation 
w hen h e  claim ed th a t th ere  w as lno  M ed ium  betw een a T rin ity  o f 
intelligent Persons a n d  a  T rinity  o f N am es’, a n d  im plied that 
South  was m erely  a  Sabcllian w ith Socin ian  friends/*  O n e  Unitar­
ian wa ite r w as glad o f the  com pany; accep ting  the  division o f the 
trin itarians in to  N om inal and  Real cam ps, he claim ed South  and  
W allis as kinsm en. A ccord ing  to this au thor, m ost o f  the fathers 
after 380 were ‘Realists’, w hereas the  F ourth  L a teran  C ouncil was 
‘Nominalist*. H e  saw the ‘N om inalist trin itarians’ an d  the U n ita r­
ians in ag reem en t ab o u t the  divine unity, bu t the fo rm er as m ain ­
tain ing dangerous, non-scrip tural language. For the  sake o f  peace 
this un ita rian  w as p repared  to  agree th a t  ‘C o d  is th ree persons, as 
any M an  m ay be three Persons’ a s  a m a n  m ay  be king, hus­
ban d  and  fa th e r /1' A n o th e r au th o r’s proposal for A  Designed End to 
the Socinian Controversy was sim pler again: the  espousal o f  Socinian 
doctrine. T his work by J o h n  Sm ith , a L ondon  w atchm aker, 
betrayed m ore th an  a passing acquain tance  w ith Socinian teach­
ing as found in the  R acovian C atechism . I t rehearsed  som e stand­
ard  moves: G o d  being  one  in n a tu re  is but one  person , a n d  that 
the  one  person w ho Ls truly G od  is th e  Father. I t  also included 
argum ents to  show th a t C hrist w as n o t  'tru e  G o d ’, a n d  referred 
explicitly to  the Socinian doctrine th a t  C hrist had  ascended  into

■J [T in  da l], A  Ixtler to tlif Reverend Clergy o f b u ll Uniixrsilics', p p . '5, ή , 2 6 ,  3 3 , 3.Ô.
7! Francis Fullw ood , A  Parallel xifcrehi it Appears th a t ùir. S n c in m  agrees u itii the Papist (Lon­

d o n : 1093;. For so m e reaso n  R e d w o o d  believes tin s is a n  a n o n y m o u s  w ork. A n o th e r  w ork 
w as p u b lish ed  o n  Fullw uod’s  in itials a lo n e , F F  (,w] , 7 hr Sotinian Canlrmmsie low hing the Son 
o f God Ri'diu-ed ( I» n d o n : 1693}, b u i how  R e d w o o d  sees d u s  as  a  d e fen ce  o f  Socinianism  
(p. 159} w h e n  it argue* th e  cxac: opp o site  baffles m e .

[A n o n .], A  Defence o f  Dr. Sherlock’s .\b lion  o f  a  Trinity in U nity (L ondon : 1694}. p . 8 0 ; see 
p . 9 7 .

; [Anon-1, Λ  Disarm*. Concerning thr N om ina! um} Rr.nl Trinitarians (fn .p .]: 1605), p . 12; see 
pp . I ,  ß , 4 0 .
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heaven to be en ligh tened  by the  F ather before em bark ing  on  his 
mission. W earied  b y  the controversy; Sm ith  w ould no t have been 
alone in w ondering  w hether ‘ihc  Belief o f  the D octrine o f  the 
T rin ity  m ake m e a  m o re  m erciful a n d  righteous M a n  th a n  if  I  did 
profess the  co n tra ry ? ’"

T h e  controversy seem ed  endless, a n d  several o f  the  key players 
re tu rn ed  to  the fray  Sherlock argued  that if  there  were indeed a 
distinction betw een the ‘Realists’ a n d  ‘N om inalists’ then  h e  had  
been  in the  right. T h e  ‘N om inalist' perspective h a d  only ‘one  Real 
Person, w ho is G od, w ith a  T rin ity  o f N am es5. Ind ica ting  the  way 
in w hich the co n ten t o f the  w ord ‘person’ h a d  becom e a key com ­
p o n en t in the  debate he form ulated  the  question betw een  the  Real­
ists a n d  the  N om inalists in regard  to  the  persons o f  the  T rin ity  
thus: ‘w hether they  m ay  be called Persons in the  tru e  a n d  p roper 
N otion o f  the w ord  Person; for one  w ho does really an d  substan­
tially subsist, live, w ill, understand , act, accord ing  to  his N atura l 
Powers: A nd  w hether th ere  be  T h ree  such subsisting, living, 
willing, understand ing  Persons in  the  G o d h ead  o r  only O n e ’.78

In 1695, South  accused  Sherlock o f  heresy an d  appealed  to the 
universities to censure  his errors. Sherlock’s recen tly  published 
Defence was, accord ing  to  South, ten  tim es m ore tritheistic  than  
the  Vindication. T h e  roo t o f  Sherlock’s ‘heresy’ lay in his m aking 
self-consciousness the  form al reason o f  ‘p e rso n ’, b u t this is not 
sufficient to  define w ha t ‘person’ m eans. T h is  e rro r  led Sherlock to 
side w ith the  Socinians in seeing ‘person’ as im plying separation 
w hereas properly  understood  it im plies distinction. G o d  is one 
e te rn a l m ind  no t th ree , a« ‘m ind ’ is an  absolute no t a relative 
term . South  w as appa lled  by Sherlock’s ignorance  in continually 
confusing a ttribu tion  o f  a  distinct th ing  to a  d istinct person  with 
a ttribu tion  o f a th ing  distinctly to  a  person ; om nipo tence , ib r 
exam ple, belongs distinctly to each  o f  the three persons, bu t 
there  is a  no t a  distinct om nipotence for each .7’1 South  even 
w an ted  to  deny  Sherlock the grace o f  originality a n d  insinuated 
th a t his u n d ers tan d in g  w as p lag iarized  from  a b o o k  published  by

?'J o h n  S m ith , A  D esigned E n d  to the Socinian Controversy (L ondon : 1695), p. 5 3 ; see  p p . 7 ,9 , 
12f.s 3 5  6)

'*  [W illiam  S h erlo ck ], 7  ia  D istinction faf& w i R eai an/l Jfum uial Irm ilaruau  Examine/! (Ixjit- 
doTi: 1696), pp. 12,2».

7a [R o h e rl S o u th ], 7 r ith d m  Quuged upon Dr. SherSwk’s  Λ4λ· jYolion o f  Vie Trinity (L ondon . 
1695). spc T h e  E pistle  D e d ic a to ry ’, pp. 220 , 23, 4 3 -5 , 2 7 7 -8 .
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LeC lerc in 1679, in which he h a d  spoken o f  the  T rin ity  as ‘très dis- 
tinctae cogitationes’ and  cogitation as the  product o f  consciousness.1,0

T h e  U niversity o f  O xford  was h ap p y  to oblige S ou th ’s call for 
censure, and  found its opportun ity  a t the end  o f O c to b c r 1695, 
w hen Jo sep h  Bingham  recklessly p reach ed  in defence o f Sherlock 
at St Petcr’s-in-the-East. using the  d e a n ’s language o f ‘th ree  infin­
ite distinct m inds . . . a n d  three individual substances’. B ingham  
was com pelled  to resign his fellowship a t U niversity  College a n d  a 
decree o f  the  university issued on  25  N ovem ber declared  such 
language ‘false, im pious, a n d  here tica l’ a n d  ‘con tra ry  to the  D oc­
trine o f  th e  C atholic  C hurch  a n d  the publicly  received doctrine o f 
tlit* C h u rch  o f  E ngland’. For good m easure  the decree ended  by
noting th a i ‘the  Propositions above-m entioned, are  Dr. S__ck’s in
his D iscourse o f  the T rin ity’.*1 W allis and  South, to m ention but 
two, m ust have felt that old scores w ere now  well a n d  truly settled. 
A ccusations a n d  counter-accusations flew, a n d  the  controversy 
provided the  d isgruntled w ith am p le  opportun ity  to insinuate 
doub ts ab o u t their enem ies. T h e  N on ju ring  polem icist, C harles 
Leslie, charged  the  recentiy  deceased A rchbishop T illo tson w ith 
Socinianism  a n d  Bishop B urnet w ith heresy.82 Surveying the scene 
in 1697, Nye accused the  recently  deceased  T illo tson o f  being  a 
Realist bu t accep ted  Stillingleet’s Vindication, w hich we will exam ­
ine in the  next chapter, as being  U nitarian. In  all, h e  w rote, ‘I am  
persw aded, th a t th e  Q uestion concern ing  the  Trinity, the  D ivinity 
o f  ou r Saviour, a n d  the  In ca rn a tio n ; so long  controverted, 
betw een the  C h u rch  a n d  the  U nitarians; a re  a  strife, m ostly about 
W ords a n d  Term s, no t o f  tilings a n d  realities.*83 T h e  unfortunate· 
A rthu r Bury w as appalled by the  ‘ex trao rd inary  heat’ o f  the  dis­
putes, noting  t h a t 4the  T arta rs  m anage their w ars w ith less cruelty 
th an  ihe clergy’. H e  p leaded  for to leration  an d  a rg u ed  th a t ihe 
d isputes should  be let to b u rn  them selves out, the  last th ing  
needed w as the  p roduction  o f  ‘m arty rs’.0*

[Sm ith ], T rithetfm , p p . 8 3 —1·.
A1 A n  A t count ; f  tiu  D écret o f the U n kw siiy  o f  O xford against so t/it H tr tlk a l TauLs (O xford: 

1095). H u m . Π . p . 2 2 !  g ives S herlock’s  dism issive re a c tio n  lo  the  censure .
C h a rle s  Leslie, T h e  Charge o f  Socinianism  against D r. FiUnLvm C onsidered (E d in b u rg h  [w ]: 

1695). T h e  w hole w o rk  is a n  a tta c k  o n  T illo tso n , for th e  ch a tg cs against B u m rL , so*: 
pp . 17 -20 .

’ ’ [S te p h en  N yc]. 7  he A grem ent o f the U nitarians w ith  ihe C atholic Church ([n .p .lj : 1697), p . 19.
i'1 [A rth u r  B ury}, 7  ite 'fadgem tnl o f  a  D ism letextrd Prrson C m certring th e  C onlm veny utmid th e  H. 

T rin ity  (I .ondou: 16 % ). pp . 3 , 6  L  6 7 - 8.
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But the  ecclcsiastical au thorities w ere o f  a  different fram e o f 
m ind  and  were grow ing quite  a la rm ed  by the dam age th e  dispute 
was doing  to  the  C hurch . T h o m as T en ison , H obbes’ opponent 
and  by now  A rchbishop o f  C an terbury , persuaded  the king to 
intervene, a n d  on 3 February' 1696 Directions to our Arch Bishops and 
Bishops fo r  the. Preserving o f Unity in Ike. Church. and the Purity o f Christian 
Faith. Concerning the Holy Trinity w as published. Am ongst o ther 
things the docum en t w arn ed  o f the  d angers  10  the doctrine that 
differences o f opinion a n d  expression caused, directed  that ‘new 
term s’ w ere to b e  avoided a n d  expression confined to  th a t  ‘com ­
m only  used’, a n d  com m anded  that th e  scurrilous language and  
b itte r invectives cease. T h e  Directions w ere  reiniorced by d ie  Blas­
phem y A ct o f  1698 w hich p rescribed  three years im prisonm ent 
fo r those convicted o f  an ti-trin ita rian  b e lie f  But by th en  the d am ­
age had  been well and  tru ly  done.**

In  som e w ays the d isputants in E ng land  got o ff lightly. T h e ir  
books m ight have b een  subject to the  incend iary  desires o f  the 
University o f  O xfo rd  b u t th ere  w as n o  real th rea t to  th e ir lives. 
Across d ie  b o rd er in Scodand  perceived SocinianLsm was dealt 
w ith m uch m ore harshly. A lthough, a s  T h o m as T orrance notes, 
‘relatively little a tten tion  after the  m idd le  o f  the  seventeenth 
cen tury  was given to the  doctrine o f  the  H oly T rin ity’, con ­
tem porary  fears abou t heterodoxy w ere  strong.*' In 1695, th ree 
years before E ngland , the  Scottish Parliam ent passed  a n  Act 
Against B lasphem y w hich reinforced a n  ac t o f  1661- In  the  w inter 
o f  1696 a  nineteen-year-old  m edical studen t a t the  U niversity of 
E dinburgh , T h o m as A ikenhead, w as charged  u n d e r its term s. 
A ikenhead  h a d  allegedly scorned  the In ca rn a tio n  a n d  the  Trinity; 
saying that to speak o f  th ree in one  w as as foolish as speaking o f  a 
square circle. W h e th e r this w as a deep ly  felt conviction resulting

°Γ| D iieiüoni to out Arc/)· Bishops and Bishops fo r  She Preserving o f  Unify in She C hunk, and the Purity 
o f the Christian Faith, Concerning the H oly T in ity  {L ondon: 1695), pp . 4 ,5 ,6 .

T h o m a s  T o rran ce , Scottish Theology: From John Knox to John M cLeod Campbell (Edinburgh; 
T & T  C lark , 1096), p . xi. T o rra n c c  e c h o e s  ih c  ju d g e m e n t o f  «η e a r lie r  w ork  pub lished  
orig ina lly  in  1672: ‘ T here a rc  so m e d e p a r tm e n ts  in  w h ic h  S co ttish  theo logy  is u n q u es tio n ­
ab ly  dcficienr . .  . :r h as  m a d e  n o  co n tr ib u tio n  to  I h e  T rin ita r ia n  c o n tro v e rsy . . .  th e  matter· 
w as g rea tly  more, pressing  o n  the  one  side o f  th e  b o r d e r  th a n  the  o th e r ’;  see  J a n ie s  W alker. 
The Theology and Theologians o f  Scotland 1 5 6 0 -1 7 5 0  (E d inburgh : J o h n  K n o x  Press, 1982), p. 
36. T o rra n c e  a n d  W alker discuss e ig h teen th - a n d  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  th eo log ians w h o  w ere 
îu sp e c tc d  o f  heterodoxy  in  reg ard  to  th e  T rinity. T o rra n c e  a lso  lias a n  in te re s tin g  d iscus­
s ion  o n  th e  p rohJem s g e n e ra te d  by tin1 W estm in ste r C o n fe ss io n 's  tre a tm e n t o f  the  d o c trin e , 
p p . 13 If.
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from  read ing  litera tu re  from over the b o rd er and  fu rth e r afield or 
sim ply youthful b ravado , A ikenhead  was condem ned  on  C hrist­
m as Eve 1696. All pleas for m ercy  w ent u n h eed ed , a n d  the  Kirk 
pressed for the  full force o f  the law to be exacted. O n  8 January  
1697 the youth  w as hanged  a t Gallowlcc, the  last person to  be 
executed fo r heresy in the British Isles.8'

Ii w ould be w rong  to see the  crisis o f  th e  early  1690s as 
unexpected, because disquiet w ith the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  had 
been  grow ing for som e tim e, a n d  som e o f  die ro o t problems 
clearly lay back  in th e  1640s a n d  1650s. T h e  influence o f  C on tin ­
en tal Socinianism , although  no t popularly pervasive, was clearly 
detectable am ongst the  educated  elite. A  growing co ncern  for the 
literal tru th  o f  the  Scriptures, coup led  w ith a. decline o f  the  a n a ­
logical im agination, generated  a  clim ate in w hich  th e  doctrine o f 
the T rin ity  could not b u t becom e the  subject, o f  critical scrutiny 
T h e  relaxation o f  censorship  encouraged  such probing. T h e  lais­
sez faire ecclesiastical policies o f  bo th  Jam es  11 a n d  W illiam 111, 
although in tended  fo r  opposed ends, con tribu ted  to  the  general 
discounting o f  dogm atic  rigidities, as d id  the grow ing influence o f 
the la titud inarian  school. In  the event skirm ishes such as that 
involving B ury  w ere, pace Redw ood, relatively u n im p o rtan t des­
pite their inheren t d ram a . W hat was very unfortunate  for the  trini­
tarian  pa rty  w as the  tu rn  the  crisis took thanks to  th e  defence 
proflered by  one  o f  their ow n num ber. Sherlock’s contribution 
m ade  the  debate explode. By focusing on  the  w ord  'p e rso n ' he 
un in ten tionally  hit th e  trin itarians a t th e ir weakest p o in t, a n d  their 
consensus w as shattered . A ugustine and  o thers  h a d  hedged the 
w ord  a ro u n d  in an  a tte m p t to signal its nuances a n d  subtleties in 
the con tex t o f  the doctrine o f  the Trinity. Sherlock seem ed to 
ru sh  in to  this m aze  blithely ignoran t, a n d  his ill-considered book 
w as a  gilt to the U n ita r ia n s . N o am o u n t o f  dam age lim itation by 
Wallis a n d  others could  und o  the  h a rm  done. The use o f ‘person’ 
h a d  always been  p roblem atic , but by uncritically taking in to  a

'■ F or th ese  A cts a n d  th e ir  E nglish c o u n te rp a r ts , sec R o b e rt E . F lo rid a , ‘ B ritish  L aw  a n d  
S ocin ian ism  in  th e  S e v e n te e n th  a n d  L iç h tc c n th  C en tu ries’, in  L ech. S zez  j r k i ,  ed ., Hocmian- 
ism  (W arsaw : PVV’N. 1983). A ik e n h e a d  h as  obviously been  h a iled  as  a  m a r ty r  by  U nitarian  
apo log ists, us c a n  be se en  in  L. Baker Shore, Jioneers o f  Scottish  U nitarianism  (N arbcth : 
W alte rs , 19Ü3). M o re  c ritica l a p p ro ach es  inc lu d e  M ic h ae l H u n te r , ‘ “A ik e n h e a d  th e  A th e­
ist” ; I  h r  C o n te x t a n d  C o n se q u e n c e s  o f  A rticu late  Jrrclifjion in  th e  L ate S ev en teen th  
C e n tu ry ’,  in  M ic h ae l H u n ie r  a n d  D av id  W o tio n , rd s .. A theion  J n r n  the, Ifr/orm alion  to Iht 
E nligftienm ent (O xford: < )x to rd  U n iv ersity  P ress , ; 992).
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theological context a n  em ergen t new  conceptualization  based  on 
4consciousncss\ Sherlock m ade  it very  difficult for the  nuances o f 
previous expositions o f  the  doctrine io  be m ain tained . Sherlock's 
desire to  m ake the  doctrine of the  T rin ity  ‘clear a n d  plain* simply 
ended  in rendering  it ridiculous to  m an y  o f  his contem poraries. 
T h e  chang ing  understand ing  o f  the w ord  ‘p e rso n ’ w as bound  to 
provide a  crop  o f  theological prob lem s, and  Sherlock helped those 
problem s to germ inate  very quickly. W illiam  Flacher has argued 
in Sherlock’s dcfcncc th a t at least h e  'deserves cred it for taking the 
T rin ity  seriously enough  to try  to th in k  it th rough ’, b u t w hen one  
considers the u p ro ar th a t ensued  h e  still seem s to m erit m ore 
blam e than  praise for do ing so."'1

T h e  e thos o f  theology in genera l w as chang ing  in a very pro* 
found way. In a  d ep artu re  from previous perceptions th a t saw talk 
abou t G o d  as inherently  problem atic, m any  o f  the  participants in 
th e  dispute claim  to have clear ideas abou t the  na tu re  o f God. 
T h e  U nitarian  T in d a l is the  clearest exposito r o f this new  found 
clarity, b u t it is there  in the trin ita rian  w riters too. O nce  it was 
conceded  th a t ‘G o d ’ w as c lea r bu t the  ‘m ystery o f  the  Trinity* 
dark , then  the T rin ity  was bound  to b ecom e a  ‘prob lem 1 in  the­
ology. i f  the  clisputers h a d  been  less c lea r abou t th e  na tu re  o f the 
G od  under discussion pe rhaps the  doc trine  o f the  T rin ity  would 
n o t have seem ed so exceptionally problem atic. T o  previous gener­
ations talk abou t “G o d ’ w as n o  e asie r  th an  talk abou t ‘T rin ity’. 
M uch  o f  the dispute revolved a ro u n d  questions concerned  with 
the  best w ay o f  speaking abou t G od: W as h e  one person o r three? 
A  subtle bu t im portan t shift h a d  occu rred  here  too. Previously 
theology h a d  scrabbled a ro u n d  lo  find  a  w ord  th a t could be used 
to  speak o f  Father, S on  a n d  H oly Sp irit. N ow  the  m ean ing  o f the 
w ord  ‘person’ was increasingly taken  ;l s  having  a  fixed, agreed 
con ten t to which G od  could b e  m atched  to see if  he w ere o n e  such 
‘person* o r three.

T h e  defences of ihc trin itarian  divines a rc  also quite  notable for 
the  absence o f  w hat m ight be called the vital dim ension o f  the 
Trinity. W hen one  reads their works one  is left w ith a feeling of 
indifference: even if  the  doctrine o f th e  T rin ity  is true, so w hat? 
T h e  loss o f  the  econom ic dim ension o f  th e  doctrine is clear, and

P la c h e i;  W illia m , T he D om estication o f  'fia n sten d en ie  (L ou isv ille , K Y : W e s tm in s te r ,  J o h n  
K n o x  P re ss , 19 9 6 ), p . 176.
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ihe debate takes p lace largely as a discussion o f  th e  im m anent 
Trinity. Any soteriological im port the  doctrine might, possess is 
largely ignored, as is any liturgical, spiritual o r  ecclcsiological sig- 
niiicance. a n d  knowledge o f  the T rin ity  is conceived in  cxtrinsicisl 
term s as a  piece o f  in fo rm ation  ra th e r than  a  lived experience o f 
faith.

In  nearly  every exchange the  U n itarian  au th o rs  have a  better 
com m and  o f  rh e to ric , a n d  the  pow er o f rid icule is am ply dis­
played. T hey  a p p e a r  m ore conscious o f  the n a tu re  o f  the aud i­
ence they w ere try ing  lo reach , and  m o re  aw are o f  how  to  do so. 
Insinuation (especially in reg a rd  to suggestion o f  a  Jink betw een 
trinitarianism  and  Popery), travesty, scorn, rnocktrry, as well as 
appeals to reason w ere well developed in th e ir polem ics. By con­
trast the trin ita rian  au th o rs  often seem  dull a n d  ra th e r  plodding. 
O n  occasion they  a re  caugh t unaw ares by an  infelicitous ph rase  or 
analogy: W allis’ ‘c u b e ’ a n d  S ou th ’s ‘postu re’ spring to  m ind. 
T h e ir  works are m ore  scholarly, reflecting d eep er understandings 
both  o f  the  subject m atter and  the possibilities o f  language» bu t 
there  is an  overrid ing clerical am bience to th e ir w ritings whereas 
nearly  a ll th e ir opponen ts  speak both rhetorically  a n d  literally as 
laym en. T h e  lack o f  a ‘p o pu lar’ apologist for the trin ita rian  cause 
was a  very serious weakness.

Ktnally, the very plurality  o f trin itarian  theologies on offer 
w eakened the  doc trine’s defences in  the  eyes o f  m any  onlookers. 
T h e  revival o f trin itarian  sensibility in o u r  own d a y  has generated  
a  variety  o f  presen tations a n d  explications o f  the doctrine. T his 
variety  is taken as a  sign o f  the  inner life o f  th e  doctrine, and  as an 
indication o f  its vitality in the life o f  the  present-day  C hurch . In 
the  seventeenth cen tu ry  it w as otherw ise. T h e  p lu rality  o f  theolo­
gies o f  the T rin ity  w as taken  as an indication o f  its lack o f  coher­
ence ra th e r th an  a  recognition o f  the dep th  o f  th e  m ystery the 
doctrine w as trying to  deal with. A  Unitarian id ea  o f  tru th  was 
hard ly  su ited  to a trin ita rian  im agination o f the  divine. From  the 
1690s onw ards fo r m any  the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  stopped 
be ing  the m ystery o f  the  C hristian  G od  a n d  s ta rted  to  becom e a 
problem  in theology.



C H A P T E R  F IV E

A Well-Wilier to the Racovian Way

T h e  execution o f  A ikenhead  horrified  m any  in Scotland and 
beyond. Such bigoted zeaf w as precisely the influence th a t those 
pressing for g rea ter religious latitude w ere keen  to cu rb . T h e  news 
horrified  .John L ocke, a n  eloquen t and  powerful advocate for 
religious to leration. L ocke’s shock was no t purely  o u t o f  sym pathy 
for the  young m an: as w e shall see h e  h a d  his o w n  reasons to be 
concerned.

J o h n  Locke (1632-1704) w as a polym ath: philosopher, amateur 
o f  science, non-practic ing  doctor, com m onplaccr, and  confidant 
o f  politicians. H is w ritings include discussions o f  m ost o f  the 
p o pu lar issues o f  his- day: from  ihc  clipping o f  co ins lo the  p ru n ­
ing ol m onarch ical power, from  the  raising  o f ch ild ren  to the 
resurrec tion  o f  the  d ead . H is ow n life w as an  icon  o f  the  times, 
spann ing  as it d id  seventy years ol' rap id  social, religious and  
political change. L ocke w as one  o f  the  pivotal characters  around  
w hich this change occu rred . O n  friendly term s w ith  m any o f 
the leading figures o f  his d a y  he helped fashion new  approaches 
to politics, was instrum ental in popularizing  th e  ‘new  science’, 
a n d  cam e to b e  an  eloquen t spokesm an fo r ‘an ti-dogm atism ’ in 
philosophy.'

1 T w o  s ta n d a r d  b io g r a p h ie s  o f  L o c k e  a i r  R ic h a r d  J .  A a r o n .  J o h n  L /x L ·, 2 n d  e d n  (O x fo rd : 
O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, 19 3 5 ), a n d  M a u r ic e  C ra n s to n *  J o h n  L tx k c  { L o n d o n : L o n g m a n s , 
19 5 7 ). A a r o n 's  w o rk  is th e  m o r e  sch o la rly : C r a n s to n  p ro v id e s  m o r e  b io g ra p h ic a l  a n d  h is to r ­
ic;·] d e ta i l  b u t  is o b sesse d  w i th  c o n s t r u c t in g  a  rO m a ill ir  s id e  t o  L nckp?  W orks  c o n c e rn e d  
w ith  l-o e k e ’s  w rit in g s  a r e  le g io n . O n e  o f  d ie  b e s l  in tro d u c t io n s  Ls R .  S .  W o o lh o u s e , fxuke. 
(B r ig h to n : H a rv e s te r ,  1083). T h e  s h e e r  e x te n t  o f  L o c k e ’s  in te re s ts  a r e  a m u s in g ly  d isp la y ed  
in  J e a n  S . Y o lto n , A  Locke M iscellany: L o c k  Biography and C riticism  fo r  A ll 'B ris to l; T h o c m m c s ,  
1 9 9 0 ;, w h ic h  in c lu d e s  a r t ic le s ,  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  a n d  e v e n  rc c ip c s  f r o m  L o c k e  h im self.
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G iven  his intellectual a n d  persona l absorp tion  in the society 
o f  his day, il is hard ly  surprising th a t  Locke w as keenly interested 
in the  religious concerns o f  the  seventeenth century. H is lib rary  
w as well stocked w ith theological volum es, a n d  his read ing  was 
rellectcd  in his works a n d  correspondence. H is writings on to ler­
ation  w ere no t m ere theoretical essays b u t  m otivated  by a  practical 
concern  for pcacc  and  ha rm ony  am ongst com peting  C hristian  
groups. In  his latter years he p ro d u ced  works o f  scriptural 
exegesis and , in The Reasonableness o f Christianity, sought to  defend 
C hristian  faith against deist attacks. B u t on one  issue h e  is con­
spicuously silent: the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  receives no investi­
gation  in  any  o f  his published works. G iven the  controversies 
o f the  1690s, his silence is no t sim ply strange, it is stunningly 
eloquent.*

In this chapter, T shall outline L ocke’s observations on  the 
m ean ing  o f  'p e rso n ’, especially as found  in his rellcctions on  per­
sonal identity. 1 shall then  investigate the a ttack  upo n  Locke 
m oun ted  by Edw ard Stillingfleet, B ishop o f  W orcester, having first 
considered the b ishop’s ow n Vindication o f  the Trinity. T h is  assault 
d ragged  Locke in to  the trin itarian  controversies o f  the  decade and 
provoked an  extensive exchange betw een  the tw o m en. Finally, I 
shall a ttem pt a reconstruction of L ocke’s thoughts on  the  doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  from various sources unpublished  in his day. 
A ccording to J. C . D. C lark, 'Locke’s  significance for the  e ight­
eenth  cen tury  w as n o t chiefly in in troducing  con tractarian ism  into 
political theory, bu t heterodox theology7 into religious specula­
tion.’{ I  a m  therefore concerned  to exam ine Locke’s thought 
abou t the  doctrine o f the Trinity.

L o rk c 's  'a n t i - d o g m a t is m ' is b r o u g h t  o u t  in  J o h n  M a r s h a l l ,  John Lockc: Resistance. Rtitgion and 
Responsibility (C a m b r id g e : C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s ,  1994). C r a n s to n  fo u n d s  th is  an ti-  
d o g m a tis m  in  L o c k e ’s e a r ly  a sso c ia tio n  w ith  la t i tu d in a r ia n  c h u rc h m e n ,  s e e  p p . 4 0 , 1 2 4 1.

'  I h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  L o c k e 's  re l ig io u s  w rit in g s  a r c  in c re a s in g ly  a c k n o w le d g e d . N ic h o la s  
W o ltc rs to rff !  John Lockt and the E thic; o j lie iu j ( C a m b r id g e :  C a m b r id g e  U n iv e rs ity  Press, 
3996), ro o ts  th e  Essay in  a  q u e s t  t o  re g u la te  b e l ie f  a n d  rc lo r r r .  d o x a sr ic  p ra c tic e .  H e  secs 
B o o k  I V  a s  th e  k ey  to  th e  re s t, a n d  th e  re a so n  f o r  t h e  Essay. M a r s h a l l 's  John Locke: Resistance, 
Religion and Responsibility is  a  c a re fu l a rc h e o lo g y  o f  l a k e ' s  re lig io u s  th o u g h t ,  t r a c in g  its  
th e m e s ,  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  in f lu en ce s , l ô r  th e  c o n te n ts  o f  l a k e ' s  lib ra ry , s e e  J o h n  H a r ­
r is o n  a n d  P e te r  L a s lc tt ,  The Library o /John  Locke (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P ress, 1965). 
A a ro n  b e lie v e s  c h a t ‘re lig io n  w a s  L o c k e ’s  d o m in a t in g  in te re s t  in  th e  c lo s in g  y e a r s  o f  h is  life’, 
p .  292.

5J .  C . D. C la rk ,  E n g ti\h  Society 10 8 f i - 18 3 2  (C a m b r id g e :  C am b rid g e . U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 
19 8 5 ) , p .  2 8 0 .
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We M u st Consider W hat ‘Person '  Stands fo r

In C h ap te r 3 wc registered ihe em ergence o f  the  co ncep t o f  C on­
sciousness’ in the  w o rk  o f  the  C am bridge  Platonists. In  the  last 
ch ap te r we exam ined  the developm ent o f  this co ncep t in T urner's  
reflections on the  T rinity , and  no led  S ou th ’s trac ing  o f  Sherlock’s 
e rro rs  to a  seem ingly sim ilar understand ing  present in the  work o f 
LeClerc. T h e  ped igree a n d  genesis o f  the  concep t o f ‘conscious­
ness’ is obscure. H ow ever, accord ing  to Ayers, ‘w e do know  from 
the  jo u rn a l en try  o f  Ju n e  1683 th a t Locke d id  n o t need  to  read  
T u rn e r’s book before arriv ing  a t som ething like T u rn e r’s concep­
tion o f  a  person, but. that, does no t establish w 'hethcr he was apply­
ing there  to persona l continuity  an  idea already in the  air, or 
w hether he w as do ing  som eth ing  m ore orig inal'.4

W hatever its origins, the  m ost fam ous use o f  "consciousness! 
in the context o f  reflections on the  m ean ing  o f the w ord 
‘p e rso n ’ is undoubted ly  th a t iourid in An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding?

Locke explained his concept o f  person in  ch a p te r  27 o f  the 
Essay, entitled  ‘O f  Iden tity  and  D iversity’. T h is  en tire  chapter, 
w ritten  apparen tly  in  response to a request from  M olyncaux  lor 
som ething on the  p rincip le  o f  individuation, w as a n  addition to 
the second edition o f  the: Essay, w hich appeared  in  1694 .1 T h e  
Essay itself had , acco rd ing  to  a  con tem porary  accoun t, g row n out 
o f  discussions abou t m orality  and  re lig io n / Part o f the  context for 
Locke’s discussion o f  personal iden tity  a re  la te  seventeenth- 
cen tu ry  debates ab o u t im m ortality  and  the resurrec tion  o f  the 
body; a n d  the la tte r is referred  to a t several points in the  text. In 
the labyrinthine com plexities o f  w hat w ould constitu te  being  the 
‘sam e person’ in the  eschatological realm , Locke challenges previ­
ously held views a n d  m akes his own a tte m p t a t an  answer. O nce 
this dim ension is realized , the ‘forensic/ com ponen t o f  the  defin­
ition, the  concern  fo r apportion ing  o f  praise a n d  b lam e (in the

• M ic h a e l  J .  A yers, h a k e  (2  v a is .; L o iu lu n :  R o u d e d g e .  1991). I l ,  p .  2.V7.
‘.J. W. Y ohon , John  Lacht and t!ie Way o f Ideas (O xford: O x lo rd  U n iv ersity  Press, !5)57), 

r e m a i n s  a  c lassic: a c c o u n t  o l  th t ·  m i l i e u  o f  t h e  ß w ip .  A y e r s ,  Iwkf,  is a  t r u l y  m a g is te r i a l  b o o k  
o n  ih o  Essay.

Λ S e e  C h r is to p h e r  1<j\. Locke and (ht Scnblttians (B erk e ley  : U n iv e rs ity  o f  C a l i fo rn ia  P re s s , 
1 % 8 'j, p .  2 7 .

'  S e e  V V oolhousc, p .  7.
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afterlife, as well as here  an d  now), becom es m ore understandab le .8 
T h e  storm  surrounding  Sherlock for his use o f  a  sim ilar u n d e r­
standing o f  ‘person’ m ay  well have affected Locke in his ow n 
reflection on the  natu re  o f  personal identity. AH in all, ‘person’ 
was a  concept inextricably linked w ith  questions about the resur­
rection, im m ortality  and  the  Trinity.9

In  the  p ream ble to  his exposition o f  personal identity, Locke’s 
first, move was to  resist the  com m on confusion o f  th ree different 
ideas: i t  being  one  th ing  to  be the  sam e Substance, ano th e r the 
same M an, and  a th ird  the  sam e Person, i['Person* M an,  a n d  Substance 
a re  three N am es stand ing  for th ree d iile ren t Ideas'. Locke takes 
‘m a n  to re fe r to ‘a n  A nim al o f  such a  certa in  Form ’. 10 H e tells the 
delightful story o f  Prince M aurice 's  ra tional talking parro t to  con­
vince his readers th a t it is ‘fo rm ’ a n d  no t rationality  th a t d e te r­
m ines w hether o r no t som ething is called a ‘m an ': it is ‘no t the Idea 
o f  a  thinking o r  a  rational Being alone, that m akes the  Idea o f  a 
M an . To use the phrase ‘sam e m a n ’ strictly a n d  correctly  is to 
apply it to an  an im al o f  a  d e te rm in ed  shape with the  sam e con­
tinued  life.11

I f  th a t accounts for the p ro p er usage o f  the  ph rase  ‘same m an ', 
in w hat then  does personal identity  consist? H ow  do we use the 
ph rase  ‘sam e person’ correctly? For Locke a ‘p e rso n ’ is 'a  thinking 
intelligent Being, that has reason a n d  reflection, a n d  can  consider 
itself as itself, the sam e th inking th ing, in different tim es and  
places; which it does only by th a t Consciousness which is insepar­
able from  thinking . . .  consciousness always accom panies th ink­
ing, and  'lis  tha t, that m akes everyone to  be, w hat he calls self* 
T h u s  to  be the  ‘sam e person’ a t tim e t 1 as a t tim e t 1 it is ncccssary 
a n d  sufficient that a t tim e f2 one be conscious th a t one  is the  same

11 S e e  A yers. I I .  p p . 2.')tt, 2 fi3 . B ria r. D av ies , A n  In tm tiiu tiim  In /fa  Phifasnphy «ffM jg im ;, 
2 n d  c r in  (O x fo rd :  O x fo rd  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1993), r e s t a t e s  (h e  d e b a t e  a b o u t  p e rs o n a l 
id e n tify  w i th in  a  d is c u s s io n  o f  im m o r ta l i ty  see  p p .  '2 2 3  4.

: Y u kon  w tm derS  if ihe  d o r  tr in e  o f  ih e  T rm ily  p ro v id ed  so m e o f  d ie  m a te ria l for the 
puzzles: ‘I-oeke m ay  hav e  h a d  th is d n e trin e  o f  ih e  T rin ity  in  m in d  . .  . w h en  h e  playfully 
ex p lo red  ih e  possib ility  o f  different sou l-substance*  h av ing  th e  w ane p e rso n  o r  different 
p erso n s  resid ing  in  the  sa m e  su b s tan rn .’J o h n  W. Y o 'lo n , A D idivm ry  jO xfurri: Rlacfc- 
w ell, 1993), p p . H tf-f i.

10 J o h n  ϊ -ocke, An F jsay C m am ing  Human Uwlmtfi/nSi><g fed . P e te r  H . N id d k c h ;  O x fo rd : 
O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P re ss , 19 7 5 ), 2 :2 7 .7 . T h e  re fe re n c e s  lo  th e  Essay a r e  e d i t io n  n e u tra l ,  
g iv e n  b y  b o o k , c h a p te r  a n d  scc iio n .

11 L o ck e , E a /iy , 2 :2 7 .8 .
' '  I -o ck e , E ssay, 2 :2 7 .9 .
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person acting a n d  th inking as a t tim e t  . a n d  th a t one ow n one’s 
actions a t lim e 11 as o n e ’s ow n a t  lim e I J. T h is  definition has caused 
endless disputes a n d  argum ents abou t its m ean ing  a n d  coherence. 
Locke ’s understand ing  rests on  two in te rd ep en d en t factors, m em ­
ory  a n d  concern . I  am  the ‘sam e person* as a t a  previous tim e 
because 1 rem em ber perform ing  the  ac tions 1 d id  then , and , c ru ­
cially, because T own those actions as belonging  to  m e. Som etim es 
t his dim ension o f  'm o ra l ow nersh ip ' has b een  lost sight of, and  
Locke portrayed  as holding sim ply a  ‘self-as-m em ory’ theory. 
M em ory  and the m ora l co ncern  engendered  by those m em ories 
a re  b o th  essential to  his ac co u n t.1'

Locke’s an teceden ts a n d  legacy in  th is a rea  a re  highly con ten ­
tious. W e can agree with C hristopher Fox w hen h e  says th a t ‘it is 
safe to  say th a t p rio r to Locke, nearly  all theoretical discussions o f 
"person" ten d  to be chiefly co n cern ed  w ith theological doctrines 
ra ther th an  w ith “personality” in any  distinctively m odern  sense’, 
as long as we acknowledge the  theologically charged  questions 
th a t influenced Locke's exposition .' '  T h is  co ncern  w ith the 
h u m an  ra th e r  th a n  the divine usage o f ‘person’ is clearly  brought 
o u t in an o th e r  definition w hich he gives tow ards the e n d  o f  the 
chapter. There Locke says th a t ‘p e rso n ’ is la  Forensick term  
appropria ting  A ctions and  m erit; and  so belongs only to intelligent 
agents capable o f  a  law, a n d  H appiness a n d  M isery1.l j

In  elaborating  his answ er to  the  prob lem  o f  personal identity, 
Locke developed various conundrum s, w hich have fascinated 
philosophers ever since. T hese puzzles w ere largely in tended  to 
break  up the unreflected equation  o f ‘m an ’, ‘substance’ and  ‘p e r­
son’. H e  seeks to shift the  definition along from  ‘person-as- 
substance’ to ‘pcrson-as-eonsciousncss’ by positing the possibility 
o f consciousness rem ain ing  d ie  sam e bu t being transferred  from  
one th inking substance to  another, interestingly, an o th e r  conun­
d rum  shows that the opposite could also be the  case: there  could 
b e  tw o persons inhabiting  one  im m ateria l substance. Sam eness o f 
soul is not sufficient to guaran tee  p e rso n a l identity  either. I-ocke

1:1 F iir a n  e x p o s it io n  o f L o c k c ’s  th o u g h t  o n  p e r s o n a l  id e n tity , s e c  J o h n  Y o lto n , L /x k c  An  
Introduction  (O x i’o rd :  B lack w e ll, 19 8 5 ), p p .  18  3 2 . l o r  a n  e x a m in a t io n  o f  L o c k c 's  th o u g h t  in  
th is  a r e a  w h ic h  ta k e s  h ill  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  r l ç m r n l  o f  V o m ^ m ’,  s w  D a v id  P  B trhan , 
o n  P e rso n s  a n d  P e r a m a i  I d c n l i ly ’,  C anadian_Journala/P hifasfipJiy  9 ( 1 9 / 9 ) ,  p p . 5 3 -7 5 .

" F o x .  p .  2 1 .
15 L o c k e , E ssay, 2 :2 7 .2 6 .
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m ay well have been  influenced by the d ispute surrounding  
Sherlock as yet an o th e r  puzzle posits the possibility o f  tw o distinct 
incom m unicable consciousnesses acting- in  th e  Sam e body, one  by 
day  a n d  one  by  n igh t. T h e re  w ould thus be tw o  distinct persons 
a n d  yet one  body. G iven  his claim  th a t identity  o f  person  is not 
de te rm ined  l>v iden tity  o f  substance, im aginatively a t  least, Locke 
should have been  ab le  to en te rta in  the  possibility o f  th ree  persons 
in one  substance, f i e  would have fount! unconvincing the  Unitar­
ian authors*' insistence on  the  identification o f  ‘substance’ and  
‘person’. A lthough we c a n  see th a t Sherlock a n d  Locke were 
speaking very  sim ilar languages abou t ‘person’, Locke w as keen to 
avoid participation  in  the dispute over the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity. 
H e  m ight have had  som e trep idation  abou t his discussion o f ‘p e r­
son5 w hen the  second edition o f  the  Essay, com plete with its new  
ch ap te r on ‘Iden tity ’, w as published a t the height o f  the  conflict, 
a n d  p erhaps m ore w hen  the  provocatively entitled The Reasonable ­
ness o f Christianity w as published a  year later in 1695, bu t h e  could 
no t have an tic ipated  how  he w as to  be dragged in to  the  a re n a .1*

Our Sense o f  a iPerson9 is Plain

In  {697, E dw ard  Slillingfieet (1635 1699), Bishop o f W orcester 
and  a  leading la titud inarian , published A Discourse in  Vindication of 
the Doctrine o f the Trinity, a scholarly com m ent on  the trin itarian  
controversies o f the  decade.1, Stillingfleet’s in ten d o n  was th ree ­
fold: to rebu t Unitarian attacks, to  dism iss allegations o f  disunity 
w ithin the  trin ita rian  cam p, a n d  to provide a  reasoned  defence o f

10 L o c k c , E ssa y, 2 :2 7 .1 2 - 1 4 ,  23 .
I? E d w a r d  S ii ilin g ile c t. A  Discourse in  Vindication o f the Doctrine o f the 'Irm ity: W ith an Answer 

to the tale Socinian Objet horn against i f f m  the Scripture, Antiquity, and Reason and a J\eface Concern­
ing the Different Explications o f the. Trinity, and the Tendency of the l*resent Socinian Controversie, fo u n d  
in  T h e It’o rh  o f  that Em inent m id must U arm d  Prelate, L ate Lard Bishop o f  Worcester together w ith  Ms 
[jfe  and Charactn [6  v o ls .;  Γ <ondon: 1730). T h e  Vindication a n d  th e  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w ith  
L o c k e  a t e  fo u rn i in  v o lu m e  3 .  A ll re lc r rm .e s  l o  L o c k e 's  w rit in g s ,  c x c c p t t o  th e  E ssay  a n d  The 
Reasonableness, an* to  th e  e ttii  io n  o f  I HO I ,  T h e Works i f  John IahJu  (6  v o ls .; L o n d o n :  J .  J o h n s o n  
et a i ,  I SO I). T h e  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w ith  S li llin g fie e t c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  v o lu m e  4 , a s  c a n  The 
Reasonableness o f  Christianity. In v e s tig a tio n s  th a t  s i tu a te  S ti l i in g f lc c ts  c h o u g h t  in  a  b ro a d e r  
c o n te x t c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  R ic h a r d  H .  P o p k in ,  'T h e  P h ilo s o p h y  o f  B is h o p  S tü l in g ite e t’, 
Journal o f Ihe H istory o f Philosophy 9  (f 9 7 1 ), p p . 3 0 3 - 1 9 ,  a n d  R o b e r t  T o d d  C a r ro l l .  The 
Common Sense Philosophy o f  Bishop E dw ard SttUingßeei, I 'S J J  1 6 ‘J 'J  ( I h e  H a g u e :  N ÿ h o ff .  1975).
Tht?  la t te r  d ra w s  its in s p i r a t io n  fro m  ih e  fo r m e r  a n d  rnak<~> a  r a t h e r  u n c r i t ic a l  e a se  fo r 
s e e in g  S ti llin g fle e t a s  a  ‘r a i io n a :  th e o lo g ia n '.
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the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity. This last a im  included an  attack  on 
Lockc and  his ‘new  w ay o f  ideas’. Txickc w as undoubted ly  star­
tled. H e had  b een  condem ned  n o t for The Reasonableness, w hich he 
m ight have expected, bu t fo r the  Essay, one  o f  the  few books he 
h a d  publicly ow ned. 'To m ake m aile rs  worse, Stillingfleet was 
regarded  by m ost o f his con tem poraries as ihe  best m ind  o n  ihc 
episcopal bench. In  any  case, to  b e  attacked by such a  dis­
tinguished a n d  influential churchm an  w as a  very serious blow.

Stillingfleet's Vindication stands o u t a m o n g  the  m an y  polem ical 
works o f  the 1690s by v irtue o f  its eircnical lone, a n d  the  b read ih  
o f  learn ing  displayed m arks il o i l  as a m in o r classic of 
seven lee iith -century  theology. Stillingfleet a n d  the  o lh e r  bishops 
w ere acutely  aw are o f th e  dam age do n e  to the C h u rch  o f  England 
by the  controversies su rrounding  the doc trine  o f  the  Trinity. T he 
ap p a ren t civil w ar w ith in  the  trin ita rian  cam p  seem ed far m ore 
acrim onious th a n  the ex ternal battle w ith  their opponents. South, 
for instance, seem ed m ore in ten t on  rid icu ling  Sherlock th an  on 
refuting the U nitarians. T h e  anim osity, co n tem p t and  bile oozing 
from the writings o f  som e trin itarian  divines w as a  double scan­
dal: it offended against charity, bu t i t  also seem ed to  underm ine  
the  claim  th a t trin itarianism  was th e  universal teaching o f the 
C h u rch  since the tim e o f  the  Apostles. 'The Vindication w as an 
exercise in dam age lim itation a n d  an  a tte m p t to  focus fire on  those 
w ho denied the T rin ity

T h e  bishop displayed an  easy fam iliarity  w ith  the  literatu re  o f 
the  decade-old  controversy. T h e  lengthy Preface’ o f  the book 
draw s on  Nye’s satirical résum é o f th e  types o f trin ita rian  theolo­
gies on  offer a n d  T in d a l’s division o f  the  o rthodox  divines into 
‘R ea l' a n d  ‘N om inal’ trin itarians. N ye h a d  p itted  the  'C artesian  
Trinity’ o f  Sherlock against the  ‘A ristotelian T rin ity5 o f  South, 
claim ing the  fo rm er as rational bu t unorthodox , a n d  the la tte r as 
orthodox  bu t irrational. T in d a l a rg u ed  th a t the  ‘N om inalist trin i­
tarians5 iell into Sabcllianism , while th e  'R ealist trin itarians’ were 
efTec tivel v tri I he ists.

Stillingfleet w as anxious to contest the  labels a n d  deny that the 
trin itarian  churchm en  w ere hopelessly divided am ongst them - 
selves. H e  insisted th a t there  w as a  w orld  o f  dilfcrcnce betw een an 
article o f  faith  a n d  the  m an n e r in  w hich it is expressed and  
expounded. H e  rejected  the  U nitarian claim  th a t som e o f the 
pro tagonists in the controversy were ‘nom inalists’ who saw the



A  Well- Wilier ίο Itie Racoviati Way 145

persons o f  the  T rin ity  as m ere nam es a n d  th a t th e ir language o f 
‘M odes an d  Properties do  no t m ake a n y  real subsisting persons; 
bu t only in a  G ram m atical and  C ritical sense’. I f  the U n i t a r i a n s  

w ere righ t then , though  the  ‘nom inalists’ speak o f  th ree poisons, 
they believe effectively th a t there  is on ly  one real person in the 
G odhead . Stillingfleet countered by  quo ting  South , o n e  of’the  so- 
called ‘nom inalist’ authors, w ho  speaks o f  the Father ‘com m uni­
ca tin g  his essence to ano th er’. Such a  com m unication w ould  be 
impossible, Stillingfleet a rgued , if  this 'o th e r’ w ere n o t sufficiently 
distinct from the Father. ‘Personality’, arising from  the  m utual 
relation o f  Father, S on  a n d  H oly  Sp irit, is the  ‘reason o f  the 
distinction o f  persons in the sam e divine n a tu re ’. A  ‘person’ is 
m ore th a n  a nam e, it can  b e  seen as a  m ode  o f  subsisting w ithin 
the sam e divine nature. T h e  Unitarian m istake com es l’rom  assum ­
ing that ‘distinct person’ m ust imply distinct substance’. Stilling- 
ileet, unlike Locke, could agree w ith  the  Unitarians th a t this was 
true in  the crea ted  o rder bu t argued  th a t  is n o t from  the  m eaning 
o f ‘person’ but from  the  n a tu re  o f  crea ted  subjects.

T h e  U nitarian accusations against the  so-called ‘Realist T rin i­
tarians’ w ere dealt w ith in a  m ore perfuncto ry  m anner. T h e  dis­
cussion contains a  tone o f unm istakable exacerbation. Stillingfleet 
clearly thought th a t Sherlock’s exposition  in term s o f ‘th ree  infin­
ite m inds’ betrayed a  lam entable lack o f  caution a n d  foresight. 
T h e  m odel h a d  provided an easy targe t fo r opponen ts  a n d  p ro ­
vided no  end  o f  fuel fo r the polem ical fire. G iven his eirenical 
agenda, th e  b ishop stopped short o f  condem ning  Sherlock ou t­
right a n d  argued  that a  m istaken explication w as no t necessarily 
an indication o f  heresy. *'1

H aving thus a ttem pted  to neutralize  criticism s o f  the  doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  based on  the  divisions o f expression betw een its 
supporters, Stillingfleet p roceeded  to  stress the  unity  exhibited  in 
the  writings o f  alJ trin itarians on several key issues. First, they 
agree abou t plurality: there  a re  three distinct persons in the G o d ­
head. Secondly, they agree that th e  unity  o f G o d  is no t thereby 
im paired: there  are  no  separate o r  separable  substances in G od. 
Thirdly, they all agree in believing th a t the  divine essence is given 
to the S on  from the Father, a n d  to th e  H oly  Spirit from bo th , and

14 S li ilin g flc H , Vinr/ualion, p . 4  i 5 ;  m t  p p . 4 1 4  £ 7. 
■“ S t r  S i i l l i n g ß m ,  Vindication, p p . 1 1 8 -1 9 .
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that, the  m ode  o f th e  essence’s com m unication  establishes both 
the distinction and  the  unity  o f the  divine persons. Siillingfieet 
denied that all com m unications o f  essence necessarily en tail a 
distinct substance be ing  generated : the divine essence, unlike any 
created  essence, c a n  be com m unicated  a n d  yet rem ain  one. H e  
conceded th a t the  na tu re  o f  this divine com m unication  is 
undoubted ly  very com plex , an il we should b e  very  cautious in 
try ing  to  explain it, as the  recent controversies show. I t is be tte r to 
stick w ith tried  a n d  tested language th an  to  develop a new, 
untested  trin itarian  vocabulary: T h e  rebuke o f  Sherlock was 
c le a r  ̂

W hile the ‘Preface’ situated  th e  Vindication in  the context o f  the 
con tem porary  debate , the  body o f the  book critiqued  the  U n i ta r ­
ian  position. It p roceeded  accord ing  to  Stillingfleet’s ‘forensic’ 
m ethodology. T h e  first four chap ters den ied  the  U nitarian claim  
that they w ere the legitim ate heirs o f the early Christians- T h e  
succeeding chap ters exam ined  a n d  rejected  the  Unitarians' 
accusations o f  u su ip tio n  by the  trinitarian«. T h e  a rg u m en t p ro ­
ceeds m uch as it m igh t in a co u rt o f law: the claim s o f  the  U n i ta r ­

ians a rc  first dism issed, and  then  the  position o f th e  ‘tru e  heirs’ 
defended. T h e  entire· process is inferential a n d  cum ulative, ra th e r 
than  strictly dem onstrative.2’

StillingÜeet begins his brief. Ts it no t highly im plausible th a t the 
Unitarians have only  now  uncovered as e rro r  a  doctrine that the 
C h u rch  lias held by com m on consent fo r centuries? T h e  U nitar­
ians’ confidence rests on th e ir  appeal to  reason, a n d  their rhetoric  
constantly  labels the  T rin ity  as 'un reasonab le’. T h e ir  understand- 
ing  o f  reason is expressed in  term s o f clear ideas a n d  distinct 
percep tions a n d , as they  can n o t form  these o f  the  doc trine  o f  the 
Trinity, they  reject i t  as unreasonable. StillingHeet con tested  the 
Unitarian m onopoly  on  reason. R eason is actually' b roader than  
they will allow' and  h e  a ttem pts to  show th a t  this b ro ad e r  sense o f 
reason was a t wro rk  in the  period  w?hen  the  early C h u rch  h am ­
m ered  o u t the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity: T h e  U n itarian  pretension  to 
historical an tecedents, b o th  individual a n d  ecclesial, are then 
tested  a n d  dism issed. T hey  are a  new  b reed  previously unknow n

* ' S ec  Siil-ingfleet, V indication ,  pp . 4*20-2.
C ajT o il d r p i c . L s  S iilim g Q ec t’s  m e th o d  a s  ih c  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  ‘re lig io u s  b rie fs ’, s e e  p .  17 , 

a n d  see  p .  4 3  f o r  a n  e x a m p le  o f  "h e  in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  la w  o n  S tilllng flccc’s  s ty le .
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in the  C hristian  C h u rc h , a n d  (hoir claim  to  rep resen t orig inal and  
prim itive C hristian ity  is w ithout foundation . T h e y  a re  no t the 
legitim ate heirs o f  prim itive C hristian ity  they  claim  to  b e  and  
should  h e  rejected.22

H aving thus dism issed the  U nitarian claim s for pedcgrcc and  
rationality; Stillingfleet p roceeded  to  defend  tr in ita rian  belief. H e 
first evaluates the  strength  o f  the Unitarian charge th a t the doc­
trine o f  the  T rin ity  is  contradictory. M uch  o f  that claim  rests on 
the accusation th a t th ree persons im plies three gods, and  that 
th ree  persons c a n n o t b e  one  substance. Stillingfleet analyses the 
use o f the w ord ‘person’ a n d  finds the  U n itarian  allegation 
unconvincing. I t is n o t a logical contrad iction  to sayr th a t there  are 
three persons a n d  yet one  com m on nature. I t  is n o t a  logical 
contrad iction  to  say th a t there  are three persons a n d  yet no t three 
gods. A lthough we m ay  n o t clearly a n d  distinctly conceive how 
propositions connected  w ith  the  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ity  fit 
together, th is docs n o t en title  us to reject th e  doc trine  as 
contradictory.23

T h e  g ram m ar o f  the  w ord  ‘p e rso n ’ is then  expounded  in  trad ­
itional scholastic language. Stillingfleet sees a  ‘p e rso n ’ as a  pecu­
liar m an n e r o f subsistence w ith incom m unicable p roperties in a 
com m on nature. T h is  incom m unicability is the  basis o f the  dis­
tinction betw een persons. To call Peter a ‘person* is n o t to  m ake 
a n  evaluation o f any  reflexive psychological state, b u t  to say that 
he is a n  actual instan tiation  o f ‘m an ’ existing in his ow n righ t with 
ce rta in  descriptions unique to h im , for exam ple being  D avid’s 
lather. This understand ing  is th en  applied  to the  persons o f  the 
Trinity. T h e  un ique  unity o f  ihc G odhead  m eans th a t  the differ­
ence o f  persons w ith in  it canno t be o f  the  sam e kind a5  difference 
o f person  am o n g  m en . T h e  bishop, aw are o f  ea rlie r  attacks upon 
him , denied th a t he held  a  Sabcllian m odel o f  th e  T rin ity : ‘ou r 
sense o f a Person is p lain, that it signifies the  Essence w ith  a  p a rticu ­
la r m an n e r o f  Subsistence, w hich the  G reek F athers callcd an 
Hypostasis, taking it  for th a t incom m unicable P roperty  which 
m akes a  Person\  A ccording to Stillingfleet, the  Unitarians pay too 
little a tten tion  to  th e  words they  use. T h e y  too quickly assum e that 
person  is com pletely interchangeable w ith ‘intelligent being’, and

72 S e e  S tillin g flee t, V m dvalvm , e h a p tc r s  2 ,  3  a n d  4 .
*■' Sr«: SlilliiigilisM , Vindicution, i  h a p lc .r  .1 .
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then  to o  swiftly conclude th a t th e  doc trine  o f the  T rin ity  m ust 
m ean th a t there  are three such separa te  intelligent beings in the 
G odhead . T h e  iront,ep t o f ‘p e rso n ’ is far m ore com plex than  the 
Unitarians assum e, a n d  it can  b e  used o f  G o d  w ithou t any  au to ­
m atic  suggestion o f th ree distinct intelligent beings.21 Pressing 
hom e his ease, the b ishop rejected  th e  Socinian exegesis o f  Scrip­
ture, observing th a t ‘the  tru e  sense o f  Scrip ture is really the  m ain  
poin t betw een us7. M ore  witnesses a re  in troduced  fo r the tru th  o f 
the  doctrine o f the  Trinity' in th e  shape  o f the  general consensus 
o f  C hristian  teach ing  th roughout the  ages —  baptism al form ulae, 
doxologies a n d  the  like show  the  v e ry  wide acceptance o f  the 
doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  across space a n d  tim e.2*

Christianity not M ysterious

So far the  Vindication resem bled several o ther defences o f  the  doc­
trine o f  the T rin ity  both  in m ethod  a n d  conten t, as we saw  in the 
last chapter. T h e  book broke new  g ro u n d  in its a ttack  on  the 
philosophy o f J o h n  Locke. SiiNingilcci feared  that Locke’s ‘new  
w ay o f  ideas’ u n d e rm in ed  th e  doc trine  o f  the  Trinity' because it 
rem oved key com ponents in the; trad itional exposition o f the  mys­
tery. Stillingfleci’s denuncia tion  p ro d u ced  a n  exchange in which 
there  w ere three lengthy replies a n d  tw o  equally  lengthy counter- 
replies.

T h e  ten th  ch ap te r o f the Vindication re tu rn ed  to some o f  the 
book 's earlie r them es, attacking o n ce  m ore  those w ho  claim ed  
th a t the  doctrine o f the  T rin ity  shou ld  be rejected  because it was 
unreasonable. T h e  defence o f  the  doc trine  as ‘a  m ystery beyond  
reason’ h a d  been  challenged by m a n y  U nitarians. T h is  challenge 
w as twofold: first, if  the  doctrine is a ‘m ystery1 th en  it is beyond 
re aso n  a n d  w e canno t be obliged to  believe it; secondly, if' we 
accep t this m ystery w hy should  w e no t accep t all ‘m ysteries’ includ­
ing the  Papist m ystery o f  transubstan tia tion . Stillingfleet was walk­
ing a  tightrope, on  the one han d  h e  h a d  to defend  ‘m ystery’ as a 
legitim ate category in religious discourse, on the o th e r  he had  to 
lim it the extension o f  such a category by providing a  rationale  for

>x S ti llin g fle e t, Vindication, p . 4 5 5 ; a n d  see  c h a p te r  6. 
S tiilin g H rc t. Vindication, p .  a n d  s e c  c h a p te r s  7 , fl a n d  9-
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discern ing  true  a n d  false m ysteries o f fa ith .26 Stillingfleet had 
a ttem pted  a  sim ilar differentiation som e years before in  The Doc­
trine o f Ihe. Tnnity and Transubstmliation Compared a im ed  a t refuting 
the p o pu lar C atholic  ‘all-or-nothing’ apologetic. Such polem ic, as 
wc saw in the case o f  M ilton , could  b e  dangerously double edged. 
R a th e r prophetically  in 1687, w hen th e  w ork h a d  first appeared , 
the  b ishop h a d  com plained  th a t this ivas va  very  destructive and  
m ischievous m ethod  o f P roceeding’. Stillingfleet. was keenly aw are 
o f  the dangerous am biguity  th a t such a  position created , hence 
the  desire for some m eans o f d ifferentiation betw een mysteries 
acceptable a n d  unacceptable to  the  P ro testan t.“*7

T h e  open ing  section o f the ten th  chap te r o f the Vindication 
condem ned  a  book published in the  prev ious year, Christianity not 
Mysterious. Ii was w ritten by Jo h n  T o lan d  (1670—1722), rum oured  
to  be the son o f  an  Irish C atholic  priest, a  leading deist a n d  known 
antagonist to trin itarian  ism. A lthough the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity 
w as n o t directly referred  to in the book, given the con tex t in which
il appeared , it is clear that T oland’s denial o f  ‘m ysteries’ in the 
C hristian  religion w as a im ed  at som e o f  the trin itarian  defences 
o f  the doctrine. T ru e  Christianity, T oland asserted, could be 
defended upon grounds o f  reason a lone  w ithou t recourse  to  the 
obscurantism  o f  ‘m ystery’. H e  recalled  th a t reason h a d  rescued 
him  from  the  ‘grossest Superstition a n d  Ido la try ’ o f his Catholic 
upbringing, a n d  he proclaim ed th a t reason  alone w as fit to  shape 
the form  o f  C hristian  belief. W ith ihe com ing  o f C hrist, he 
argued, w hat was once m ysterious w as now  b rought into the  plain 
light o f  d a y  T h e re  were now' no  m ysteries in the  Christian 
religion: ‘we h o ld  that R eason  Is the only  Foundation o f  all C erti­
tude . . . th ere  is no th ing  in the  G ospel con tra ry  to Reason, nor 
above it; and  that no  C hristian  D octrine  can  properly  be call'd  a 
Mystery*.28

T oland expounded his understand ing  o f reason along  the  lines 
th a t Locke h a d  outlined in the  Essay. Id ea s  provide the m atter and  
foundation o f reasoning. Ideas are ‘the  im m ediate  object o f  the 
M ind  w hen it thinks'. K now ledge is the ‘Perception o f  the  
A greem ent o r D isagreem ent o f  o u r  Ideas’. K now ledge arises

Set: V indkatum , p . 302.
■’ E d w a rd  S lillingfieet, I h e  D octrine o f ih r T /in ity  a n d  lia n sa b sin n h a to n  C vm fm ed  (T-ondon; 

I6 B 7 ), p .  4 3 .  A lso  in  W orks, v o lu m e  b .
" J o h n  T o la n d ,  C hristianity no t M ysh rio u i ï L o n d o n :  1702), p p . v ii i ,  6 .
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from ihc  experience o f the sonscs, the m in d ’s reflection, hum an 
revelation and  divine revelation. W e can  be inform ed by G o d  o f 
tru ths w c w ould n o t otherw ise know, such  as the general resurrec­
tion  o f  the  d ead , b u t w hat can n o t b e  the case, argues T oland , is 
th a t w c should be requ ired  to believe th a t o f  w hich we can  form  
no  idea, as the doctrine o f the  T rin ity  seem s to  imply. Ideas may­
b e  inadequate  b u t this does no t re n d e r  them  mysterious. Tf we can 
have no  idea  o f  som ething, th en  n o  understand ing  Is possible. 
Faith is a  rational assent to  w hat is intelligible. T h e  au th o rs  o f  so- 
called ‘m ysteries’ a rc  the clergy o f  all religions, driven by their 
rapacity  a n d  lust fo r pow er by w hich m ean s  they  keep the  faithful 
subservient a n d  com pliant.’29

Borrowed lo Serve Other Purposes

A lthough Christianity not Mysterious w as explicitly cited, and  an 
a ttem pt m ade to refute its claim s a n d  conclusions, Stillingfleet saw  
the  roo t o f  the  problem  as L ocke’s ‘n ew  w ay  o f ideas’. T h e  fun ­
dam en tal presupposition o f Slillingilect’s position on  the T rin ity  
w as th a t the  doctrine could  only  be  secured by using 'accepted 
language a n d  gram m ar, a n d  th e  u n d ers tan d in g  th a t underp inned  
these. T his requ ired  knowledge o f  th e  existence o f  ‘substance’, 
and  understand ing  o f  ‘n a tu re ’ a n d  ‘p e rso n ’ a n d  the distinction 
betw een  diem . H e  feared  th a t L ocke’s ‘new  w ay o f  ideas’ re n ­
dered  such know ledge im possible because  it g enera ted  new  con­
ceptions of' reason a n d  certain ty  w hich  excluded these necessary 
com ponents o f  the  doctrine. T h e  b ish o p  argued th a t the  Unitarian 
w riters h a d  a n  im poverished account o f  reason w hich they  based 
oil ‘clear and  distinct ideas’. T h e y  asserted  that any  idea that is n o t 
clear and  distinct is uncertain . The doc trine  o f the  T rin ity  con­
tains ideas th a t a re  no t clear a n d  d istinct a n d  therefore they  see 
it as doubtful for th ree reasons: taken  as a  com posite it does not

ï!! T o la n d ,  j>. 1 1; «μ  p p .  2 - 3 ,  18 . 4 1 ,  7 7 ,  8 6 , 534, 1 2 7 , 1 5 4 , 2 8 . I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  th a t  
T o la n d ,  u n lik e  H e r b e r :  o f  C h c r b u r y  a n d  s o m e  l a t e r  d e is ts , d o c s  n o t  c o m p le te ly  cx c lu d c  
re v e la tio n  f r o m  h is  s y s te m . R e v e la tio n  is  i h r  c o im ry in g  o f  in fo r m a l  io n  t o  u s  b y  O o d  o f  
w h ic h  w c  w o u ld  o th e rw is e  b e  i g n o r a n t ,  t h a t  t h e r e  wilS b e  u  T a s t  J u d g e m e n t .  T h a i  we 
c o u ld  n o t  :iave  o b ta in e d  th i s  in fo r m a tio n  b y  r e a s o n  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t i ia t  it  is  c o n t r a r y  to  
r e a s o n ;  r e a s o n  is ‘(o  c o n f i rm  a n d  e lu c id a te  R e v e la tio n ’ (p . vii). T o la n d ,  u n lik e  a  la te r  
g e n e r a t io n  o f  d e is ts , d id  n o t  r e je c t  m ira c le s  a s  u n r e a s o n a b le  e ith e r .  H e  s aw  th e m  a s  c o n ­
f i r m in g  th e  t r u th  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  m essag e .



Λ  W ell-W ilier to the Racovian Way 151

provide* a  c lear a n d  distinct idea; som e o f  its com ponent parts are 
n o t c lear a n d  distinct; it is no t c lear how  these p a rts  fit together. 
A ccording to Ί b land  w e can  have n o  clear idea  o f  substance, 
an il therefore  w e can  have no  certain ty  o f  any doctrine th a t uses 
substance as one  o f  its key term s.30 T oland  had  obviously been 
influenced by his read ing  o f  Locke’s Essay. A lthough the  Bishop 
conceded lhat Locke’s ideas had  been  ‘borrow ed to  serve o ther 
purposes’, h e  felt nevertheless th a t Ix x k e  h a d  given dangerous 
support to the enem ies o f  C hristian  o r th o d o x y /1

Stillingfiect’s response to T o land 's  book was threefold: he 
den ied  th a t c lear a n d  distinct ideas a lone are the  basis for cer­
tainty; h e  defended  the  certain ty  o f  o u r  knowledge o f  substance; 
a n d  he a ttem pted  to secure the  concep ts o f  ‘n a tu re ’ and  ‘person’, 
a n d  the distinction betw een them . In  the course o f  his response 
Stillingfleet d ragged  Locke in to  the  m idst o f a  q u arre l the latter 
h a d  striven to  avoid. I t  proved to b e  a  clash betw een tw o phil­
osophies as ‘the  a rgum en t he w as offering in opposition to  Locke’s 
em piricism  was essentially one  based  on  scholastic rationalistic 
metaphysics*.32

In  T oland’s view certain ty  cam e from  the  percep tion  o f  agree­
m en t or d isagreem ent betw een ideas. Stillingfleet denied  this, 
asserting th a t certain ty  comes, no t fro m  the  clearness o f  the ideas, 
bu t from the  evidence o f  reason d ia l these ideas a rc  true· C e r­
tain ty  rests on  the  force o f  reason no t o n  the  clarity  a n d  distinction 
o f  ideas themselves. W hen  wc assert that som eth ing  is true  the 
certa in ty wc have for ou r claim  com es from  the argum ents wc 
bring  in support, no t in the  strength  o f  the  idea  w?e have. For 
instance, w c m ay  have a  c lea r and  distinct idea o f  an  infinite 
Being, yet how ever c lear a n d  distinct the  idea we possess, w e have 
no t thus proved d iat G o d  exists. W e can  still d o u b t that p ro p ­
osition. T herefo re  the 'id e a ’ o f  G od , clear a n d  distinct as it is, is 
no t sufficient grounds for affirm ing th e  certa in ty  o f  his existence. 
R eason is w ider in its scope th an  m erely  the  conform ity, clarity 
an d  distinction o f  ideas.33

T h e  bishop hoped  to secure knowledge o f  substance w ith a 
b roader understand ing  o f  reason. A lthough wc have no clear idea

:m: S e c  S ü llin g fiee l, Viruiiatiutn, p . 503.
11 S li ilin g flc c t, Vindicatirm,  [>. 5 0 5 .
98 C a r r o l l ,  p .  JJ6.
"  S iillin jif lw i, V in d k a tw n , p .  5 0 « .
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o f  ‘substance’, nevertheless by reaso n  we can  conclude that it 
exists as accidents can n o t exist w ithou t substance in w hich to 
inhere. Substance can  be seen as, a n d  indeed derives from , a 
‘substratum ’ that underp ins the  accidents o f  an  object. ’1 S ub­
stance can  be  construed  as b o th  'su b s tra tu m ' a n d  ‘essence’. To the 
b ishop’s m ind  both  o f these w ere g ro u n d ed  in reason , i f  they were 
n o t there  w ould be no  correspondence  betw een ideas and  things. 
R eason acts as a reliable bridge betw een the  object a n d  the 
perceiver.

I t seem ed to  Stilling!lect th a t L ocke’s w ritings h a d  helped 
o thers  to underm ine  the necessary co ncep t o f  substance. In  the 
Essay Locke w ro te  th a t ‘w c accustom  ourselves to  suppose some 
substratum, w herein  they [simple ideas] do  subsist, a n d  from  wrhich 
they do  result, w hich therefore we do  call substance'. W e have no 
clear idea o f  w hat this substance m ig h t be, however, either in 
general o r in particular. It is a som e thing-w c-know -not-w hat: ‘the 
idea th en  wrc have, to w hich w e give th e  general n am e “substance” , 
being  no th ing  bu t the supposed, bu t unknow n, support o f  those 
qualities w e find existing, w hich wc im agine  can n o t subsist sine re 
substitute, w ithout som eth ing  to support them , we call th a t support 
substantia’? ' Stillingfleet considered L ocke’s professed agnosticism  
in this a rea  very dangerous, fearing it b u t a stepping stone lo the 
abandonm en t o f the  idea o f substance altogether. In  the b ishop’s 
view1, i f  substance w ere abandoned  th en  the  trad itional expres­
sion o f th e  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  sim ply could  n o t get o ff  the 
g round .36

T h e  p rob lem  was com pounded  b ecause  sensation a n d  reflec­
tion alone, the b ishop  w arned , c a n n o t provide an  adequate  
account o f  o ther key factors in  the  trin ita rian  g ram m ar either. 
T h e re  is a  crucial ‘D istinction betw een  N atu re  a n d  Person, a n d  o f 
this w c can  have no  clear a n d  distinct Id ea  from  Sensation or 
Reflection. A nd  yet all ou r notions o f  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity

”  S ec  S ti llin g fle e t, Vindication, p . 5 0 4 .
L o c k c , f£ ssay\ 2 , 2 'S ,  1 %

3,1 L o c k e 's  th o u g h !  o n  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  s u b s ta n c e  h a s  g e n e r a t e d  a  g re a t  d e a l  of" c o m m e n t 
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dep en d  upon the  rig h t understand ing  o f  ii.H' To co u n te rac t this 
th rea t Stillingfleet set abou t securing these tw o  essential ingredi­
ents a n d  the  relationship betw een them .

R eason tells us, a rg u e d  Stillingfleet, th a t there  is som ething in 
things beyond the  pow ers a n d  p roperties we d iscern  by our 
senses lh a t m akes th em  w hat they  are. T his som eth ing  we often 
call ‘n a tu re ’. I t  is because  o f  this ‘na tu re’ th a t we can  sort indi­
vidual th ings in to  com m on  groups w ith certainty. W e do  this not 
becausc w c have devised som e nom inal essence that these 
th ings m atch up to, bu t ra th e r because these th ings share some 
real essence com m on  to  th em  all. O u r  so rting  is thus based  on 
real and  no t nom ina l sim ilarity a n d  distinction. For instance, 
Peter, Jam es  a n d  J o h n  a re  m en  no t sim ply becausc they fit some 
no tional abstraction  ‘m a n ’, bu t because they  share  the  real 
com m on essence o f  m an. Stillingfleet w as convinced th a t if 
‘substance’ a n d  ‘n a tu re ’ w ere taken  as only no tions in the m ind 
then  the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  w ould collapse as  it could be 
assum ed th a t  they bore  no  relation to the rea lity  o f  the 
G o d h ead .^

H aving defended  the reality  o f  ‘n a tu re ’, Stillingfleet then 
a ttem pted  to secure die key te rm  ‘p e rso n ’. H e  d rew  on w hat he 
had  said previously: ‘person’ refers to that by w hich w e are  able to 
distinguish individuals w ho share a com m on h u m an  nature. T h e  
distinctions betw een m en  a re  based  no t just o n  ex te rnal consider­
ations, such as p lace and  fo rm , but on  the  m a n n e r  o f  subsistence 
which the  com m on  na tu re  adopts. W e call this ‘m a n n e r  o f sub­
sistence’ personality: ‘T herefo re  a Person is a  com pleat intelligent 
Substance, w ith a  pecu liar m an n e r o f  Subsistence.’30 Finite 
h u m an  persons seem  to require distinct finite substances, bu t it is 
no t unreasonable to  suppose that an infinite substance could 
belong  to m ore th an  one  person  w ithout division. T h e  oddness o f 
speaking o f  th ree  persons in one  substance is on ly  superficial, and  
is obviated  w hen w e rem em ber that the  substance under con­
sideration is the  divine substance.41’ Stillingfleet closed  the  Vindica­
tion w ith an appeal fo r  the retention o f the o lder language in these

' 5 S ti llin g H ee u  V indication, p . 5 0 9 .
w $c*r S tillingfleet, V indication . p. 500.
w SîillinjrJlc.cl, Vindication^ -Ölt.
1 H e  had  m a d e  th e  sa m e  p o in t so m e te n  years  e a r lie r  i:i The L h c i/in e  o f  ike T rin ity and  

Iran su b sla n fü iitm  Compared, s e e  W orks, V I, p . 632 .
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m atters , as new  usage couched  in term s o f  ideas does no t help 
understanding.

W ithout A ny 'Thought o f the Controversy

Locke w as highly a la rm ed  by the  b ishop 's attack. To b e  set upon 
by such a  w eighty o p p o n e n t a n d  to b e  corralled  w ith  the  U n ita r­
ians was a  real danger in a coun try  in w hich trin itarian  orthodoxy 
w as still upheld  by law  T h e  recen t execu tion  o f A ikenhead  in  the 
o ther kingdom  w as a  pow erful rem in d er o f  the perils o f  Hetero­
doxy. Locke replied  quickly a n d  a t length . O v er the next three 
years he a n d  Stillingfleet engaged in a  vigorous exchange and  
counter-exchange. O n ly  the b ishop’s dea th  in 1699 stanched  the 
flow o f  correspondence.

H aving been  m eticulous to avoid the  trin itarian  controversies, 
Locke w as clearly annoyed to  find h im se lf propelled  into the  ring. 
H is silence on  this one  topic is all the  m ore e loquen t w hen set 
beside his eagerness to join in alm ost ever)7 o ther h o t issue o f  his 
day; even if  anonym ously  H e  felt th a t  Stillingfleet had  accused 
h im  unjustly. T h e  Essay, h e  stated, h a d  b een  w ritten  ‘w ithout any 
thought o f the  controversy betw een trin ita rian s and  Unitarians’, 
a n d  con ta ined  no th ing  that to uched  upon the  doctrine o f  the 
Trinity. I f  o thers h a d  m ade  ill use o f  his ideas th en  they' a n d  they 
a lone, w ere responsible for such actions. T h e  b ishop  rested his 
ease solely on  ‘guilt by association’. In  any  case, he  h a d  not 
a ttem pted , as Stillingfleet claim ed, ‘to d iscard  substance ou t o f  the 
reasonable p a r t  o f  the  w orld’, bu t sim ply to  highlight difficulties 
connected  w ith die concept. II anything, h e  h a d  kep t substance 
within the  reasonable  w orld, a lthough  h e  could  n o t p re ten d  to 
know  anything o f  its true  natu re . H e  h a d  draw n a tten tion  to  the 
fact that the idea is obscure b u t h a d  n o t d iscarded it. In  this Locke 
claim ed that he was not far from the  position  o f  Stillingfleet who 
h im self seem ed no  c learer about, w h a t substance actually  m ight 
be.4*

Jt S e c  S till in g f te c t ,  Vindication, p .  5 1 5 .
‘' J o h n  L o r k r ,  ‘Λ  f o u e r  t o  th e  R ig h t  R e v e r e n d  E d w a r d ,  L o r d  B ish o p  o f  W o rces te r, 
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Locke was ind ignan t rhat the  Bishop h a d  a ttrib u ted  to him  
views he sim ply d id  n o t hold: 4I  do  say that all o u r  knowledge is 
founded in sim ple ideas; bu t 1 do  no t say, it is all deduced  from 
clear ideas; m uch less th a t we can n o t have any  certa in  knowledge 
o f  the existence o f  anything, w hereof w e have n o t a  clear, dis­
tinct, com plex idea .’ In  response to  Stillingfleet's insistence that 
the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  depended  upo n  a  p ro p e r  u nderstand ­
ing o f ‘n a tu re ’ a n d  ‘p e rso n ’ a n d  the distinction be tw een  them , 
Locke coun tered  th a t if  his conceptions o f  these a re  inaccurate, 
th a t m ade  h im  a  b a d  philosopher ra th e r th a n  a  heretic. Locke 
pressed Stillingfleet to  show' how  we could have a n y  u nderstand ­
ing  o f  a th ing ’s genera l essence beyond the idea  w e  have o f  it. 
W e sort things into k inds by m atch ing  them  to the  idea we have 
o f th a t kind, n o t by  perceiving in som e occult w ay  a  general 
essence in w hich it shares. Stillingfleet him self seem s to  equivo­
cate on  the  m ean ing  o f  nature , speaking som etim es as if  it refers 
to essential p roperties and  a t o ther tim es as if  it refers ιο  sub­
stance. S um m ing  up, Lockc reiterates his defence. H e  was 
dragged  into the  trin ita rian  controversy against h is  will, lum ped 
with those w ho  have m isused his thought, a n d  ju d g ed  guilty by 
association. H e has w ritten  no th ing  touch ing  the  doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  H e  is in good faith , accepts revelation a n d  the  existence 
o f  m ysteries in Christianity·. H is faith is firm ly based  on  the 
Scriptures.4*

T h e  rep ly  d id  n o t satisfy the  bishop, w ho re tu rn e d  to  the  pros­
ecu tion  o f  his case a  few m onths later. H e  covered m uch  the 
sam e g ro u n d  as  before. The U nitarians lay the  basis o f  certainty 
in d e a r  and  distinct ideas. I f  there  is no  clear a n d  distinct idea o f 
‘n a tu re ’, they  argue, th en  there  c a n  b e  n o  certainty' abou t it, and  
the doctrine o f  the T rin ity  is thus dubitable. L ocke’s teaching, 
in tentionally  o r n o t, has b rough t abou t this u n h ap p y  state o f 
affairs. H is claim  th a t  certainty' com es by  ideas has thus been 
used by others to  p rom ote scepticism  a n d  has led  to a  loss o f 
certain ty  in m atters o f faith. T o land  has only ap p lied  to  Scripture 
w hat Lockc applied  to propositions in general. T herefore, despite 
his protestations, th ere  is a  case for Locke to  answ er. F u rth e r­
m ore, if  'n a tu re ’ a n d  ‘person’ a re  only notions a n d  accord  with 
no  rea l essence, th e n  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is underm ined

“ L o c k c , 'L e t te r  i \  p. 4 7 :  see. p p . 6 8 , 8 3 , 7 3 , 9 4 - 6 .
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still further. To claim , as Locke seem s to, (hat ‘th ere  is no th ing  
beyond Individuals bu t Names . . . u tterly  overthrow s the  Differ­
ence o f  Nature a n d  Person'. I f  this were true , then  to  speak o f  three 
persons in the  sam e natu re  m akes no  sense. O n e  w ould actually 
be saying th a t th re e  w ere one  a n d  one  was th ree  unequivocally, 
w hich is exactly the  U nitarian  reason for rejecting the  doctrine of 
the Trinity.44

In  a  grudging postscrip t the  b ishop  acknow ledged th a t Locke 
d id  no t em ploy the  style o f  m any o f  the Socinian pam phleteers. 
T h e ir  populism  w as destructive and , reflecting th e  concern  o f 
m any  churchm en, h e  no ted  th a t "their greatest H o p es  a re  in such 
readers w ho love to see M atte rs  o f Religion rid icu led1. H e  closed 
by lam enting  the ‘sw arm s o f  Pestilential books’ th a t  were now 
ab ro ad  attack ing  th e  C hristian  faith . A lthough Stillingfleet w as 
clearly aw are (if th e  rhetorical pow er that such publications 
expressed, he w as unwilling, o r  m ore probab ly  unable , to  w rite in 
a similarly populist vein. T h e  lack o f  a  cham pion  w h o  could 
deploy a  w itty a n d  satirical tone was. as we saw  previously; a  
serious defect in  the  trin itarians’ arm oury .45

Locke’s reply to  ihc b ishop 's reply betrayed  a  grow ing 
exasperation w ith the  whole m atter. H e  too  reh earsed  m uch o f 
the a rgum en t he h a d  previously presented, bu t the  tone is no t­
ably less cordial a n d  respectful. H e  denied yet a g a in  that he had  
taugh t th a t certa in ty  lies in c lear and  distinct ideas. H e  ques­
tioned  Stillingflcct’s righ t to label T o land  a Unitarian, given that 
T o land  laid n o  claim  to any  such title o r opinions in his book. 
Even i f  T o land  w ere a U n itarian , this is noi L ocke’s fault as he 
canno t b e  held  responsible for the use an o th e r  m akes o f  bis 
ideas. G uilt by association is no t enough. H e  tau n te d  Stillingfleet 
th a t even if  he, Locke, was right in his philosophical claims, then  
surely the b ishop can  still defend  the  doctrine. I f  the  tru th  be 
told, Stillingfleet h im self is do ing  g rea te r dam age to  the doctrine 
o f  the  T rin ity  by claim ing that we need  clear a n d  distinct ideas 
abou t ‘nature* a n d  'p e rson ’, a n d  then failing to  provide them . 
Locke found h im self cso little enlightened concern ing  n a tu re  and  
p e rso n ’ that the  b ishop’s book ought to b e  ranked  am ongst those 
that underm ine  the  doctrine. H aving insisted on  th e  im portance

"  S t i l lm s f lm ,  ‘R e p ly  t o  M r .  T x jck r’s  I - rU c r’, f>. s r e  p p .  5 2 1  2 ,  5 2 6  7 , 5 3 2 ,5 4 9 .
r> S ti llin g fle e t, ’R e p ly  i o  \ i r .  T / je k e ’s  L e t te r ' ,  p .  5 5 8 ; .see p p .  5 5 7 -< i0 .
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o l 'a  c lea r idea  a b o u t ‘na tu re’ a n d  ‘p e rso n ', Stillingfleet lias singu­
larly failed to produce such clarity.1* In  satirical vein Locke high­
lighted the  dam age that Stillingfleet seem ed to be do ing  to the 
very cause he w anted to uphold: ‘h is  lordship’s way, w ithout 
ideas, does as little . . . furnish u s  w ith  c lear a n d  distinct 
apprehensions concern ing  na tu re  a n d  person , as m y Essay does; 
T do  no t see hu t that his lordship’s V ind ica tion  o f  the Trinity; is as 
m uch against the  doctrine o f  the Trinity, as m y  Essay . , . I know 
no  book o f  m ore dangerous consequence to th a t article o f 
faith’.47

T h e  ailing  b ishop’s final salvo w as bad tem pered, obscure and  
ram bling. S tephen  Nye claim ed th a t  read in g  the  b ishop w as on  a 
p a r  w ith cracking nuts, a n d  his ja w  a c h ed  from try ing  to  puzzle 
ou t the  m ean ing  o f  the  text. 51' T h e  fam iliar g round  is covered once 
again. Stillingfleet w as still puzzled by w hat he took to  be Locke’s 
new  language, lam enting th a t ‘the  W orld has b een  strangely 
am uzed  w ith  Ideas o f  late’. T h e  w ay  o f  ideas does n o t seem  to 
allow  certain ty  ab o u t ‘na tu re’ o r  ‘p e rson ' a n d  so destroys ou r 
understand ing  o f  the  Incarnation . I f  ‘natiu 'c’ a n d  ‘person’ are 
only abstract ideas a n d  have no o ther reality; th en  the  doctrine of 
the T rin ity  canno t be sustained. Stillingfleet again  accused Locke’s 
m eth o d  o f  shaking belief in genera l a n d  certain  doctrines in p a r­
ticular. H e  affirm ed once m ore his conviction th a t w e can know 
the real essence o f  things by v irtue o f  reason. I f  Locke has not. 
directly opposed the  mysteries o f  fa ith , he has provided others 
w ith the  m eans o f  do ing  so, a n d  for this h e  should  b e  called to 
account. Stillingfleet rem ained  convinced  that he h a d  been  righ t 
to l a v  open  the  consequences o f  y o u r W ay o f  Ideas w ith respect 
to the A rticles o f the C hristian  Faith’. In  response to I-ocke’s 
outlin ing o f ‘person’ in  term s o f  consciousness Stillingfleet u ttered  
a  cri de coeiir. ‘H o w  com es person  to s ta n d  for this a n d  n o th ing  else? 
From w hence com es Self-consciousness in different tim es and 
places to  m ake up  this Id ea  o f  a  Person . .  . h a th  the  com m on use

“  L o c k c . ‘M r. L o c k e ’s  R e p ly  t o  th e  R ig h t  R e v e r e n d  th e  L o r d  B ish o p  o f  W o rc e s te r ’s 
A n sw e r «ο h is  L -cticr’, r e f e r r e d  to  a s  ‘L e t te r  ‘2 ’,  p .  1 5 6 ; a n d  see  p p . 103, 1 0 5 , ] 14 . 1 0 9 , 146, 
14 8 ,  1 5 8 . 175, 1 7 6 . S w if t 's  ‘ H o u y h n h rn n s ’ m a y  w eJI b e  in d e b te d  to  L o c k e 's  re f le c tio n  a t  
t in s  p o in t  th a t  w c  c o u ld  d is tin g u is h  h o rs e s  b y  'p e r s o n a l i ty ' i n  th e  s a m e  w a y ; s e e  th e  c o n ­
s id e ra t io n  o f  th is  in R o sa lie  Γ,. C o llie . ‘G u lliv e r, T h e  L o c k c  S ti llin g fle e t C o n tro v e rs y , a n d  
c h r  N a tu r e  o f  M a n ’,  i n  Y o lto n , A Ij> tke M iscellany, p p .  3 0 0 -4 .

'■ L o c k e , ‘L e t te r  2 ’,  p .  163.
[ S te p h e n  N y c ] ,  'I h t  Agreem ent o f  the U nitarians iv itA  die C atholic Church (« .p .: 16 9 7 ) . p .  50 .
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o f  o u r  language ap p rop ria ted  to it this sense?’ T h e  differences 
betw een the  tw o m en  rem ained  as acute  as before. Stillingfleet 
lay dying, bu t a  w hole w ay o f  understand ing  ‘p e rso n ’ w as also 
passing away.'19

M y  B ible Is  Faulty

Locke’s final response w as equally  ram b ling  (over 300  pages long, 
il m ay well have been  in tended  as a  parody  o f  the b ishop’s reply), 
repetitious a n d  abusive. O nce  again  h e  rem inded  Slillingfieet that 
this w as ‘a controversy you, m y L ord , d ragged  m e in to ’. H e  struck 
back  a t Stillingfleet by  rem arking  th a t his ow n con tribu tion  to the 
d ispute abou t the  Trinity, the  original Vindicationt h a d  a d d ed  to  the 
general confusion su rround ing  the  doctrine. Locke mockingly 
dep lored  the w aste o f  the  Bishop’s talents. H e  should  have been 
an  Inquisitor as h e  has deftly ad op ted  their m ethods o f  insinu­
a tion  a n d  innuendo . Lockc wearily stated  his position  on  ideas 
once again: 'ce rta in ty  consists in the  perception  o f  th e  agreem ent 
o r d isagreem ent o f  ideas, such as we have, w hether they  b e  in all 
parts perfectly clear a n d  distinct o r  no ’. Feeling pilloried  for views 
he did no t hold, Locke gave w ay  to  exasperation: “M y Lord, the 
w ords you bring  ou t o f  m y book are  so different, from  those T read  
in the  places you re fe r to , th a t 1 am  som etim es ready  to th ink, you 
have go t som e strange copy o f  it, w hereo f I know  noth ing , since it 
so seldom  agrees w ith  m in e1.30

In  this last reply Locke ven tu red  m ore in to  the  op en  abou t his 
personal views. H is reflections rested  on the  strands o f  Scripture 
a n d  reason. R etu rn in g  to  the  Scriptures, w hich  h e  saw  as the 
only ru le  o f  faith fo r ih e  Protestant C hristian , he claim ed th a t  he 
sim ply could no t find w hat Stillingfleet found there:

M y Lord, m y Bible is faulty again; for I do  n o t rem em b er that I 
ever read  in it e ith e r o f  these propositions in these precise 
words, “th a t th ere  arc  three persons in one  natu re , or, th ere  arc 
tw o natu res in  one  person". W hen  your Lordship  shall show me

49 S ti llin g fic c t, lA n  A n s w e r  t o  M r. 1-ockc’s  S e c o n d  J  ic t tc r ’, p p .  5 7 9 , 5 Ö 3 .5 7 8 ;  s e e  p p . 5 6 9 , 
5 7 5 , 5 7 7 ,5 8 0 ,  6 1 2 .

nu L ocke., M r .  L o c k e 's  R e p l y  t o  th e  R ig h t  R e v e re n d  th e  L o r d  B is h o p  o f  W o rc e s te r ’s  
A n s w e r  t o  h is  S e c o n d  L e t t e r ’, r e f e r r e d  co a s  ' l e t t e r ' ,  p p . 193, 2 1 3 ,4 0 8 :  sec  p p .  1 9 3 . 2005'.
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a Bible w herein  they a re  set dow n, i  shall then  th ink  them  a 
good instance o f  propositions offered m e o u t o f  Scrip tu re  . . .  
they m ay  be d raw n  from  the  Scrip ture: bu t I deny th a t these 
very propositions a rc  in express w ords in m y Bible.51

Locke’s w ords w ere obviously chosen vvilh g rea t precision. H e  was 
careful no t to  deny that the doctrine cou ld  b e  d raw n  from  Scrip- 
lure, bu t stopped well short o f  asserting that it should. B u t as well 
as probing the  na tu re  o f the  scrip tural basis fo r the doctrine, 
Locke also questioned its intelligibility’ per se. H e  professed th a t he 
h a d  sim ply no clear idea o f  the m ean ing  o f  words such as ‘n a tu re ’ 
a n d  'p e rso n ' as they are used in this contex t. ‘N a tu re ’ has several 
m eanings as is show n in its different uses. For instance, Peter can 
be classified both  as an  anim al a n d  as a m an , does this m ean  that 
h e  has tw o real natures? Ix>ckc claim ed that he  could no t conceive 
how  several individuals o f a com m on  n a tu re  could b e  dis­
tinguished from  each  o th er in the  absence  o f external criteria. 
O nce  again  the  b ishop is taun ted  w ith  having  ab e tted  the  very 
e rro rs  h e  has sought to  extirpate: ‘I f  th is be your lordship’s way to 
p rom ote religion, o r defend its articles, 1 know  no t w hat argum ent 
the greatest enem ies o f  it could  use.’9*

For all its repetition  a n d  lack o f  m u tu a l engagem ent, I think 
there  is som ething o f  interest to o u r  investigation in  this bad- 
tem pered  exchange. O n  one level w e  are w itnessing the  clash 
betw een two opposing philosophical m ethods. Locke’s conten­
tion  abou t the  inheren t unknow ability  o f  d ie  n a tu re  o f  ‘sub­
stance’ seem ed to Stillingfleet to strike at the very  h e a rt o f the 
doctrine o f the Trinity: Kor Stillingfleet, the  language o f  die 
doctrine, and  its conceptualization, seem ed to  d em and  some 
understanding  o f  ‘substance’. I f  n o th in g  could b e  know n beyond 
its bare  postu lation  then  the doctrine was in im m inen t danger of 
collapse. I f  ‘substance’, ‘na tu re’ a n d  ‘person’ w ere only notions 
in the m ind , a n d  no t reflections o f  reality, as Stillingfleet took 
Lockc to  b e  claim ing, then  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  risked 
collapsing in to  incoherence. Locke's scepticism  was no t necessar­
ily the  dea th  blow to  the  doctrine (h a t  Stillingfleet feared , and  
there  w ere to be those w ho a ttem p ted  to  use the Lockean

L o c k c , 'L e t t e r  3 ’,  p .  343.
■v’ L o c k c , 'U t t e r  3 ’, p .  4 8 2 ;  s r e  p p .  3 4 4 ,3 6 3 ,  434.



160 Ä  and H ot Disputes

language a n d  m ethod  in their explication o f  th e  doctrine. It 
d id  prove a  serious th rea t, however, to the sort o f  ‘rationalist’ 
apologetic that the  b ishop espoused. F o r Stillingfleet, doctrine anti 
language w ere inextricably linked. I f  th e  language o f  the  doctrine 
were ab andoned , then  the  doctrine itse lf w ould suffer a  similar 
fate.

N o t all irin itarians proved as dismissive o f  Locke's Svay o f 
ideas’. O ilie r  divines a ttem p ted  to  develop a  theology o f  the 
T rin ity  that could encom pass L ockean  m eth o d  a n d  language. In 
1696, for instance, Francis G astrell published  Some Considerations 
Concerning the Trinity. I f  w e are  to  believe the  disclaim er at the  end  
oi’ the  work, it w as w ritten  before th e  publication o f the  Royal 
In junction , and  before Still ingfleet’s own book on the  T rin ity  
G astrell’s ta rge t w as Sherlock, w ho h e  believed h a d  p roduced  an 
incom prehensible a n d  dangerous accoun t o f  the doctrine o f  the 
Trinity. However, unlike Stillingfleet, G astrell h a d  no  hesitation 
in em ploying Lockean language and  m ethod . G astrell accepted 
th a t before we can  believe any th ing  the term s a n d  sim ple ideas 
o f  the  proposed  be lie f m ust be clearly  a n d  distinctly understood. 
T o  understand  w hat m ight be m ean t by saying th a t  the  same 
G o d  is yet three persons wc need  to exam ine the  notions w c have 
o f  ‘G o d ’, ‘unity’, ‘identity’, ‘d istinction’, ‘n u m b er’ a n d  ‘person’. 
In  treating o f this last concep t G astre ll identified two ways in 
which die w ord  c a n  be used. Reflecting a keener perception  o f 
the  w ay  in w hich the  w ord  ac tually  functions in  the  language 
th an  m any  o f  his contem poraries, G astrell no ted  th a t ‘person’ 
can  signify either a  particu lar in telligent being or, as H obbes had 
noted, an office o r  character, o r  som e such com plex notion 
applicable to  such a  being. T h is  lack o f  univocity in the  concept 
m ean s  th a t w hen speaking o f  G o d  w e m ust be c lear abou t which 
understand ing  o f  person w e are  using; G od  is n o t one  a n d  three 
in  d ie  sam e respect.53 G o d  c a n  be spoken o f  as th ree persons, but 
th ere  is also a  legitim ate sense in w h ich  G o d  can  be spoken o f as 
one person:

For w hen I say, th a t G o d  is Holy, Wise, o r  Powerful, i  only
say explicitly and in part w hat I  said implicitly and in fu ll  w hen I

v‘ (F ra n c is  G a s i r d l ] ,  Som e G in sid tra lm s Concerning th e  7 rim ly. 2 n d  cdci (Tvontlon: 1698), sec  
p p . 1 9 ,2 6 .
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pronounced  the N am e o f  G od  . . .  a Holy, Wise, Powerful Being 
. . . All w hich Perfections, though  considered separately . . .  
being; really one sim ple id ea , can  lx: applied to bu t one  Single 
Person as it signifies a particu lar Intelligent Being, Nature o r  Principle 
. . .  all the  Personal Distinction we can  conceive in (he D eity  must 
be founded upo n  som e Accessory Idea 's Extrinsecal to  the 
D ivine N ature ; a certa in  C om bination  o f  which Id ea ’s m akes 
up th e  Second N otion signified by th e  w ord  Person:Λ

W e m ay th ink  that G astrell’s exp lanation  needs expansion at 
this po in t (Sherlock was quick to accuse him  o f  Sabellianism) and  
the  legitim izing o f  talk o f G o d  as one  person unfortunate , bu( wc 
clearly have here  an  exam ple o f theology in Lockean m ode using 
the language o f ideas. A nd th e  rea liza tion  o f  the im portance  of 
exam ining concepts, by  breaking them  dow n into th e ir com pon­
en t ideas helbre use, w ould have pleased the  philosopher who 
advocated a keen atten tion  to  language. G astrell realized th a t his 
explanation is too  easy to  be strictly true , a n d  th a t  ou r conception 
o f  ihc unity a n d  diversity in the G o d h ead  is ragged. For G astrell, 
talk o f  th ree persons represents a d istinction  th a t is m ore than  
nom inal bu t o f  w hich we have only a  confused perception. H e  is 
also refreshingly insistent th a t the doctrine is not a piece o f  useless 
abstraction  bu t an  a ttem pt to guaran tee  the p ro p er understanding 
o f  the love o f  G od  p resen t in the life o f  the  C hristian: G od  the 
F ather acts in C hrist a n d  sanctifies us in the  H oly  Sp irit, the 
F ather’s love is show n by the sending o f  the  Son. T h is  soterio- 
logical aspect o f  the  doctrine, present in o lder works by Cheynell, 
O w en  a n d  others, is conspicuously absen t from  m any o ther 
discussions o f this period .3'

Perhaps then  Stillingileet’s anx ie ty  abou t the dem ise o f  the 
‘trad itional’ language o f  the doc trine  o f  the  T rin ity  w as mis­
placed. T h e  great defender o f  A thanasian  o rthodoxy in the  next 
century. W atcrland, w as to quote Locke with approbation .50 
However, although  his published reasons for concern  w ere insuffi­
c ien t to justify his unease, Stillingfleot’s ‘nose’ for unoithodoxy

■* G as tre ll, Consideiations, p. 35.
G astre ll w as  a ttacked  by  Sherlock a n d  in rep ly  p u b lish ed  A  Defence o fSom e GM iidtrulicns 

Concerning the Trinity (L ondon: 1698).
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h a d  not lot h im  dow n: as w e shall sec shortly, Jo h n  Lockc was no t a 
trin ita rian  believer.

Jesus Is  the M essiah

Stillingflect’s charge opened  the  floodgates o f  orthodox  polem ic 
against Locke. O n e  of his bitterest critics w-as the  Calvinist div­
ine, Jo h n  Edw ards, son o f  T hom as E dw ards, au th o r o f  the  po i­
sonous Gangraena.57 H is splenetic  assaults up o n  Locke m ark  him 
clcarly as his father’s son. E dw ards p roduced  several works 
attacking w hat h e  took to  be the  doc trine  o f  Locke’s Essay and  
The Reasonableness o f Christianity. T h e  attacks them selves a re  of 
little intellectual w orth, proceeding largely by  calum ny, insinu­
a tion  and  innuendo. T hey  rem in d  o n e  o f the  cou rt scene in  Alice's 
Adventures in Wonderland w here rhe verdict is given before the 
evidence is considered.

In  The Socinian Creed, Edw ards d enounced  Lockc as a  4Wcll- 
WiUer to the  Racovian w ay '. H e  a ttacked  w h a t he called ‘the  one 
article m en ’, that is those w ho c la im ed  th a t the  acceptance o f 
Jesus  is the M essiah’ was the only necessary7 article o f  C hristian  
faith. T h e  praise th a t Locke’s works received from  professed deists 
a n d  U nitarians w as presented  as fu rth e r  evidence o f  th e ir tain ted  
natu re . Edw ards’ polem ic p ro d u ced  m ore heat th an  light but 
Txickc obviously felt scorched by the  innuendo . H enceforth  his 
orthodoxy' w as suspect, a n d  he wras considered a  fa ir target o f 
abuse and  condem nation . W as this m erely  libel o r w as there 
substance to the  accusations? T h e  m o d ern  h istorian , Justin  
C ham pion , lo r  one has concluded  th a t  Edw ards w as co rrec t.^

Locke’s m ost com plete published s ta tem en t o f  his theological 
position is to  be found in The Reasonableness oj Chmtianiiy as Delivered 
in the Scnpturesf' T his w ork reflects h is  m atu re  thought, his reac­
tion  to  the  increasing em phasis p laced  on  reason in m atte rs  of

" J o h n  E dw ards, a  C a m b rid g e  d iv ine , shou ld  no< b e  c o n  fused  w i th jo n a lh a n  F.dwurds, 
a n  O x to rd  d iv ine, w ho , com plica ting  m a tir r s  furlhfrr, a lso  w m lf  ag a in s t S ocin ianism .

' KJ o h n  E d w ard s . The. S«t:inian C u m  il/ 'm d o n : !69 7 ), p p . 120, 128. J .  A  I. C h a m p io n , The 
P illars o f P riaU ruß  Shaken  (C am b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U n iv ersity  Press, 1992), see p . 112, n . 27.

*  Jo h n  L ocke, T lw  R easm ah len tsi o f  C hristianity  (e d . w ith  a n  in tro d u c tio n  a n d  no tes by 
J o h n  C . Hiccpins-Biddlc; Bristol: ‘L hoem ancs, 1997;. t  h is  c ritica l ed itio n  is very  useful to  
the  s tu d e n t o f  L ockc. b u t  as  1 will a rg u e  la te r  J th in k  th a t H igg ins-B idd le is n o t c o rre c t in 
hi* d flrn r» · o f  IxHtke from  ch a rg cs iifa tili-d in ila iia iiisn l.
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theology, a n d  his ow n grow ing personal p réoccupation  with 
m atte rs  religious.60 Locke claim ed th a t  his views w ere derived 
from  the  Scrip tures alone. T  here  he found  "the only  gospel-artide 
o f faith . . . Jesus is th e  M essiah’. T h is  is the. only doctrine neces­
sary io r salvation. O th e r  doctrines m ay  help us to  live the  belief 
th a t Jesus  is the M essiah  b u t they a re  n o t essential in  the sam e way, 
a n d  we m ust bew are  o f  fitting the  scrip tural tru th  in to  our 
preconceived system s. Sell tries to construe this slogan as 'a  
p o rtm an teau  claim  ra th e r  than  a  m inim alist o n e 1, b u t then  has to 
concede th a t ‘it is n o t specially helpful on  the  doc trine  o f  the 
Trinity, in w hich he [Txx:kc] believed, a n d  d id  not. deny, b u t did 
no t afiirm  with fervour o r  exam ine in detail’.61

N o  m ention  is m ad e  o f  the  T rin ity  in  the  en tire  book. Som e 
have seen this as exonera ting  I-ocke from the  charge  o f  being 
an ti-trin itarian . Sell, for exam ple, has argued  that TiOckc had  not 
in tended  to w rite  a  com pend ium  o f  C hristian  doctrine, or 
claim ed to  be a  system atic theologian, a n d  th a t his silence on  the 
T rin ity  is thereby  explained, Tf the  trin itarian  controversies o f the  
decade h a d  never h ap p en ed  such  a  c laim  m igh t pass for an 
explanation, but in the circum stances the  silence im plies lack o f 
be lie f ra th e r than  lack  o f  concern . Even Sell is driven  to acknow ­
ledge lh a t ‘while Locke protested  that h e  never d en ied  the  doc­
trine o f  the Trinity, he never took  the  trouble to  affirm  it’.6* 
A aron  claim ed th a t 'th e  Reasonableness does n o t den y  the  doctrine 
o f  the Trinity, but it does stress the  u n ity  o f  the  G odhead , a n d  it 
om its the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  from the list o f  reasonable 
doctrines . . .  h e  definitely states th a t he is no S ocin ian , th a t he 
does n o t deny  C h ris t’s divinity, n o r  any o f  the  m a in  M ysteries 
o f  d ie  C hristian  relig ion’.** A aron  seem s ra th e r naïve to take 
Locke a t his w ord  in  this m atter. E ven  w ithin The Reasonableness 
certa in  phrases set o ff  a la rm  bells, a n d  given d ie  context o f  the

"  I t  is im p o rta n t to  s tre ss  th a t Locks' w as n o t  a  de ist, a s  a  p e rfu n c to ry  su rvey  <jf ih r  
h is to ry  o f  relig ious th o u g h t m ig h t suggest. S ee  H iggins-B iddlc 's In tro d u c tio n  for a  conclu ­
sive re fu ta tio n  o f  such  a  c la im , a n d  D ew ey  D. W allace J r ,  ‘S o c in ian ism , Ju s tifica tio n  by 
F aith , a n d  th e  sourccs o f  J o h n  L ockc’s 1  he Reasonableness o f  C h ristian ity ,  in  J o h n  W. Y olton, 
e d ., tftitosophy. R eligion, and Science in  the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuriei  (R ochester, NY: 
U n iv ersity  o f  R och este r Press, 1990}, p p . 152-69 .

w Sell, p . 203 .
"i  Sei", p p . 2 1 2  13; sec p p .  202—3. Sell claim s to  f in d  tr in ita r ian  sp c e c h  p a tte rn s  in 

Reasonableness b u i docs n o t  d isp la y  th em .
01 A a ro n , p . 298.
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trin itarian  controversies o f  the 1690s it is difficult n o t lo construe 
th e  following as a  dismissive com m ent upon them : ‘T h e  writers 
a n d  w ranglers in religion fill it w ith niceties a n d  d ress ir up with 
notions w hich they m ake necessary a n d  fundam ental parts o f 
it: as if there  w ere no  w ay into the  church , bu t th ro u g h  the  acad ­
em y o r lyceum . T h e  greatest p a r t  o f  m ankind  have no t the  leis­
ure for learn ing  a n d  logic, a n d  supcriine d istinctions o f  the 
schools.’1,4 O n  such a  view, the  ‘niceties’ o f  the  doc trine  o f the 
T rin ity  a re  ren d e red  the preserve o f d ilettante chu rchm en  and  
canno t possibly b e  relevant to  com m on C hristian  experience. 
H iggins-B iddlc w h o  has p roduced  an  adm irable  critical version 
o f The Reasonableness is sim ilarly a t pains to  exonerate  Locke from  
charges o f  heterodoxy. H e  correctly  notes w here Locke disagreed 
w ith  Socinian tene ts  and  exegesis, a n d  is righ t to claim  that. 
Locke was no t a  Socin ian  in  any  strict sense. B u t he is still left 
w ith  Locke's uncharacteristic  and  aw kw ard silence. His con ten ­
tion th a t this reticence was due  to Locke's reluctance to engage 
in com plex theological speculation sits uneasily w ith  the  breadth  
a n d  depth  o f  L ocke’s read ing  and  com pctcncc  in theology. 
Looking at the  infighting a ro u n d  h im  a n d  events across the  bo rder 
in  Scotland, Locke m ay  well have concluded  th a t  safety lay 
in silence, b u t I th in k  that policy was even m ore  attractive given 
three o th er considerations th a t b ring  Locke’s accep tance  o f  the 
T rin ity  in to  question: his associates, his correspondence  and  his 
unpublished work.

Locke w as aggrieved  by StiUingfleet's a ttack  on the Essay and  
claim ed that the B ishop rested  his case on the  g ro u n d s  o f  guilt by 
association. W hile one  can  have som e sym pathy  for Locke’s 
defence —  h e  cou ld  hard ly  be held  responsible fo r the  use to 
which o thers  pu t his ideas - StiUingfleet’s innuendo  m ay  no t 
have been  wide o f  th e  m ark. T h e  bishop a n d  Locke m oved in the 
sam e circles, a n d  he m ay well have been  in possession o f  inform a­
tion that led h im  to  d o u b t Locke’s o rthodoxy in regard  to the 
Trinity. His a ttack  in the  Vindication m ay  have b een  in tended  to 
sm oke Txjcke ou t. It w as well know n that Lockc was one o f  a 
g roup  w ho m et at the  house o f the  self-confessed U n itarian  
m erchan t, T hom as F irm in . Locke’s Epislle on Toleration had  
been  translated  by a n o th e r  know n U n ita rian , W illiam  Popple,

H Lockc, The Reasonableness, p . 157.
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seemingly w ith I-ocke’s connivance a n d  involvem ent/'5 Locke's 
ea rlie r  latitud inarian ism  encouraged  a  disposition th a t d iscounted 
the value and  im portance  o f doctrine- W hile in  exile in H olland, 
Locke h a d  also b een  in close c o n ta c t w ith R em onstran t theo­
logians, especially L im borch, w hose ow n trin ita rian  com m itm ent 
was suspect. T h e  R em onstran ts  em phasized  m ora l concerns over 
doctrinal ones a n d  sought to build a  m inim alist creed  o f  agreed 
fundam entals o f  C hristian  faith. T h e y  also, significantly, adm itted  
professed Socinians in to  com m union  w ith them . T h is  w as quite  in 
accord w ith Locke’s views on  religious to leration  th a t U nitarians 
should be encom passed but Papists excluded .0'’ M oreover, Locke’s 
claim  that h e  h a d  never read  any  Socinian books seem s highly 
implausible. W c know lhat h e  possessed several works by English 
an d  C on tinen ta l U nitarians, includ ing  Biddle, N ye a n d  works in 
the  Bibliothecafiatrum polonoium. We know  that he  was aw are o f  the 
Unitarian Tracts, even going so far as to send a  copy o f A  Brief' 
History o f the Unitarians to  LeC lerc.1" 'To possess a  book is to be sure 
no t an indication that, one  h a s  read  il  o r  th a t one agrees w ith its 
con ten t, b u t Locke’s claim  that h e  h a d  n o t read  any  o f  the  Socin­
ian  au th o rs  seem s a t best to rest on  a  b la tan t equivocation.6'1

M ore  conclusive p ro o f abou t T-ockc's clandestine unitarianism  
com es in  the  form  o f  his correspondance  w ith L im borch, som e o f 
which concerned  the unity o f  G od. I n  these letters th ere  appears 
to  be a pincer-like attack on tr in ita rian  doctrine: firstly, an  exam ­
ination o f th e  concep t o f ‘G o d ’, a n d  secondly, a n  exam ination  o f  
those w ho a ttem p t to  p u t u n ity  a n d  plurality  together. Locke 
based  some o f  his a rgum en t against a  plurality o f  gods on  the 
divine attributes. G iven th a t  the  w o rd  ‘G o d ’ is used to designate 
an  all-knowing Being, Locke argues th a t one  could n o t conceive 
o f  tw o beings o f  this kind. C onsidera tions o f  the  om nipotence o f 
G o d  lead  to the  sam e conclusion. T o  b e  all pow erful, Locke 
asserted, a being m ust determ ine th e  will o f  all o thers. I f  there

aSS e e  M ar« »  M o u lu o ï t ,  J '/h n  h tc k e  on Talrrtdian a n d  ü ie U nity o f  G od  (A m s te rd a m : J .C .  
G ie b c n ,  '9 8 3 ) .  M o n tu o r i  m a k e s  o u i  a  g o o d  r a s e  f o r  c o llu s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  m e n . a n d  
u n d e rm in e s  th o s e  w h o  p o r tra y  Popple a s  p ro c e e d in g  o n  liis  o w n  u n w a r r a n te d  initiative.

ib S ee  C ra n s to n , pp. 233Γ. See M a rsh a ll, pp. 331 -f>.
l" M a rsh a ll c laim s lh a t  b y  i 6 8 1 L ockc h a d  a lre a d y  read  C ro ft 's  N aked Truth, a n d  m ade 

no tes fron» Unitarian w orks inc lud ing  the  R a cov ian  C a te c h ism ; sec p p . 139 a n d  391-2 . See 
M o n tu o ri. p . !3Γ>, fo r  th e  gift lo  LcCJcrc.

m  M a rsh a ll t ra c e s  the. tra jec to ry  th a l lie  believes b ixm gh i lA x k e  to  h is ev id en t S o c in ian ­
ism , se.c p p . 3 3 0  5 1.
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w ere tw o seem ingly all-powerful beings one  w ould have to  have its 
will de term ined  by the o th e r  for one o f  th em  a t least to  w arran t 
the  description ‘all pow erful’, the  o th e r  therefore could  no t p ro p ­
erly b e  described as all powerful a n d  consequently  could nor be 
called G o d ’, in  an  O ccam istic  stroke Locke asked w hy we should 
want to  posit m ore th a n  one all-powerful, all-knowing Being in any 
case/'0

H aving exam ined  the concep t o f  G o d , L ocke p roceeded  with 
the  o ther a rm  o f  his p incer m ovem ent to dismiss those w ho  m ain­
ta in  th a t  they can  account for un ity  a n d  plurality  in G od . H e 
argued that they fail in th e ir  endeavour as ihc  ‘sam eness’ o f  the 
persons reduces th em  to  an  undifferen tia ted  unity. We m ight say 
that, we had  tw o intelligent beings w ho  knew, willed and  were 
continually  the  sam e a n d  could no t have a  separable existence, bu t 
this plurality w ould be ju s t a  m atte r  o f  w ords as in effect w e w ould 
have one sim ple unity.'0 A gain we h av e  echoes o f  the  controversy 
w ith Stillingfleet w hen Locke confessed h im self a t a loss to con­
ceive how  diversity could  be established betw een tw o beings if 
th ere  w ere no  ex ternal differences g enera ting  different ideas.

T h e  fined confirm ation o f  Locke’s an tip a th y  to the  doctrine o f 
the  T rin ity  is found in  notes for a  p ro jec ted  theological w ork he 
never wrote. T h is  Adversaria theoiogica dealt w ith  several con tro ­
verted  theological issues, includ ing  the  Trinity. T h e  evaluation 
proceeds largely by the  citation o f  texts p ro  a n d  con tra  the 
doctrines in question , on facing pages. Interestingly, Locke cites 
B iddle several tim es, q u o ting  from  the republished  works found in 
the Faith o f One God o f  1691. Such cita tion  casts fu rth e r doub t upon 
his declaration  th a t he had  never read  Socinian books. H e m ay 
have m ean t the term  ‘Socinian’ in the strict sense, b u t this republi­
cation o f Biddle exposed Locke to  a  great am o u n t o f popu lar

M o n tu o r i, 'T h re e  L e tte rs  iro m  L ockc to  L im b o rc h  o n  th e  U n ity  o i’G o d ', in  h is John  
L uke, see p p . 189, 204 , 216 , 211 . L in ib o rc h  in  h is re p ly  ev iden tly  saw  th ings Locfcc’s  way: 
'n e m o  q u i a tte n te  sccu m  co n s id érâ t q u id  voce D e i  in telJigam us, p lu ra lita te m  D eo ru m  
asscrcrc p o te s t ',  c ite d  b y  M o n u o ri, p . 190.

w  M o n tu o r i, ‘ l ’hc S ocin ian ism  o f  J o h n  Lockc a n d  th e  E ng lish  E d itio n  o f  t h r  L e tte r 
C o n c e rn in g  T o le ra tio n ’, in  h is  J o h n  ljn :ke , p . 125, η . 1 fi. ‘Si l 'o n  su ppose , la  m im e , q u 'ils  o n t 
aiiasi la m êm e  co tm oissanee , la  m êm e  v o îu n té  e t q u ’ils ex isten t é g a le m e n t d a n s  le  m êm e 
lieu, c ’est seu lem en t m u ltip lie r le m ê m e  ê tre , m ais  d a n s  le to n d s e t d a n s  la v e n te  d e  !a chose 
o n  n e  sa it que  ré d u ire  u n e  p lu ra lité  supposée  â  u n e  w r i ta b le  u n ité . C a r  su p p o se r  d e u x  ê tres  
ilUeUigcns, q u i  connoixsen t, v ru lrn l tri s o n t în c e ssa iriK u l la  infinie ch o se  e i  q u i n ’o n t pas une 
ex istence  sé p a ré e , c 'e s t su p p o se r e n  p aro les une  p lu ra lité , m a is  p o s r r  effectivem ent u n r  
s im p le  u n ité .’



A Well- Wilier to the Racoiian Way 167

Unitarian a rgum en ta tion .71 A  quick indication o f  Locke’s an ti­
pathy  to  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  c a n  be gauged by the  fact th a t 
ju s t tw o texts are  cited in  favour a n d  over tw enty against. Lockc 
also presents the outline o f  tw o argum en ts against the  Trinity. 
‘Because it subverteth  ye unit)' o f  god, in troducing  3 gods. 
Because it is inconsistent w ith ye ru le  o f  p rayer directed  in ye SS. 
For if  god b e  three persons how  c a n  w e pray  to h im  th rough  his 
son for his spirit?’ T h e  Unitarian sm ear o f  ‘polytheism 9 is thus 
quite  evident, but also, interestingly; a  concern  for the  econom ic 
dynam ic o f  prayer. As w c have seen before, the  perceived mis- 
m atcb  betw een the scriptural record  and  po p u lar understanding  
o f  ihe doctrine o f  th ree  coequal persons had  a  part, to  play in 
leading som e to  reject the doc trine .'2

These sentim ents are  echoed  in tw o  o th e r  sections o f the Adver­
saria. one concern ing  the  divinity o f  C hrist, a n d  the  o th er the 
divinity o f  the  H oly  Spirit. A gain the texts a n d  argum ents urged 
for the proposition ‘C hristus n o n  dcus suprcm us' greatly ou t­
weigh those advanced  for the  contrary , ‘C hristus dcus suprem us’. 
C om m enting  on  the text, ‘A nd w hen all things shall be subdued 
unto  h im , then  shall the Son also h im se lf be  subject un to  h im  that 
pu t all things under h im , th a t G o d  m ay  be all in  all’ (1 Cor. 15:28), 
Locke is qu ick  to dismiss the  trin ita rian  in terp reta tion  th a t w hat is 
subjected is C hrist’s h u m an  na tu re  because  he believes the  distinc­
tion on  w hich it. rests canno t b e  found in Scripture. Tt also begs the 
question at issue by supposing w hat is disputed, that is the two 
natures o f  C hrist. Such an  in terp re ta tion  could  well lead  to  the 
conclusion that there  a re  two persons in C hrist, one  o f  w hich is 
subject to  the other.73

T h e  sam e procedure is used in reg a rd  to th e  divinity o f the 
H oly G host: texts for the p roposition  ‘spiritus sanctus deus’ are 
p itted  against those that imply ‘sp in tu s  sanctus n o n  d e u s \ As p re ­
viously, m any m ore  texts a rc  c ited  against the  Spirit’s divinity than 
in  favour o f it. T h is  last section is particu larly  in teresting as in it. 
Locke discusses w ha t he sees as the  p ro p e r  usage o f  ‘p e rson ' in 
G odtalk. We certain ly  should  n o t ta lk  o f  G o d  as an  im personal

<l B odleian  L ibrary , M S  L ocke e. 4 3 . Π ιο  p ages a r c  n u m b e re d . M o n iu o r i suggests th a t 
th e  Adversaria w as th e  co lla ting  o f  p ro o f  texts for a i l  a lread y  d ev e lo p ed  theo logy  ra th e r  th a n  
a n  a tte m p t a t  clarification , p . 229.

”  M S  lo c k c ,  p p . 12., 13.
”  M S  lo c k e .  p p . 2(>, 27.
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essence, ‘Ί ο  talk o f  G o d  im personally  is rid iculous’, b u t the ques­
tion rem ains o f  how  w e should talk o f  G o d  in  personal term s. H e 
implies that the H oly Spirit is n o t divine because in Scrip ture the 
Spirit is distinguished from  G od. 1’h c  trin itarians argue th a t such 
distinction is personaJ no t essential the  H oly  Spirit is dis­
tinguished from the  Father a n d  Son, n o t from the  essence o f the 
G odhead . But Locke coun ters that th e  ‘person’ a n d  ‘essence’ of 
G od  are no t distinct a n d  th a t such a  d istinction  is n o t found  in the 
Scrip t urcs. H e  goes on to  argue th a t i f  the  ’person’ a n d  ‘essence’ 
o f  G o d  are  distinct, then  e ither ‘p e rso n ’ is a  finite term , in which 
case there  is som ething finite in G o d , o r  if  ‘p e rso n ’ is infinite we 
have three infinites in G o d .'4

O n  this last po in t som e com m ent seem s appropriate . I f  Locke is 
m aking the p o in t th a t in talking o f  G o d  w e use ‘persona l’ lan­
guage, w c talk o f ‘H im ’, ascribe personal attributes such as love, 
then  w e can  concede the  poin t that w e do  speak o f  C o d  person­
ally B ut it is difficult to see how  I /je k e , given the  understand ing  o f 
‘person’ he presents in the Essay, cou ld  predicate per son hoo d  to 
G o d  a t all. Is G o d  subject to forensic judgem ents such as praise 
a n d  blam e? D oes G o d  have a  h isto ry  o f  w hich he  is conscious? If  
he possesses consciousness o f himself, is this, as in h u m an  beings, 
separab le  from  his substance? I f  these a re  no t the  case, and  it 
seem s as if  Locke w ould  no t wish to  claim  th a t they  were, th en  his 
conception  o f ‘person’ seem s to  ru le  o u t ta lk  o f  G o d  as a person  as 
m uch as G o d  as three persons. Locke perhaps underm ined  far 
m ore  th an  h e  realized.

I  realize that none o f  the  foregoing is absolutely conclusive o f 
Locke’s rejection o f  the doctrine o f  the Trinity. A ccusations o f 
Socinianism  by his con tem poraries shou ld  definitely n o t  b e  taken 
a t face value. Locke d id  n o t explicitly reject the* doctrine as far as 
w e know  bu t he certain ly  d id  no t assert it. To adop t StiUingfleet’s 
‘forensic’ outlook, 1 think tha t, while it  canno t b e  proved beyond 
reasonable  d oub t th a t l/>ckc d id  no t believe in rhe doctrine o f  the 
Trinity, his conviction on the  ba lance  o f  probabilities is far m ore 
certain.

T h is  ch ap te r has n o t in tended  ro give an  exhaustive account o f 
Locke’s religious position, bu t to  focus on  his though t abou t the 
doctrine o f  the Trinity. For T-ocke a n d  his con tem poraries  the

71 M S  L ockc, pp. 30 , 31
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question could  be a  m atter o f life a n d  death , a n d  Locke’s reti­
cence is understandab le .7’ T h e  genesis o f  Locke’s recasting o f  
'p e rso n ' is com plex ancl its pedigree unclear. U nderstand ing  was 
shifting from  categories o f  ‘substance* to  categories o f  ‘agency’. 
As w e shall see in th e  next chapter, ‘person’ w as far m ore  likely to 
be  defined as 'in telligent a g e n t  th an  ‘intelligent substance '. T h e  
concep t o f  ‘person’ w as becom ing less fixed a n d  m o re  dynam ic. 
TiOcke definitely con tribu ted  to th is shifting conceptualization , 
even i f  he  w ere no t its sole au th o r o r  propagator. W h a t is certa in  is 
th a t the Essay provided such an  effective vehicle fo r popularizing 
th e  new  tone suggested by ’person-as-consciousness’. T h e re  is a 
p iquancy  in the  fact th a t less th an  50 years separa tes Stilling- 
fleet’s bew ildered ‘H o w  com es person to  s tand  for this’ from 
D avid  H u m e’s confident claim  th a t ‘M ost philosophers seem  
inclined to  th ink, th a t  personal identity  arises from  conscious* 
ness.’·1* T h e  subsequen t developm ent o f  Locke’s though t on 
persons a n d  persona l identity  has been  very  fecund, w hat is o f 
in terest from  o u r perspective is lh a t  i i  arose, in p a r t  a t  least, 
from  considerations surrounding  the doctrine o i’ th e  Trinity. 
Even if  there  w as a w idespread crisis in the  in te rp re ta tion  o f the 
doctrine, a n d  grow ing rejection o f trin itarian  be lie f and  senti­
m ent, the  T rin ity  w as hard ly  yet o f  negligible c o n cern  as some 
com m entators have implied.

‘ 1 l / ie k e  h as  a lso  b e e n  d e e m e d  S o c in ian  from  o th e r  iheolngica! considéra tions. Sec 
D ew ey  D. W allace J r ,  'SociniaiiLm n.Jusiificaiioii !>v F ailli, a n d  the  S o u rc es  o f  J o h n  L ockc 's 
“ R easonab leness” *, Y olton, cd ., in  Philosofihy, R diginrt û n d  S tà a u e , p p . 13 2  6 9 , a n d  N icholas 

Joiicy; ‘L eibn iz  o n  J o h n  I-o^ke a n d  S ocin ian ism ’,  in YoJion, e d ., in  PhiJ/M phy, R eligion and  
Science, p p . 170-87 .

*  D av id  H u»ne, A  Treatise o f  H unuat M ature, B ook 1 {ed. D. G . C . M a c N a b b ; G lasgow : 
C ollins , (9G2). p . 330.



C H A P T E R  S IX

The Scripture Doctrine o f the Trinity

I f  the ecclesiastical a n d  civil au tho rities h a d  any  hopes th a t the 
B lasphem y A ct o f  1698 w ould p u t an  e n d  to the  doc trina l battle 
that, h a d  been  rag ing  for nearly  a  decade, they w ere to  be rudely  
disappointed. T h e  flood  o f  controversial literatu re  aba ted , bu t a 
steady  stream  o f  books a n d  pam phle ts  still flow ed from  the 
presses. W orks were now  w ritten  to ‘explain’ w hat the  T h irty -N ine 
Articles a n d  the  n ew  act really m ean t. T h e  issues raised  in the 
1690s w ere now  sim ply too contentious to go aw ay New, practical 
problem s also b e g a n  to surface: could  a clergym an o f  unitarian  
dispositions sincerely subscribe to  the  l ’h irty-N ine Articles and  
u se  the  Prayer Book l i tu rg y  as it stood? Should  un ita rian  sym pa­
thizers be adm itted  to  com m union  w ith in  the  established C hurch? 
The Modérait Trinitarian d isagreed w ith  those w h o  sough t to 
excom m unicate any  w ho denied the  divinity o f  C hrist. D espite  its 
title a n d  eirenical preface, its author, D aniel Allen, s tirred  the  fires 
o f controversy by a rgu ing  th a t the F ather a lone should  b e  w or­
sh ipped .1 Reflecting a  debate  ab o u t the  tru e  n a tu re  o f Islam, 
which h a d  been  rum bling  since the  publication  o f  the  Q u r ’an  in 
English du ring  the m idd le  o f  th e  previous century', one  opponent 
o f  th e  U nitarians feared  th a t th e  logical conclusion o f  th e ir  argu­
m ents w as the  substitu tion  o f  Islam  for C hristian ity  ‘

T h e  fallout from  the explosion o f the  1690s is evident in the

1 D an ie l A lien, 7 ’he M oderate THnikmtm  (1-omkm: li>99}, see p p . 3 6 , iii. 3Φ 5.
• [A lton] A  lel/trr to « Friend [R e: A  B rie f  E n q u iry  &  The. S o c in ian  S la in ] (T<ondon: 1700). 

T h e  recep tio n  o f  Is lam  a n d  th e  use i i  w as p u t  to  in  d e b a te s  is d iscu sscd  in  J .  A . I . C h a m ­
p io n , The F ilters o f  l*neskraji Shaken (C am b rid g e ; C a m b r id g e  U n iv ersity  Press, 1992), pp. 
lü ü fl. E d w ard s  accu sed  J«ockc o f  M aho m etan ism - S ec  also  N . I . M a ta r , islam  in  Britain, 
1 5 5 ft l e s s  (C am b rid g e : C a m b r id g e  U n iv ersity  P ress , 1998),
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writings o f  all those engaged in th e  controversies o f  the new  cen­
tu ry  T h e  opinions a n d  positions o f  the protagonists o f  th a t dec­
ade, if  no t always th e ir nam es, w ere still well know n and  all sides 
were soon to  find  n ew  com rades in arm s. T h e  sam e concerns are 
also clearly m anifest about, the tru e  na tu re  o f P ro testan tism  and  
the  extent o f  the  R eform ation , the  acceptab ility  o f  non-scriptural 
language in a R eform ed C h u rch , a n d  above all th e  m ean ing  and  
p ro p er application  o f  the w ord  ‘person’. T h e re  is a lso  a  m arked 
shift from the  classical A nglican position, w hich h a d  given a  rever­
ential w eight to the  Fathers a n d  early trad ition  as a n  interpretive 
m atrix , to  one  th a t stressed the individual as the  final a rb ite r  of 
scrip tural m eaning. T h e  latitud inarian  pa rty  grew in  strength, and 
doctrinal issues cam e  to  be seen by m any  as irre levant niceties. In 
the second decade o f  d ie  new  ccn tu ry  renew ed  conflict broke ou t 
over the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  a n d  a fresh w ave o f apologetic 
an d  polem ic hit the C h u rch  o f England.

N ot in the Ordinary and Vulgar Sense

In  the first year o f th e  new  cen tu ry  S tephen  Nye, the catalyst o f  
the  controversies o f  th e  previous decade, published The Doctrine, o f 
the Holy Trinity. N y c  obviously felt n e ith e r inh ib ited  n o r intim i­
d a ted  by the  Royal In junction  o f  1695 o r tht: B lasphem y Act o f 
1698 as th e  book, unlike his previous works, ap p eared  in his own 
nam e. T h e  gen re  w as fam iliar: letters from  the  a u th o r  to an 
enqu ire r requesting true  teach ing  in regard  to th e  Trinity. T h e  
book m anifests N ye’s obsession w ith the dangers o f  tritheism , and  
is in p a rt a  d iatribe  against the H ug u en o t refugee, P e ter Allix, a n d  
his allegedly heterodox writings. For Nye, Allix represen ted  the 
zenith o f tritheism . I f  o thers  fought shy o f  o u t a n d  o u t  espousal of 
such a  doctrine, p referring  to  speak like Sherlock o f  th ree  infinite 
spirits o r  the like, Allix h a d  no such reticence a n d  felt quite at 
liberty  to transla te  o n e  o f  the opening lines o f  G enesis as ‘T he 
G ods crea ted ’. N ye’s anim osity w as fu rther fuelled by Allix ‘ou t­
ing’ him  in p rin t as the  au th o r o f  The Brief History o f the Unitarians, 
an  accusation that N ye ra th e r  lam ely re je c te d /

s S te p h e n  N yc, T h e  D octrine o ftiie  H oly T r in ity  a n d  die M a n n a  o f  our Saoiour’s  D iv in ity ; A s  they 
Are H eld m  th e  C o tho lk Church,  a n d  the Church o f  E ngland  (L ondon : B e l ,  1701!. i 'b r  N ye’s 
accu sa tio n  o f  tr ith e ism  ap,aisisi Allix, see  p p . 5  -7; fo r  N ye’s d is in g e n u o u s  d én ia i o f  previous 
a u th o rsh ip , see  pp. 165-6.
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N ye h a d  obviously taken  account o f  the  controversies o f  the 
last decade. H is views had  been  m odified in a  m ore orthodox  
direction a n d  the  book reveals a  m in d  now  acutely aw are o f  the 
g ram m ar o f  trin itarian  discourse. In  it h e  stated  d ia t although 
G o d  is num erically  one  there  is 'a  m odal D istinction in G od; that 
thereupon  he is called, a n d  is three Persons: no t in the  o rd inary  
a n d  vulgar sense, o f the  term  Persons; bu t in  the  Theological’. 
T h e  bulk o f the  subsequent letters a ttem p ted  to expand  and  
explain what, this ‘theological’ sense o f  person  m igh t m ean .4

C onceding  that the na tu re  o f  tills m odal distinction can  be 
expounded  w ith some latitude (citing th e  m ind-based  analogies o f 
A ugustine and  the  puritan  B axter as exam ples), Nye p roceeded  to 
expound  his ow n understand ing  o f  th e  natu re  o f this distinction 
in the  G odhead . T h e  first po in t to g rasp  is th a t all language in this 
a rea  is o f  necessity analogical: ‘W h en  w?e say, the  T rin ity  is a 
Mystery, ‘lis because. Father, Son. and  Spirit, a ie  n o t h e re  understood 
in the  vulgar and  o rd inary  sense: a n d  n e ith e r is the  te rm  Persons. 
Persons. Father, Spirit, Generation, Procession, Spiration. Begotten, in  the 
Divinity, a re  so called: as w as before said, only by Analogy {or 
remote likeness) to  tilings n a tu ra l, a n d  by condescension to the Human 
Understanding.’’ T h is  analogical speech m arks a  relevant and 
im portan t difference in talking o f G o d  as ‘th ree  persons’ as con­
trasted  w ith th ree  hum an  persons. In  n a tu re  persons differ in sub­
stance, will and  m ind , in G o d  the difference o f  persons is no t of 
this o rder bu t ra th e r las a M ind  an d  its Acts’. The classic Augus- 
tin ian  analogy' is clearly at. work here , b u t  so too  is a  desire to reject 
any th ing  that w ould sm ack o f  Sherlock’s proposition  th a t there 
a re  three infinite m inds in the  G odhead . Nye explicitly rejects the 
Sherlockian language, a rgu ing  th a t w c can  say that each  person  is 
G o d  bu t certain ly  must n o t say that each person  is ‘a  G o d ' as 
Sherlock had  iinfori.unat.cly done. N yc provides a  lexicon that, 
exam ines the  term s o f trin itarian  discourse —  ‘acts’, ‘p roperties ', 
‘idiom s’, ‘characters’, ‘notes’, ‘no tions ', ‘ideas', ‘relations’, ‘m odes', 
‘subsistences', ‘personalities', ‘persons’, ‘essence’, ‘substance’ and  
‘trin ity’ —  and  how  these term s are  appropria ted  to  the  divine 
persons.6

1 N y c , Doctrine^ p .  18.
;| N v r . Dfldrtns. pp . 2 1 -2 .
" N y c . D octrine, p . 2 0 ; s e e  p p . 2 4 - 7  fo r  th e  le x ic o n .
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Som e m ay  objcct lhai this is a p ecu liar use o f  words and , espe­
cially in regard  to the  w ord  ‘person*, sim ply illegitimate. Nye 
counters th a t every a rt a n d  science a d a p ts  w ords and  has its own 
pecu liar use o f  term s, arid th a t consequently  theology is justified  
in doing  the  sam e. ‘Person’ and  ‘re la tion ’ w hen used o f  G od  are 
‘artificial Term s; and  therefore have a  peculiar m ean ing  in T h e ­
ology . . . P E R SO N , in com m on  specch and  use, is a particu lar 
Being distinct from  all o ther Beings; a n d  th a t hath  sundry  P roper­
ties o r M odes belonging to it: But in the Science o f  Theology; 
w hen we speak o f  G o d , i t  is only a  m ode o r Property ; as such 
M ode is considered together w ith  the  D ivine Essence, G odhead , 
o r  G od .’7

Nyc, exhibiting a keen eye for g ram m ar, no ted  th a t G o d  is 
som etim es spoken o f  as a person  for instance, b lasphem y is 
seen as a  sin against the person  o f  G o d  —  b u t this is speaking in a 
vulgar, non-exact sense. W hen  we w ish to speak w ith theological 
exactitude w c speak o f  G od  as ‘three pe rsons’. H ence  it is im port­
an t th a t we pay  close attention to  th e  con tex t in w hich a statem ent 
is u tte red  if  we are to in te rp re t it co rrectly  for ‘there  a re  tw o very 
diilcrent significations o f the  te rm  Persons; the  T heological and  the 
Vulgar: so in  speaking o f  G od, w e som etim es call h im  a  Person. 
som etim es three Persons'. N ye saw' the  e rro r  o f the  R acovian  C a t­
echism  laying in  ignorance o f  this subtle b u t highly im portan t 
nuance. O n e  m ean ing  o f  the  w ord  ‘p e rso n ’ m ay  w ell be ‘an  intel­
ligent essence’, bu t it is w rong to construe  the  doctrine o f  the 
Trinity as  saying there  are  th ree  infinite intelligent essences in the 
G odhead .”

Despite his public adop tion  o f  tr in ita rian  language a n d  g ram ­
m ar, one is left w ith lingering doub ts  ab o u t N ye’s orthodoxy. In  his 
zeal to repud iate  tritheism  has h e  no t pe rhaps strayed in to  Sabel- 
lianism ? I f  ‘person’ w hen used o l' G o d  is ‘on ly  a  m ode’, w hat 
exactly is the stat us o f  such persons? G iven  his previous app roba­
tion ol* Wallis for using the  language o f  m odes in his explication 
o f the  mystery, a n d  N ye’s claim  th a t such a position was very close 
to that o f  the U nitarians, we are  justified  in  questioning how' full- 
b looded N ye's ow n understand ing  o f  the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity

;  N ye, D octm tf, p p . 3 3 -4 .
’ N yc. Doctrine, p . 151. S ee  pp . 1 0 3 -7  for c o m m e n ts  o n  th e  R acov ian  C a te ch ism , O th e r  

a u th o rs  to o  w ill a llow  th e  u sage  of’ (Joel a? 'a  p e r s o n ',  a s  w e  sha ll see  laicr. G iv en  the  
c ircum stances, N ye’s  ca u tio n  scorns exem plary.
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was. Nye d en ied  th a t  he was reviving Sabcllianism  by  a rgu ing  that 
t his heresy proposes th a t the difference in the  G o d h e a d  is only the 
result o f  ex ternal relations to creatures, w hereas the  C atho lic  view 
insists on th e  in te rn a l reality o f  th e  m odal relations. T h e  fo rm er 
position denies any  rea l relations w ith in  the  G o d h ead , the  latter 
position insists that th e  ex ternal relations found in the  econom y o f 
salvation are, as it w ere, reflections o f  the  inner dynam ic o f  the life 
o f  G o d . But despite  such protested  o rthodoxy his tex t is no t 
replete w ith instance o r  illustration o f  relations betw een  the divine 
persons. T o  say th a t  a  divine person  is ‘on ly  a  m o d e ' seem s to 
detract from the reality  o f  the  distinction betw een the  three p e r­
sons —  by  speaking o f  Father, Son and  Spirit w e  a re  speaking o f 
m ore th an  m erely  m odes o f the  G odhead."

N ye’s book stands ou t against a backdrop o f  several o ther con­
tem porary  works th a t  lack the  acu te  percep tion  o f  th e  com plexity 
o f the issues under investigation. TTiesc w ritings share  a com m on 
concern  w ith the perceived  m enace  o f  Socinianism , unitarian ism  
and  o ther re la ted  errors. In  an  age that was alm ost neurotically 
conscious o f  the  d a m ag e  inflicted o n  civil society by disputes in the 
religious sphere, such th rea ts  w ere not lightly dism issed. An attack  
on doc trine  could well l>c the p relude  to an  a ttack  on  the founda­
tions o f th e  social order. I t  is easy, p erhaps too  easy, to  construe an 
a ttack  on  the  T rin ity  in religion as an  a ttack  on  a trin ity  in politics. 
I voice this cau tion  because  it is by no m eans clear w hich social or 
political trin ity  should  be taken  as the  dom inan t analogy. J .  C . D. 
C lark  sees the  a ttack  on  the  religious doctrine as in p a r t  an  attack 
o n  the  trinity o f ‘C hurch--K ing—P arliam ent’. B u t sim ilar trinities 
w ere constructed  w ith  different com ponents: lo r instance, ‘K ing— 
L o rd s-C o m m o n s’, o r  th e  three K ingdom s o f  E ngland , Scotland 
a n d  Ire land . T h e  safer conclusion is th a t an  a ttack  on  the  T rin ity  
w as an  attack  on  th e  established o rder in  religion, w hich could 
be the  p relude  to  a n  a ttack  on  the established civil o rder.10 T h e  
published defences o f  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  often pose as 
com m ents on the  controversies o f the  1690s. In  genera l they are 
con ten t to  dismiss ra th e r  th an  engage the  questions a n d  difficulties 
raised  d u rin g  that decade.

a  Nyc., Doctrine, p. 162.
:”J .  C . D . C la rk , EngUsh Society Ιβ β 8  1832  (C am b rid g e : C a m b r id g e  U niversity  Press. 

1 9 8 5 ), p .  2 7 7 .



The Scripture Doctrine o f the Trinity 175

An Essay towards showing the Reasonableness o f the Doctrine, o f the 
Trinity, by E rasm us W arren , is typical o f  the ra th e r  superficial 
nature o f  this genre. W arren  assum es ra th e r than  a rgues the  tru th  
o f  the  trin itarian  position. H is explicit target are U nitarians w ho 
argue th a t  th ere  is b u t ‘one  P E R S O N  in the  G O D -H E A D ’ and  
d ecry  trin itarian ism  as con tra ry  to  reason. W arren claim s th a t the 
converse is true. W hereas N yc sought to d iscern  how  the O n e  
could be three, W arren  assum es the reality o f  th ree  persons and  
then  proceeds to  ask  in w hat sense these th ree  are  O ne. A ccord­
ing to W arren, the  com m on analogies based  on ‘M in d ’ and  the 
W allisian cube start in the  w rong p lace  because they  presum e the 
divine unity a n d  th en  proceed to the divine Trinity. T h e  starting 
poin t for reflection should  be the  divine trinity. O n e  m ust accept 
th a t G o d  is Father, S on  a n d  H oly  Spirit as this is p la in  in Scrip­
ture, w hich teaches that G od  sim ply is th ree persons. If  the  Son 
a n d  the  Spirit w ere  ann ih ila ted  th en  there  w ould b e  no  God. 
C rea ted  likenesses o f  the relationship o f  perickoresis (the m utual 
in terpenetra tion  o f  the  three divine persons), which is na tu ra l and  
essential to the  G odhead , are difficult to lind , a  c la im  that W arren 
unw ittingly confirm s w hen he finds the  closest sim ilitude in the 
in te rpene tra tion  o f  angels! T his ‘threeness? o f  the  G o d h ead  shows 
its vitality a n d  feeundky, b u t lie is keen  to stress th a t  although  we 
know  that G o d  is a T rin ity  w e do no t know how G o d  is a  Trinity. 
Such a  lim itation should  no t w orry  us as it is n o t pecu liar to this 
doctrine alone. W a rre n  affirm s, that although  th e re  a re  undoubt­
edly three persons in the  G odhead , these persons a re  no t qu ite  the 
sam e as h u m an  persons: ‘betw een th em  and  us is th is Difference; 
th a t they  a re  three P E R S O N S  by different Modes o f  Subsisting, 
a n d  we by virtue o f p a rticu la r Essences app rop ria te  to  o u r  respect­
ive Beings’.11

C harles Leslie (1650 1722), a n  arden t Jacob ite  a n d  N onjuror, 
provided a survey o f  recent Socinian tracts. In  six dialogues 
betw een ‘Socinian’ a n d  ‘Christian* he sought to  a rgue  a  U nitarian  
converted by the  B rief History back to  trin itarian  o rthodoxy  In  the 
first he adm itted  th e  superficial plausability o f  the  Socinian case, 
b u t pressed for a d eep er investigation o f  the  w ay in w h ich  ‘person’

11 E rasm u s W arren , An Essay towards ShoiiArig the Reastmablenax n j the Dwtrmr. n j  thr Tnm ty 
{ l,ondon: 1709}, p .  1 ii, a n d  see pp. 4 . (j. 31. Twenty y e a rs  la te r  H a w a rd e n  w ou ld  use the  
a rg u m en t a lio u l a n n ih ila tio n  ag a in s t C la rk e  w ith  g r r a t  rifi-ct.
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could be used in o rd in a ry  speech a n d  should b e  used in theology. 
T h e  persons o f  the  T rin ity  a rc  no t to be seen as faculties o f  the 
G odhead . T h e y  a re  called ‘persons’ because they  have personal 
actions a ttribu ted  to  them . T h e y  are  e te rn a l a n d  equal. Leslie 
prov ided  several illustrations to illum inate his case  bu t he was 
insistent that diese n a tu ra l illustrations should  n o t be  taken as 
parallels in  the  incom prehensible G o d .l<! In  the  fou rth  dialogue 
Leslie sought to d ra w  ou t the  im plicit trm itarian ism  o f the  A pos­
tle's C reed  against those  w ho  w an ted  to  use its a p p a re n t reticence 
as a m eans o f  establishing com m on g ro u n d  to w hich b o th  trin itar­
ian  a n d  un itarian  could  subscribe: 'G o d  is n am ed  a t first as a 
N atu re  o r Species . , . then  the  several Persons follow in their 
O rd e r’.13 Speaking from  the position o f  o n e  w hose refusal to 
accept the  legitim acy o f  the  G lorious Revolution h a d  cost him  
dearly  Leslie also dism issed Socinian claim s o f  persecution . T hey  
had  ‘long h a d  a  m eeting  house in C u tler 's  H all' a n d  th e ir  to ler­
a tion  w as a  m atter o f  fact i f  n o t o f  law 14

T he Queen's M ajesty . . . the M o st Apposite Emblem.

T h e  con tinu ing  focus provided by the  w ord ‘person’ a n d  disputes 
abou t its legitim ate usage surface again  a n d  again in works o f  this 
period , in  m any cases previous argum ents w ere sim ply rehashed 
a n d  served up  again , bu t a  book appeared  in  1710 th a t w as far 
m ore sui generis. T h e  Tractotus Pkifosophko-Theologicus (L· Persona or; Λ  
Treatise o f the Word Person is the  p roduct o f  a  forensic investigation 
o f  the  doctrine o f th e  T rin ity  by the  law yer Jo h n  C len d o n .15 T h e  
book is a  testim ony to  the  continuing  p o pu lar in terest in the  con­
troversies o f the  prev ious decade, a n d  C lendon ’s concerns a ie  
those o f  m any o f  h is  contem poraries. H e  w as very' suspicious of 
those whose positions seem  to verge o r fall in to  tritheism . O n  
occasion this fear affected his judgem ent quite  badly ; few others 
could  have lum ped  b o th  Sherlock a n d  South  together as tritheists!

12 C h a rle s  Leslie, T h e Socinian Controversy D iscuss'd ( I .o n d o n : 17118), set* P a n  I , p p . 1, G, 
10 11, 16.

·’ Leslie, The Sociman Controversy D iscuss'd, P a rt IV. p. 11.
•4 Leslie, The Socinian Controversy D iscuss'd. I^.rt V I, p. 40.

J o h n  C lcndort, Traclatas philasophku-thm logiw  de persona or, A  Treatise o f  the W ord 1*em n 
(L o n d o n : 1710).
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H e was suspicious ab o u t the effects ου C hristian  faith o f ph il­
osophy in genera l a n d  university scholasticism in particular. And, 
as the title o f  the  w ork clearly shows, C lendon  believed that the 
w ord ‘person’ w as a t the hea rt o f  m any o f  the p rob lem s su rround­
ing t.he doctrine o f  the  Trinity. H e  in tended  his w ork  as a  defence 
o f the B lasphem y A ct o f  1698, o f  w hich h e  w as inord inate ly  full 
o f  praise, view ing it as the benchm ark  against w hich all trin itarian  
schem a were to  b e  judged. H e  was well aw are lhat o thers  did not. 
share his adm iration , a n d  his book aim ed to refu te those ‘scanty 
scriblers' w ho  th rea tened  the  peace w rought by W illiam ’s ac t."1

O n e  o f  the ‘scanty  scriblers’ c ited  was C harles Leslie, w h o  had  
sm eared A rchbishop T illo tson as a secret Socin ian  sym pathizer 
because o f  his long  friendship with the  U n ita r ia n  m erchan t 
F inn in . T h e  charge was undoubted ly  m otivated  m o re  by  the  fact 
th a t Tillotson h a d  accep ted  the  see o f  C anterbury ' w hen his p re­
decessor. W illiam  Bancroft, w as deposed as a  ‘N o n ju ro r  for his 
refusal to recognize W illiam III as king, th an  any  p roperly  theo­
logical concerns. I f  N y e  h a d  lum ped  T illo tson w ith  the  'R ealists’ 
th en  C lendon  w as a s tounded  by the  realism  o f  Leslie's exposition 
o f  the doctrine o l' the  Trinity. C om m enting  o n  Socmamsm  
Discuss 'd, he expresses his disgust:

G od  is n am ed  first as a  na tu re  o r  Species to Individuals. 1 
believe in G od . T h e n  (says he) ‘the  several Persons follow in 
their O rder, the  Father, the Son. a n d  the H oly  G host.’ Now 
w hat p la iner a n d  m ore im puden t Tritheism th a n  this c a n  be 
asserted by  M an?  T h a t  G od  signifies th e  D ivine N ature , or 
species o f Deity, a n d  th a t the  three Persons, the  Father, the  Son, 
a n d  the  Holy G h o st are T h ree  individuals u n d e r that N a tu re  o r 
Species? Surely n o th in g  can  be m ore? '

D espite  his express desire to stick solely to  the language o f  the 
Scrip tures C lendon  found him self driven  into extra-scrip tural 
term s. H e  speaks o f  the  persons o f th e  T rin ity  as ‘m anifestations’ 
o f  the G odhead  in the  acts o f  creation , redem ption  a n d  sanctifica­
tion. 'This original understand ing  w as co rru p ted  by  A lexandrian 
innovations, w hich in troduced  Platonizing conceptions o f  a  trinity

'  C len d o n , T o  ih e  R e a d e r ’,  in  Tractants, n o t  pag in a ted .
C lr n d o n ,  ‘T o  th e  R e a d e r ’.
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o f  hypostases, a  perversion th a t w as exacerbated  a n d  further 
co rru p ted  by the  w ork o f the  Schoolm en. “

G lendon’s own account o f  the  T rin ity  seems based  solely on 
ex ternal, econom ic considerations: how  the three persons "show' 
them selves in the history o f  salvation. T h e re  is no discussion o f 
the  possibility o f  these ‘showings’ revealing anything ab o u t the 
reality o f  the im m an en t G odhead . H is accoun t o f ‘person7 Is rem ­
iniscent o f  Hobbes. A m an  can  b e a r  several persons in himself, 
and  C lendon  cites Cicero, as H obbes h a d  done before h im , as 
backing fo r his view. Som e usages o f 'p e rso n ’ d em and  num erical 
distinction, o ther usages rely on  num erical identity. For instance, 
Peter, Jam es  a n d  Jo h n  a re  three num erically  distinct persons, 
w hereas Peter can  b e  legitim ately called  three persons in th a t he 
can  b e  described as wise, lea rn ed  a n d  religious. C lendon  illus­
tra ted  this la tte r case w ith d readfu l sycophancy: ‘1 do  th ink  the 
Q u e e n ’s M ajesty, w ith respect to her th ree K ingdom s, to be the 
most apposite  E m blem  o f  the  Personal Triplicity in the  Divine 
Unity. She is in each  respect a  p a rticu la r Person, a n d  yet in every 
respect she is one  an d  the  sam e Roy*al Essence.’19

C lendon  vehem ently opposed those h e  labelled ‘three hypos­
tases m en ’. O n e  o f  the  w orst offenders, to  G lendon’s m ind , had  
been  Sam uel Hill, a  b it player in the  conflict o f  the  previous 
decade. H ill’s Vindication o f  1695, C len d o n  feared , h a d  created  
th ree  im m anen t hypostases o f  M in d , Reason, a n d  Spirit w ho 
seem ed then  to take on  the  ‘personalities’ o f  Father, S on  and  
Spirit in the  econom ic order. Instead  o f starting  w ith the  eco­
nom ically revealed Father, Son and  S p irit w ho  are  subsequently 
called  ‘persons’, C lendon  alleged th a t  Hill, a n d  others o f  his 
tendency; started  w ith the  concep t o f  th ree divine persons and  
th en  tried  to fit the  econom y o f  salvation to this preconceived 
schem a. H e  saw the  roo t prob lem  h e re  resting  in the belief that 
‘every Person is a Particu lar essence o r  being  o f  itself; which will 
never do  as to the  Persons in th e  D iv ine  T rin ity ’. A nd  in (his h e  
is surely right: ne ither logically n o r  practically  do w c stari by 
believing in three divine persons and  th en  look for those persons 
in the scrip tural record. R ather, beg inn ing  w ith  th e  scriptural 
record , we find there  revealed th ree  w ho  are  Father, S on  and

IB C le n d o n , ‘D ed ica tio n ’,  in  'fm ’tahts, n o t  jra jjin a trd .
in C le n d o n , ‘R pistle D e d ic a to ry ’, in  litu to tu s , n o t  p a g in a te d , a n d  see pp. 1.0—16.
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H oly  Spirit, and  subsequently call th e m  ‘persons’ for w ant o f  a 
b e tte r  nam e.20

T h u s  the starting  poin t o f trin ita rian  reflection for C lendon  was 
the opposite pole from w here  W arren  h a d  begun his investigation; 
w c first know  the  divine unity  a n d  th en  try  to u n d e rs tan d  the 
divine Trinity: ‘G o d  is one  in the  strictest sense o f  U nity; a n d  the  
Persons in the  trin ity  m ust be so co n stru ed  as to  be consistent with 
this un ity’. In  C lendon ’s schem a a  ‘p e rso n ’ seem s to be  little m ore 
th an  an  ex ternal m anifestation o f  G od . [n som e w ays b o th  his 
language a n d  his exam ples seem to  rely on  the ancien t under­
stand ing  o f  persona first used by T ertu llian  w ith  its connotations o f 
‘m ask’, o r better, ‘ro le’. T h e  sam e tendency  in in te rp re ta tion  is 
clearly present in H obbes, a n d  th e re  is little in C lendon ’s book 
that leads to the conclusion (hat within the G o d h ead  itself there  is 
distinction. T h e  fears o f  readers a la rm ed  by such an  absence o f 
the im m an en t T rin ity  a re  hard ly  assuaged  by the  p a rtia l rehabili­
tation  o f  Sabellius, w ho  is described  as ‘no t so foul a  here tic’. 
A ccording to  C lendon , ‘person’ can  m ean  e ither ‘a  particu lar 
Intelligent Being; o r a n  office, C haracte r, o r  som e such com plex 
N otion applicable to  such a Being’. W h en  used o f  the  T rin ity  he 
had  no  doub t th a t it w as the  la tte r  sense th a t should  b e  u n d e r­
stood, a n d  the wav in w hich he conceives the  distinctions betw een 
the  divine persons appears to  be  largely d ependen t upo n  the 
h u m an  perceiver; for instance, w hen w c  th ink  o f  G o d  as ‘C re a to r’ 
we canno t be th inking o f  him  as ‘R edeem er’. T h a t  the  influence 
o f  Locke is a t work here  is show n by  C len d o n ’s claim  that the 
Father, Son a n d  H oly  Spirit include th e  whole idea o f  ‘G o d ’ a n d  
som e o ther ideas besides. Personal d istinction in  the  deity  thus 
seem s to b e  depicted  as extrinsical to Ehe divine n a tu re  a n d  relian t 
on  the  com bination  o f  ideas flowing from  office a n d  character. In 
C lendon ’s schem a we know th a t G o d  appears  as a  trin ity  o f  per­
sons, but we seem  to  have no  w ay  o f  know ing w h e th e r this 
appearance  is generated  by an  underly ing  rea lity2'

C lendon  a n d  o thers  w ere obviously concerned  abou t the  dis­
rup tion  that w ould  b e  caused in C hu rch  a n d  state i f  the  disputes 
o f the  1690s broke ou t again. T h e ir  fears w ere soon to b e  realized. 
Som e o f  the  controversialists in  this new' storm  w ere to agree that

C l e n d o n ,  p .  1 3 9 .  F cir i t i r  d is c u s s io n  o f  H i l t ,  s w -  p p .  1 2 4  3 2 .

C fc n d o n ’ pp. 1 5 9 ,2 1 8 . S e e  p p . 1 8 9 ,2 2 0 -1 .
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G od w as one  a n d  th a t  the T rin ity  w ere three persons; w hat they 
den ied  w as th a t those persons w ere coequal a n d  consubstantial.

Prim itive Christianity

It still com cs as a  su rprise  to som e people to  realize th a t  S ir Tsaac 
N ew ton  (1642 1727) was as in terested  in  theology as he w as in 
science. N ow  th a t m any  o f  N ew ton’s w orking n o tes  a n d  m anu­
scripts have been  published  o r m ade  available to  scholars the 
ex ten t o f  his in terest is c lear to see. In  1667 N ew ton  was elcctcd a 
Fellow' o f  T rin ity  College, C am bridge. In  o rder to  re ta in  his fel­
lowship custom  d ic ta ted  th a t he should be o rd a in e d  as a priest o f 
the  C h u rch  o f  E ngland . In  the  event a  royal d ispensation  freed 
h im  o f  this obligation, b u t d u rin g  the early 1670s N ew ton had 
begun  an  extensive study  o f  the Scriptures, the ea rly  Fathers, and  
theology By 1672 he h a d  becom e convinced th a t  the prevailing 
trin itarian  doctrine o f  th ree cocqual persons w as n o t the  leaching 
o f  the  Scrip tures o r the  early C hurch . T rin itarian ism  was n o t the 
U r-religion th a t  C ud w o rth  held it  to  be; on  the  c o n tra ry  the doc­
trine o f  the  T rin ity  w as a  fraud  p e rp e tra ted  by A thanasius an d  a 
corrup tion  o f  the o rig inal Apostolic preaching. T h e  conclusion 
chim ed in well w ith N ew ton’s conviction that the essence of G od  
lay in dom inion, w hich he ascribed to the  F ather alone. A t one 
stage N ew ton wTote two letters expressing these convictions to 

Jo h n  Lockc for anonym ous publication  by J e a n  L eC lerc, a  leading 
D u tch  R em onstran t theologian w ho  advocated the un fettered  use 
o f  reason in m atte rs  o f  religion. A t the  last m om en t N ew ton 
panicked a n d  withdrew· his perm ission for pub lica tion  an d  m ade 
no  public com m ent o n  ihe doctrine for the  rest o f  his life. Howr far 
N ew ton was further influenced by the studies a n d  conclusions o f 
ihe un itarian  p ropogandisis o f  the  1690s and  how  far he directly 
influenced them  is beyond the scope o f  this book. W h a t we will 
exam ine though arc  the w ritings an d  fate o f  tw o o f  his ‘disciples’, 
W illiam  W histon a n d  Sam uel C lark .22

a* T h is  p a ra g ra p h  is heav ily  in d eb ted  to  a rtic les in  Ja m e s  Force a n d  R ich a rd  Popkin , 
E ssays w  the C ontext. .Nature and Influence o f  Isa a c N ew ton 's Theology (D o rd rc c h t: K luw er, 1990). 
T h e  co rre sp o n d en ce  w ith  L ockc c a n  b e  fou n d  in  Isaac  N ew to n , 'N o ta b le  C o rru p tio n s  o f  
Script·.ire ' in  Isa a c  N ew to n , T h e  Correspondence o f  Isaac N a v to n  (cd. W. H . T u rn b u ll, 7 vols.; 
(C am b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  Uuivx*iStly P irs s ,  1 9 5 9 -7 7 ), H I ,  pp. 83 -1 2 2 -



7  Tie Scripture Doctrine o f the Trinity 181

T h ere  can  be  lew  m athem atic ians w h o  have lost th e ir positions 
because o f  heresy, b u t this w as th e  fate  that befell W illiam  W his- 
ton , N ew ton 's  successor as L ucasian  Professor a i C am bridge, in 
1710. O n e  m o d ern  historian  cap tu res  the  m an  well: ‘W illiam 
W histon  (1667—1752) w as an  eccentric , a  perenn ial C am bridge 
type, o f  im m ense a n d  m any-sided learn ing , com bined  w ith  feeble 
ju d g m en t, a n d  com plete faith in  his ow n opinions’.23 W histon 
explicitly revived a n d  p ropagated  a  fo rm  o f  Eusebianism , a  heresy 
sim ilar to  A rianism  in subord inating  th e  Son to  the  Father but 
differing from  it in denying th a t there  w as a  tim e w hen the  S on  did 
no t exist. T h is  he took to be  the true  doctrine o f  the  early centur­
ies, a  fact shown by the tide o f  his four-volum e work. Primitive 
Christianity Reviv’d, published a year a fte r  his deprivation. Like sev­
era l o ther contem poraries, including N ew ton, M ilton a n d  Locke, 
W histon 's  p ro tracted  investigation o f  th e  T rin ity  p rom pted  by the 
controversies o f  the previous decade h a d  convinced h im  th a t the 
‘A thanasian’ understanding  o f  the  doctrine, w ith its talk o f  three 
coequal persons, was a  co rrup tion  o f  early Christianity. T h e  Ref­
o rm ation  process begun tw o h u n d re d  years before w ould  only be 
com plete w hen  this last relic o f  Popery, the consubstantial Trinity, 
w as rem oved. T h e n , a n d  only th en , w ould  the  original, pristine, 
au then tic  doc trine  o f  C hrist a n d  his A postles prevail.21

H is espousal o f  Eusebianism  rested  largely on his read ing  o f 
The Apostolical Constitutions, a  w ork he took  to  b e  an au then tic  first- 
cen tu ry  docum ent, a n d  w hich h e  becam e convinced was the  apex 
o f  the  New' T estam ent canon  a n d  to  b e  trea ted  as such. F rom  his 
read ing  o f  The Apostolical Constitutions W histon  concluded  th a t the 
Father a lone was ‘G o d ’ in th e  p roper sense, a n d  alone w orthy o f  
w orship. H e  p roceeded  to d raw  up  21 propositions, w hich he 
hoped  exhibited  the true faith o f  the  C h u rch  o f  the  first two 
centuries in regard  to the T rin ity  a n d  Incarna tion .25 T h e  prevail­
ing trin itarian  o rthodoxy o f  three coequal persons was in fact a

'n  G o rd o n  R u p p , Religion m  England 1 6 0 S  1791  (O x fo rd : O x fo rd  U niversity  Press, 1906), 
p. 249.

Vl W illiam  W h is to n , P n m iliv f C h rv lia m ly  R m v ’d  (4- vols.; L o n d o n : 1711). Volume. I con* 
ta in s  W liis to n ’s  self-dcfcncc; v o lu m e 2 ,  th e  G re e k  o f  (h e  A posto lic G m fitu tiv n s  a n d  his 
tran sla tio n ; v o lu m e 3, a n  essay  p u rp o r tin g  to  sh o w  th is w ork  is she m o s t sac red  canonical 
book  or th e  N ew  T estam en t; vo lum e 4 . a  reco n stru c tio n  «.if th e  fa ith  o f  the  first twit 
ce n tu rie s  d ra w n  fro m  these  a u g m e n te d  S crip tu res , p re sen ted  iri p rep o sitio n a l form .

>J T h e se  p ropositions c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  v o lu m e 4 .  S ee  p ropositions 22  a n d  23  for the  
n a tu re  o f  the  d istin c tio n  a n d  un ity  o f  the  F ather, S o n  a n d  Spirit.
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corrup tion  o f  A thanasius, f o r  VVhiston, the  Father, Son a n d  H oly 
G host a re  beings a n d  persons, really  a n d  num erically  distinct from  
each other, a lthough  n o t entirely separable* T h e  S un  is subord in ­
ate to the  Father, a n d  the  Spirit to both. H ence  th e  reality and 
plurality  o f  the  persons is m ain ta ined  but the  u n ity  o f  the  G od- 
head  resides solely in  the  F ather’s m onarchy. VVhiston felt obliged 
to  ad a p t the  L itu rgy  o f  the  P rayer Book to reflect this subord ina­
tion ism accordingly, as w e saw  in the  first chapter. For his pains he 
was deleted to the  B ishop o f  Ely; a n d  eventually, a fte r proceedings 
in convocation a t C am bridge , he was deprived o f  his ch a ir for 
heresy on  31 O c to b e r  1710. H is w ritings only escaped  form al 
condem nation  by the convocation a t C an te rb u ry  by the 
reluctance o f  Q u een  A nne to  give the  Royal Assent to  a  m otion  o f 
censure. W histon w as lo  die outside the  established C h u rc h  in 
1752, having becom e a  m em b er o f  the  G eneral Baptists, w ho 
were m ore to leran t o f  his views.*’

W histon’s w ritings exhibited  m any o f  th e  beliefs, w orries and  
hopes to  be  found in  the: m ore  radically  P ro testan t w ing  o f  the 
C h u rch  o f E ngland  d u rin g  tills period. H e  w as n o t a lone  in  believ­
ing that the  R eform ation  needed  com pletion , a n d  there  were 
o thers, as wc have seen, w ho sought to  purge the C hurch  o f  w hat 
they considered to be  the  last a n d  greatest e rro r o f  all: the  A thana- 
sian doctrine o f the  Trinity. W histon was convinced  that un til this 
corrup tion  w ere pu rged , the  R eform ation  was incom plete.* ' If 
Scrip tu re  a lone w as to be  the  ru le  o f  faith (in a  c an o n  augm ented  
by The. Apostolic Constitutions), th en  creeds, councils a n d  convoca­
tions w ere o f  little in terest to  the  biblical C hristian . In d eed  in 
W hist on ’s view genera l councils h a d  proved them selves ‘the  g rand  
engine o f  the  Devil’.28

D espite his obvious integrity, learning a n d  the  suffering th a t  the  
synthesis o f  these tw o  qualities was to  b ring  him , W histon had  
little im p ac t upo n  the  theological debates o f his day; a n d  his views 
w ere sufficiently o u tré  to  be  self-marginalizing. H e  was, however, 
a n  im portan t Straw in the w ind. W histon’s concerns, and  his 
desire to re tu rn  to ‘Prim itive C hristian ity’, w ere shared  by others. 
T h e  debates o f  the  1690s h a d  b een  p rem ature ly  closed, a n d  the

K  W h is to n 's  o w n  a c c o u n t  o f  h is  re m o v a l is g iv e n  a t  I ,  p p . cx x x v ii ft'.
^  W h is to n , I ,  p .  xxxi.
ÏB W h i a o n ,  A p p e n d ix , I V .  p . 2 0 .
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doctrine o f  the  Trinity, its tru th , status a n d  m eaning, rem ained  a 
conten tious issue on  the  theologica l agenda. A m ong W histon’s 
circle of* close friends was the R ec to r o f  St Jam es’, Piccadilly, 
Sam uel Clarke. H is w riting  w as to  prove far m ore dangerous to 
the unstable a n d  uneasy truce re a d ie d  by die e n d  o f  the previous 
decade, as we shall now  see.2"'

Anus redivivus

Sam uel C larke w as one o f the  lead ing  figures o f  his age. A  p ro ­
digious classical scholar in his youth, tie h a d  becom e keenly in te r­
ested in ‘the  new  science’ while a t C am bridge. Friendship with 
N ew ton followed, an d  a  very p rom ising  career in the  established 
C h u rch  beckoned. C larke w as highly  regarded  as a  theologian 
and , after Txx:ke’s dea th , was acclaim ed as the leading m etaphys­
ician in England. H is two sets o f  Boyle Lectures, delivered in  1704 
an d  1705, wrere  hailed  as a m asterly  synthesis o f  theology' and 
science, an  apologetic to u r de force. T o  this day  his exchanges with 
the G erm an  philosopher Leibniz are  re a d  by students o f  ph il­
osophy. Tn 1709 h e  becam e R ec to r o f  the prestigious living o f  St 

Jam es’, Piccadilly. H is th ree predecessors w ere all transla ted  to 
bishoprics, a n d  two, Tenison a n d  W ake, becam e A rchbishops of 
Canterbury. C larke was undoubtedly  in line for a  m itre  him self 
an d  m ay  well have becom e yet a n o th e r  successor to  St Augustine 
if  his reflections on the  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ity  had  n o t destroyed 
his chances completely.30

In 1712, after several years research ing  texts and  studying the 
controversies o f  the  1690s, C larke published The Scripture Doctrine 
o f the Trinity. T h e  w ork was a  m asterp iece  o f m ethod , a n d  the  title 
gives a clear indication o f  intention: to  discover a n d  outline the

71 A  v e ry  s y m p a th e tic  s tu d y  o f  V V histon c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  M a u r ic e  W iles, Archetypical 
H eresy: A rian ism  through the Centuries (O x fo rd : O x f o r d  U n iv e rs i ty  P re ss , 1 9 % ), see  p p . 9 3 - 1 1 0  
to r  W h is to n ’s  f r ie n d s h ip  w ith  N e w to n  a n d  C la rk e .

1</1 h a v e  u s e d  th r o u g h o u t  S a m u e l  C la r k e ,  T h e  W orks o f  Sam uel C larke (·1 v o ls .;  L o n d o n : 
17 3 8 ). T h e  C la ik e - L e ib n i / .  e x c h a n g e  c a n  lie  fo u n d  in  v o lu m e  4 . T h e  a c c o la d e  o f ‘le a d in g  
m e ta p h y s ic ia n ’ is g iv e n  in  th e  D N B . F o r  b io g ra p h ic a l  d e ta i ls  I  h a v e  u fe d  J .  P  F e rg u s o n , A n  
E ighteenth C entury H eretic: D r. Sam uel C larke ( K in d  o n :  T h e . R o u n d  w o o d  P r rs s ,  19 7 6 ). Set* 
T h o m a s  P f ize n m a ic r , T he Trinitarian 'Theology o f  D r. Sam uel C larke ( I -e id en : B rill, 19 9 7 ), fo r  a  
v e ry  sy m p a th e tic , s tu d y  o f  C la rk e . T h e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  C la rk e  a n d  N e w to n  is d is ­
c u sse d  in  c h a p te r  1 .
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Scrip ture doctrine o f  ihe  Trinity. T h e  ‘Introduction* to the book 
reaffirm ed m any  o f  the  com m onplaces we have discovered else­
where: from the  fourth  cen tu ry  onw ards philosophical speculation 
and  ‘m etaphysical uncertain ties ' have b een  in truded  in to  the  
C hristian  religion; this process o f co rru p tio n  reached  its nad ir in 
the  writings o f  the  scholastics; the  R efo rm ation  represen ted  a 
concerted  a ttem p t to recover the tru e  m ean ing  o f  the  Scriptures 
and  sought to rem ove the u n w arran ted  accretions o f ihe  previous 
m illennium ; w hatever C hrist tau g h t a n d  w hatever the  apostles 
preached , th a t a n d  th a t alone is to  be accep ted  as the  rule o f  faith; 
the  Bible alone is the  rule o f faith for th e  P ro testan t, a n d  th ere  can 
be no appeal to  trad ition  o r authority . Clarice applies this last 
m axim  w ith rigour: w e should  no t ‘re a d ’ S crip tu re  th rough  die 
creeds, bu t ra th e r ‘read ’ the  creeds th rough  Scripture. T h is  
refocusing is necessary because w ords shift th e ir  m ean ing  a n d  thus 
the  creeds need  re in terp re ta tion  to  m ake them  reflect th e  leaching 
o f  Scripture. (T hat such a shift o f  m ean in g  m ight occu r in regard  
to  the  Scrip tures too  was un th inkab le  to  C larke a n d  m ost o f  his 
contem poraries. In  an  age in which biblical criticism  w as em bry­
onic, the  assum ption that the S crip tu rcs w ere literally inspired and 
thus preserved from  any e rro r  w as still qu ite  tenable.) T h e  good 
Protestant could go to his Bible a n d  find  th ere  the  fullness o f the 
teach ing  o f  Jesus against w hich alL subsequent developm ents 
could be ju d g ed .31

C larke also em phasized  the im portance  o f  the use o f reason in 
in te rp re ting  the  Scriptures. O n e  c o u ld  only accept as p a rt o f  the  
deposit o f  revelation w hat one w as reasonably  convinced was 
actually  p a r t  o f  it. I f  one  could no t a c c e p t that a  putative article 
o f  faith w as to  be found in the S crip tu res th en  one  ought no t to 
accep t it. O bed ience  to an  ex ternal au th o rity  alone, how ever p res­
tigious, could no t take the  place o f  th e  probative force o f  reason. 
Q uotes from  Fathers a n d  councils could  be  used for illustration, 
they  should no t be appealed  to as m ean s  o f  settling the  in te rp re t­
a tio n  o f  a  disputed text o r po in t. O n e  sim ply has to see for oneself 
th a t an  article o f  faith is indeed such: it is ‘the  Duty, a n d  in the 
Power, o f  every p a rticu la r C hristian  [with] H elps a n d  assistances 
. . .  to  understand  for himself, w hatever is necessary  for his own

51 T h e  SfripC iaf D w lriru  is  fo u n d  in  v o lu m e  4  o f  The. W orks. F o r  th e  c o r r u p t io n  o f  th e  
o r ig in a l  d e p o s i t ,  see  p . iv. Fiji· q u e s tio n s  a b o u t  in te r p r e ta t io n ,  sec  p p .  x -x ii .
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salvation'. C larke rem inded  his readers o f  G hillingw orth and  
T illo tson’s em phasis on the  essential p a rt played by  reason. ~

C larke rejected  th e  traditional ‘scholastic' language used o f  the 
Trinity, te rm s such a s  ‘na tu re’, ‘essence’, ‘substance’, ‘subsistence’. 
H e  reta ined  only language th a t he labelled ‘property  theological’. 
Such p ro p er language, he believed, referred  to  the  distinct powers 
a n d  offices o f  each  o f  the  three persons, a n d  th e ir  respective 
honour. T h e  true  S crip tu re  doctrine, acco rd ing  to  C larke, lay 
betw een the  ex trem es o f  tritheism  a n d  Socinianism , a n d  Clarke 
concluded by challenging  his critics to show w here  he  is w rong 
from Scrip tu re  a lone .si

C larke’s m ethodology  a n d  erud ition  w ere im pressive. T h e  book 
w as com prised o f  th ree  sections: 1, ‘2 5 1 texts g leaned  from  the 
N ew  T estam en t rela ting  to the T rin ity  (Part I); 55 propositions 
based  on  these texts (Fart II); a n d  principle passages o f  the  Frayer 
Book relating to the  T rin ity  (Part III). T o  provide a  focus for our 
exam ination  I will focus a tten tion  on the  p a rts  o f  this w ork that 
deal with ‘p e rso n ’ arid  its usage, as this is the m ain  issue discussed 
by o u r previous authors.

P art I o f  The Scripture Doctrine was divided in to  four sections: 
those that, spoke o f  G o d  the Father, those that spoke o f  G od  the 
Son, those th a t spoke o f  the  H oly Spirit o f  G od, a n d  finally those 
w hich spoke o f  all three. From  the  outset the  subheadings o f  each 
investigation betrayed  the  tra jectory  a long  w hich CJarke h a d  trav­
elled in his investigation. T hose  concern ing  the  F ather b ea r titles 
that stress his pre-em inence a n d  singular claim  to be  styled 
‘suprem e C o d ’. T h o se  concern ing  th e  Son open  w ith passages 
where he Is ‘supposedly’ called G od. T hose  concern ing  the  H oly 
Spirit stress passages that show the  Spirit’s subord ination  to 
Father a n d  Son. 54

T h e  trea tm en t o f  the  1, 251 texts is tho rough  bu t atomistic; 
phrases an d  sentences a re  c ited  w ith little regard  fo r th e ir context. 
W hilst this sort o f  ap p ro ach  was characteristic  o f  the  treatm ent 
o f  Scrip ture in genera l, the: deg ree  o f  atom ism  is a reflection 
o f  the influence o f  th e  ‘new  science’, a n  influence found in the

' 2 C la rk e ,  T h e  S a ip tv n  D v c /n n t, p . v iii. F o r  T i l l  o is o n . G h il l in g w o r th  a n d  S ti llin g fle e t, see 
p p .  v~v i.

"  S e c  C la rk e .  T h e  S c iip tu n  D octrine, p p .  x ii-x ii i .
M S e c  C la rk e , T he S c tip tu n  D octrine, ‘T h e  C o n te n ts ’ p a g es .
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philosophical though t o f  H obbes a n d  Locke. T h ro u g h o u t this 
textual exam ination, a n d  in  subsequen t exchanges, C larke insisted 
th a t the  w ord  ‘person’ signifies, a n d  is equivalent to , ‘an  intelligent 
agent/. C larke sticks to  the  in ten tions declared  in his ‘In troduc­
tion’ o f  exam ining the  offices an d  pow ers o f  cach  person o f  the 
Trinity, I  Te acknow ledged that each  is a  ‘p e rso n ’ a n d  th a t cach  is 
pre-existent to the  universe. H e  based  liim self solely on the eco­
nom ic T rin ity  presented  in the  Scrip tures a n d  excluded any 
speculation ab o u t the  inner life o f  the  G odhead . From  this purely 
econom ic exam ination  h e  derived highly  conten tious proposi­
tions. C larke  concludes his perusal o f  the  1, 251 texts by claim ing 
th a t 'from  all these Passages, it  appears  beyond C ontrad iction , 
th a t the  W ords “G od” a n d  “the  F a th e r” , n o t “G o d ” a n d  “the  
T h ree  Persons” a rc  always used in Scrip ture as synonym ous 
T erm s’.

C larke p roceeded  to  develop the  im plications o f  such a  claim  in 
55 propositions, all o f  w hich a rc  cross-rcfcrcnccd back to the  texts 
themselves. T h e  substance o f C larke’s thesis, a n d  the p reconcep­
tions underlying it, a re  con ta ined  in  his first proposition .36

Proposition I. T h e re  is O n e  S up rem e C ause a n d  O rig inal o f 
T ilings; O n e  simple, uncom poundcd , undivided, intelligent 
A gent, o r  Person; w ho  is the  A lone A u th o r o f  all Being, a n d  the 
Fountain o f  all Power . . . For Intelligent Agent, is the  p ro p er and  
adequate  D efinition o f  the  W ord, Person; n o r  can  it  o therw ise be 
understood  w ith  any distinct Sense o r m ean ing  a t all.37

H aving  a ttem pted  to dem onstrate in h is  Boyle lectures the  ra tion ­
ality o f  belief in G od , C larke was keen to stress th a t this G o d  was 
no t the rem ote en tity  o f  recen t deist speculation bu t ra th e r  the 
‘persona l1 G o d  o f  C hristian  faith. T h e  influence o f  Locke in the 
definition o f ‘person’ in te rm s o f ‘intelligent agenf is apparen t, and

"  C la rk e , T h e  Scripture D octrine, p .  1 2 1 . I t  is  in  i t  r e s t in g  lo  n o t e  «ha t K a r l  R a h n e r  a g re e s  
w ith  C la rk e ’s  ex eg esis  a l th o u g h  n o t  w ith  th e  th e o lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n s  t o  b e  d r a w n ;  s e e  ‘Theos 
i n  th e  N e w  T e s ta m e n t’,  in  K a r l R a h n e r  7  tw lo g m l Investigations (tr. K e v in  S m y th ; T -ondon: 
D a r to n ,  L o n g m a n  &  T o d d ,  19 6 5 ), 1.

w  I  h a v e  e o n c c n t r a tc d  o n  th e  p ro p o s i t io n s  a s  m o r e  u s e fu l t o  o u r  in v e s t ig a tio n  th a n  th e  
te x tu a l e x a m in a t io n  itself. I f  o n e  w a n ts  t o  see  e x a m p le s  o f  C la rk e ’s  d is c u s s io n  o f  p e rs o n  
a n d  its  p r o p r r  a p p l ic a t io n  to  th e  G « d h r a d  t h r n  th e  t e - x L s  e x a m in e d  o n  p p . I , Φ. 5 5 , 104·, 11 7 
s h o u ld  h e  o f  h e lp .  C la rk e , a s  o n e  w o u ld  e x p e c t ,  r e je c ts  t h e jo h a n m n e  C o m m a ,  p .  121.

3? C la rk e , T t  Scripture D octrine, p .  122.



the prevalent d iscounting o f  any  o th e r  th an  univocal usage o f 
language is also clear in  the  qualificatory ‘distinct’, w hich effect­
ively rules o u t any  o th e r  definition. H ow ever, to  assum e th en  that 
this G o d  could  only b e  one  ‘p e rson ' was a  logical shuffle th a t 
m any o f  C larke’s contem poraries w ere n o t to  allow.

T h e  restriction o f  trin itarian  consideration  to the econom ic 
sphere alone is starkly asserted in the  fou rth  proposition:

Proposition TV W hat the  p ro p er M etaphysical N atu re , Essence, 
o r Substance o f  any  o f  these divine Persons is, the  scrip ture has 
n o  w here all declared; bu t describes a n d  distinguishes them  
always, by th e ir PE R SO N A L  C h aracte rs , Offices, Powers and  
A ttr ib u te s . . .  All R easonings therefore , (beyond w h a t is strictly 
dem onstrab le  by the  m ost ev iden t and  undeniable L ight o f  
N ature,) deduced  from  th e ir  supposed m etaphysical N ature, 
Essence o r Substance, instead o f  their P E R S O N A L  C h a r ­
acters, Offices, Powers a n d  A ttribu tes delivered in scripture; are 
uncerta in  a n d  at best p robab le  H ypotheses.38

T h e  desire to  rid  C hristian  reflection o f w'hat wras considered  the 
illegitim ate im portation  o f  alien philosophical categories is m ani­
fest. For C larke, a n d  others like h im , true  Protestantism  should 
speak only the  language o f  ehe Scrip tures. But, as we shall see, 
som e o f C larke’s critics w ere to  accuse h im  o f  infidelity to  his own 
requ irem ents in th is regard. M oreover, the extra-scrip tural la n ­
guage used to  express the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  is no t simply 
rejected  as unscrip tural, it was a lso  deem ed by  C larke to  be 
in com pre h en sibl e:

P roposition X V III. T h e  Schoolm en, (who, as an  excellent 
w Titer o f  o u r  C hu rch  [Tillotson] expresses it, w rough t great 
parts o f  their D ivinity ou t o f  th e ir  ow n Brains, as Spiders 
do  C obw ebs ou t o f  th e ir ow n Bowels; starting  a  thousand  
Subtilties --- w hich w e m ay  reasonably  presum e th a t they  w ho 
talk o f  them , d id  them selves never thoroughly understand;) 
m ade  T h is  M atte r  also, as they  d id  m ost O thers , utterly 
unintelligible.39
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M  C la rk « , 7  he Scripture D octrine, p p .  122 - '5. 
w C la rk e , T h e  Scrip iii/e D w trine, p . 147.
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T h e  m iddle g ro u n d  in religion as in politics is m uch sought- 
after territory, a n d  C larke w ished to  dep ic t his understand ing  as 
the  via media betw een  two extremes. H e  a ttem pted  to  highlight the 
h idden  dangers o f Sabellianism , which he  feared w ere lurking in 
som e o f  the  standard  accounts o f  the  Trinit)':

Proposition X X II Γ. T h ey  w ho  are  no t careful to m a in ta in  these 
personal C h a rac te rs  and  D istinctions, but, while th ey  are  solici­
tous, (on the one  hand ) to avoid the  E rro rs  o f  the A rians, affirm  
(in the con tra ry  extrem e) the  S on  a n d  H o ly  S p irit to  b e  (indi­
vidually w ith the  Father) the  self-existent Being: T h ese  seem ing 
in  W ords to m agnify the N am e o f the Son a n d  H o ly  Spirit, in 
reality take aw ay th e ir  very  Existence; a n d  so fall unaw ares into 
Sabellianism  (which is the  sam e w ith Socinianism ).40

Exegesis that a rg u ed  th a t the en tire  T rin ity  should  b e  implicitly 
understood  as the  referen t o f  the w ord  ‘G o d ’ in Scrip ture was 
wholly unaccep tab le  to Clarke. T h e  w ord  was singular a n d  as 
such referred  to a  single ‘person’:

Proposition X X X III . T h e  W ord, G od, in S crip tu re , never signi­
fies a com plex N o tio n  o f  m ore  Persons (or Intelligent Agents) 
[sir] th an  O ne; b u t  always m eans O n e  Person only, viz. E ither 
the Person o f the F ather singly, o r the Person o f the  Son singly.41

A ny h o n o u r due  C hrist is only on the  basis o f  h is  role in the 
econom y o f  salvation. H e  is to be reverenced a n d  w orshipped 
because o f his m edia to ria l posiiion:

P roposition L. H e  [Christ] is described in  scrip tu re  as invested 
w ith  distinct W orship  in his O w n  Person [. . .] as th e  Alone 
M ed ia to r betw een  G o d  a n d  m e n .12

Proposition L i. 'Phis H o n o u r  | . . . is] n o t upo n  A ccount o f  his 
m etaphysical Essence o r Substance, a n d  abstract A ttributes; but 
o f  his A ctions a n d  A ttributes relative to  Us; his C ondescension 
. . . his R edeem ing, a n d  In terced ing  for, us.4*’

w  C la rk e ,  T h e  Scripture D octrine, p . 149.
"  C la rk e , T he Scripture D octrine, p .  155.
‘'C l a r k e ,  T he Scripture D octrine, p .  187.
"  C la rk e , T he Scripture D octrine, p .  18!).
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The last proposition is virtually  a  slogan for his en tire  position:

Proposition Ï.V  G o d  in Scrip ture-language, docs no t signify the
Trinity, bu t die First Person o f  the  Trinity.4*

I f  this w ere true  then  a  w hole trad ition  o f  exegesis had  been 
successfully u n d erm in ed , a n d  die c laim  that the doctrine o f the 
T rin ity  w as scripturally  based w ould  b e  n o  longer tenable.

Before we proceed to  exam ine som e o f  the  critical con tem porary  
responses to ITie Scripture Doctrine, we cou ld  benefit from  pausing to 
lake stock o f C larke’s position in regard  to  the  doctrine o f  the 
Trinity. I t  should be no ted  that while this study has ibcused on 
C larke's understand ing  o f  the  usage o f  the  w ord  ‘person* in this 
contex t, m any o ther issues are, a n d  w ere, raised in response.45

T h e  delineation, which Clarke th o u g h t {a  p roper a n d  adequate 
definition’, o f ‘person’ as ‘intelligent agen t’ reveals a  sim ilar shift in 
understand ing  o f  the  w ord as wc found epitom ized, if  no t orig inat­
ing, in liOcke’s reflections. A  ‘person’ is no longer seen prim arily  as 
an  intelligent substance bu t as an  intelligent agent. Such a conception 
w as m ore dynam ic, and  m ay  well reflect the  grow ing im portance 
o f  m otion as one  o f  the key concepts in physics. G iven  such an  
understanding, C larke clearly believed th a t try ing  to hold to  the 
traditional form ula o f  th ree persons a n d  o n e  G o d  verged on  the 
unintelligible: i f  th ree  persons are  conceived as th ree intelligent 
agents they  canno t be the one in telligent agent th a t h e  believed the 
Scrip tures dep ic ted  as the  suprem e G o d . By insisting th a t  his defin­
ition is sufficient C larke insisted u p o n  a  univocity o f  use, which 
precluded  any  analogical use o f ‘p e rso n ’ in speaking o f  the  Trinity. 
(T his assum ption of* univocity prov ided  a  focus for the  a ttack  o f 
several opponents.) T h e re  is no  aw areness, as th ere  is in Augustine, 
that ‘person’ is the least w orst op tion , the best stab  a t language in

44 C la rk e , T he Scripture D octrine, p .  191.
J ' l i i e r e  a i  e  se v e ra l s tu d ie s  o f  C la rk e ’s  th e o lo g ic a l  p o s it io n . T h a t  o f  P f iz c h m a ic r  focuses 

o n  T he Scripture D octrine, w h ic h  c la im s  th a t  C la rk e  w a s  n o t  so  m u c h  A r ia n  a s  E u& ebian  —  a 
ju d g e m e n t  m a d e  b y  s o m e  o f  C la rk e 's  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  s u c h  a s  th e  J e s u i t  f l a w a r d c n ,  th e  
e sse n tia l d if f é r e n c e  b e in g  th a t  E u s e b iu s  a n d  C la r k e  d id  n o r  b e lie v e  th e  A r ia n  c la im  th a t  
’th e re  w a s  a  l im e  w h e n  H e  (C h ris t)  w a s  n o t ' .  C la rk e  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e lie v e d  th a t  th e  S o n  
e x is te d  fro m  all e te r n i ty  b u t  su b o rd in a te ly .  T h e r e  a r e  sev e ra l p o in ts  th a t  w o u ld  r e p a y  
c a rc fu l s tu d y : ih e  in f lu e n c e  o f  N e w to n  a n d  th e  ‘n e w  p h y s ics ’; q u e s tio n s  s u r r o u n d in g  b ib ­
lic a l in s p ira tio n  a n d  in te rp r e ta t io n ;  C la rk e ’s  d e p a r tu r e  fro m  p re v io u s  A n g lic a n  u n d e r s ta n d ­
in g s  o f  ih c  n a tu r e  o f  P ro te s ta n t is m , e sp e c ia lly  i n  r e g a r d  t o  th e  p a r t  p la y e d  b y  C re e d s  a n d  
F a th e r s ,  to  c ite  b u t  th re e .
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an  a rea  in w hich w e are  all a t sea. In stead  o f  finding a w ord lhat it 
is ju s t abou t possible to  use o f  th e  ‘three* revealed in th e  Scriptures. 
C larke proceeds fro m  a strict definition o f  ‘p e rso n ’ to consider­
ations o f  its p ro p er application to the  Deity. C larke d id  no t think, 
as som e h a d  d one  before hin), th a t som e o f  the  th ree  canno t be 
referred  to as persons, n e ith e r d id  he d eg rade  th em  to m ere m an i­
festations, n o r  d id  h e  reduce the  Son a n d  Spirit to  c rea tu rehood . It 
is the claim  lhat the  three persons share  equally in the  divine 
na tu re  th a t he found  totally unacceptable. T h e  problem  had  
becom e n o t w hether there  a re  three persons in the  G odhead , bu t 
w hat these three persons arc, a n d  how  they relate  to each  other. 
C larke’s solution is a  subordinationist schem a, in  w hich the 
suprem e G o d  is the F a th er alone. C larke’s stress on  the m onarchy 
o f  the  F ather leads to  the  subordination a n d  inequality  o f  the  Son 
a n d  Spirit. A nd  in do ing  so, despite his initial disclaim ers, Clarke 
had d raw n  conclusions abou t th e  im m anent. Trinity.

Equally Unscriptural

I t continues to b e  a  m atte r  o f  conjecture w h e th e r C larke was 
naively innocen t in pu ttin g  forw ard his reflections, courageously 
fighting for tru th , o r  fatally overaw ed by his ow n ability. W hat is 
certa in  is lhat a  n ew  sto rm  broke du ring  w hich his ca ree r was 
sw ept aw ay O n e  o f h is  first opponen ts, the  veteran  polem icist and  
vilifier o f Locke, Jo h n  Edw ards, w as in no d o u b t th a t C larke’s 
w ritings w^ere p a r t  a n d  parcel o f  a n  o lder debate. H e  fulm inated 
that T t is now  a b o u t T w enty  Years since the  D ispu tes concern ing  
the  T rin ity  w ere s ta rted  am o n g  us, occasioned by som e Foreign 
and  English Socinians, w ho call’d  them selves U n ita rian s  . . .  Mr. 
W histon a n d  Dr. C larke, have reviv’d those H eretical O pin ions.’ 
W ith his usual ch arity  Edw ards rubbished  C larke’s scholarship, 
claim ing th a t his patristic  quotes wyere  stolen fro m  the works o f 
Bull a n d  Petavius. C larke w as little w orried  by such  a spiteful 
attack, bu t o ther adversaries wrere to  b e  far m ore subtle, a n d  a 
flood o f  criticism  flowed from  th e ir  pens.4*’

E d w a r d s ,  Som e A m m a d v m w n s  on  I)/. C la rk  ’s  S tT /f/tlae D tC l/irU , (A s  h t  S ttlé i i t )  i f f  thé 

Trinity  (L o n d o n : I ? 12), p .  5 ,  a n d  f o r  a l le g a tio n s  o f  th e f t ,  s e c  p .  4 1. C la rk e  re p l ie d  t o  s o m e  o f  
th e s e  c r itic s ,  w h o  r e p l ie d  i n  t h e i r  tu r n .  1 'h c  s h e e r  v o lu m e  o f  th e  fiowr o f  c o r re s p o n d e n c e  
p re c lu d e s  a  b lo w  b y  b lo w  a c c o u n t  o f  it, w h ic h  w o u ld  b e  te d io u s  in  a n y  c ase . M y  s iftin g  o f  
th e s e  p ie c e s  h a s  b e e n  d o n e  s o  (h a t  o n ly  th e  ‘w h e a t’ re le v a n t  (o  (h is  s tu d y  is left.
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A lthough C larke w as attacked on  several fronts, w hat follows 
(houses on those w ho took  issue w ith h im  for his understand ing  o f 
the w ord  ‘person’. M ost questioned C la rk e ’s restriction o f  the  w ord 
to a  univocaI use. E dw ard  W ells ( 1667-1727), R ecto r o f C oteshach, 
Leicestershire, concen tra ted  his tire on C larke's ‘In troduction’, 
chiding him for his neglect o f  the  O ld  Testam ent, m istaken 
understand ing  o f  the  w ay in w hich Scrip tu re  functioned as a  rule 
o f  faith , a n d  denial o f  the  au tho rity  o f  the  Fathers, H e  could not 
accept C larke’s claim  th a t the s ta tem en t ‘th ere  a re  in the G odhead  
T h re e  Persons o f  the  Sam e Indiv idual Essence’ w as a  con trad ic­
tion, o r above understanding. H e  insisted th a t C larke was m istaken 
ab o u t the na tu re  o f theological language, and  w rong  to deny  its 
analogical nature: ‘n e ith e r the  w ord  Individual, n o t yet the  w ord 
Person, w hen applied  to  the  T h ree  in  th e  Deity, is to be taken in the 
Sam e Sense, as w hen applied  to  C rea ted  Intelligent Beings’.47

T hese  sam e concerns were cchoed in a n  anonym ous pam phlet 
w ritten  by Francis G astrell, by now  Bishop o f Chester, and  a 
ve teran  o f  the  controversies o f the  1690s: ‘Intelligent Being and  
Person a re  all a long  used by h im  as synonym ous term s; so that 
accord ing  to his schem e, the th ree  divine Persons m ust be  three differ 
ent Beings, individually distinct from  each  o ther; a n d  . . . m ust b e  of 
a  different Nature. too1,4** H aving  a ttacked  his synonym ous use o f  
‘person’ a n d  ‘intelligent being’, G astrell then  pro tested  against 
C larke’s equivocal use o f  the  w ord ‘G o d ’ in  saying th a t the  Son 
a n d  Spirit m ay be called ‘G o d ’ in som e sense. In  this he parts 
com pany  b o th  from the  Socinians, w ho  th ough t ‘G o d ’ applicable 
only to the Father, a n d  from  the  o rth o d o x  w ho apply  the  word 
unequivocally to Father, Son a n d  Sp irit. T h e  m odern  A rian  
equivocated applying ‘G o d ’ in one  way to the  F ather a n d  in 
ano th er to the  S on  a n d  Sp irit.1'** Finally' G astrell punctu red  
C larke's rheto ric  abou t the  use o f  scrip tural language. W hile he 
m ay  have avoided scholastic ja rg o n , G astre ll argued  th a t C larke’s 
hypotheses w ere couched  in  ‘inrirely Philosophical' language, and  
‘equally unscrip tural’.50

47 F o r  W e lls ' o r ig in a l  s tr ic tu re s ,  sec  E d w a rd  W ells, R em ark, on D r. C larke’s  Introduction lo H is  
Scripture D tn lrin  o f  the T rin ity  (O x fo rd : 1713). F o r  h is  s u b s e q u e n t  re p ly  t o  C la rk e , see  A  
L etter to Die R everend D r. Clarke. In  A n fiver to h ii Leiter to D r. W ells, (O x fo r d :  1713).

46 [F ra n c is  G a s tre ll ] ,  Rem arks upon D r. C lark's [sic] Scripture D octrine o f  th e  T rin ity  (L o n d o n : 
C le m e n ts ,  1 7 1 4 ), p p . 0  7.

v’ S o *  G a s t r e l l ,  R e m a r k x, p p .  1 6 -

°  G a s i r d l ,  R em arks, p p .  529, 13f>.
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F u rth e r pam phlets resonated  w ith  the  concerns o f W ells and  
G astrell. S tephen  Nye argued  th a t C larke  w as n o t so m uch  an 
A rian  as a  trithcist. H e  accused C larki: o f  believing in three divine 
beings a n d  o f  replacing the  divine m on arch y  w ith an  aristocracy 
o f  gods. T h e  roo t o f  the prob lem  lay in C larke’s insistence th a t 
person, m ind  a n d  intelligent being  w ere all equivalent term s.31 
W riting in 1718, T h o m as B ennett, V icar o f  St Giles, G ripplegate, 
ag reed  w ith  N yc’s diagnosis a n d  den ied  lh a t th e  w ord  ‘person’ 
adm itted  only o f  univocal application . W hen  applied  to  the  Son 
and  Spirit it ‘does n o t signify a  d istinct intelligent Being . . . th o ’ 
w e can’t exactly define w hat a  D ivine Person is, yet we can  say w hat 
‘tis not. A n d  consequently  the  th ree  Persons o f  the G odhead  
a re  no t th ree  Persons in the  sam e Sense, in w hich  three M en  are 
th ree  Persons.’ T h e  m an n e r o f  the  distinction o f  the persons 
o f  the  T rin ity  is incom prehensible, but. th en  ‘we know so little o f 
th e  substance o f  anything’, adds B ennett w ith  a  Lockean twist, 
th a t w e have no  adequate  idea  o f G o d  a n d  yet still believe in  h im , 
a n d  a re  right to do  so as C larke h im self claim ed in his Boylean 
lectures. P a rt o f  C larke’s problem  lies in  his definition o f 'p e rso n ’. 
In Proposition 1, for exam ple, B ennett ch ides C larke th a t ‘you 
m anifestly m ake, as you do  elsew here, intelligent Being and  
Person to  be synonym ous a n d  convertible T erm s’, in  com m on 
speech B ennett concedes this is so; it  is even possible to  speak o f 
‘d ie  suprem e cause’ in this sense, b u t  there  is an o th e r  sense in 
w hich th e  suprem e cause is th ree persons.5*

O n e  o f  C larke’s m ost acu te  critics was a  coun try  clergym an, 
R o b ert M ayo, w ho denied th a t C larke’s conclusions w ere the  co r­
rect ones to  reach  from  read ing  Scrip ture. H e  believed th a t C larke 
m ade a  n u m b er o f  unw arran ted  leaps in  his herm eneutic. H e  had  
conflated  the  im m anen t a n d  econom ic Trinity:

W e are  to  distinguish betw een th e  T rin ity  o f  Persons in the 
D ivine N ature , a n d  the  M anifestation o f  the  T rin ity  in the 
C hristian  O econom y o r  D ispensation; a n d  the  la tte r is depend­
ing upon the former. T h e  T rin ity  o f  persons is n a tu ra l and  
neccssary  to the  D ivine Being . . .  b u t the  m anifestation o f  the

A  S te p h e n  N y e , T h e  E xplication o f  the A rticles o f  th e  D ivine U nity, the Trinity, and Incarnation 
(L o n d o n : 17 1 5 ), p p .  1 0 ,3 7 ,  153.

•v  T h o m a s  B ç n n c l t ,  A  D iscourse on the E unb ltsstxi 7U n ify  in  U nity, w ith  an  E xam ination o f  Dr. 
C larke's Scripture D octrine o f  the T rin ity  (L o n d o n : 1 7 1 8 ;, p .  2 3 1 .
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T rinity  in the  C hristian  D ispensation, is a rb itra ry  o f  his own 
Free-will.M

C larke’s reply lo M ayo w as a  c lear s ta tem en t o f  his position.

By the  W ord G od, w hen used absolutely, 1 m ean  th a t suprem e 
intelligent A gent w hich governs all th ings; a n d  the  W ords In tel­
ligent A gent are the  definition a  Person  . . . Your conclusion 
therefore, (if m ean t literally) one G o d  IN  Persons three» is a 
Language o f which I understand  n o t the term s. O n e  Intelligent 
A gent in T h ree  intelligent agents, o r  th ree  intelligent Agents in 
one intelligent Agent, a re  English w ords, b lit have no  English 
signification.

In  reply M ayo exp lored  the  na tu re  o f  the analogical language 
used w hen speaking o f  th ree persons in one G od. Echoing 
A ugustine, he claim ed th a t the  d istinction o f  the  three found in 
Scrip tu re  adm itted  o f  no  be tte r d istinction th an  ‘personality '. 
T h is  is a rem ote analogy  based  on  th e  w ay in  w hich distinction is 
m ade in hum an  creatures. T h e  schools had  spoken o f  ‘three 
m odes subsisting', using the  language no t to divide bu t to dis­
tinguish. A  m ode is a p e rm an en t unchangeab le  p ro p erty  w hereby 
one  person  is distinguished from  another. I f  w c a re  to  re a d  the 
Scrip tures correctly, w c have to keep in  m in d  th a t it speaks in two 
ways: o f  one G o d  essentially and  o f  the  three personally:*

C larke’s rep ly  crudely  dismissed such scholastic language, 
derid ing  such thought as beyond his capac ity  ‘as difièrent from 
R easoning  in any  o th e r  Science, as a  sixth sense in the  Body would 
be different from  the Five we now  have’.50 C larke’s rep ly  high­
lighted the  differences betw een h im  a n d  his opponents, a n d  
revealed a  fundam ental disparity  in the  very' basic m odels o f 
G o d  a t w ork in the debate: ‘I have no  o th e r  N o tion  o f G od , but 
his be ing  Suprem e G overnor o f the  U niverse, a n d  that H e 
derived this Power from none, b u t h a d  it. eternally  o f  Him self, 
be ing  Sell-existent. T h is  is the N otion  o f  G od  by  the L ight of

,:| |R .  M a y o ] .  Λ  P la in  Scripture-A rgum ent a<iinst i h  C lark’s  [nc j D octrine Concerning th t E ver
ΒΙκν/ai Trinity J i .o n d o n :  1715/.

Jl M ay*), p .  ß .  M a y o  re p ro d u c e s  C la rk e ’s  re p lie s  i n  h is te x t.
M M a y o ,  p .  1 1 ; s e e  p . 10.

% M a w ,  p .  2 7 .
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N a tu re .* 7 T h is  is very  m uch the  N ew tonian  God* Such  an  under­
stand ing  could  no t b u t  lead  to  a  m onarchical, u n ita ry  deity. I'he 
sam e im aginative difficulty beset this m odel, o rig inating  in  the 
‘new  science’, as bese t H obbes5 absolute m onarchy  in th e  political 
sphere: plurality at th e  apex  o f  cither m odel th rea ten ed  to  destroy 
it. B u t this w as by n o  m eans the only u n d ers tan d in g  o f  G o d  on 
offer and , as M ayo po in ted  out, som e w ere logically p rio r to that 
o f  Suprem e G o v ern o r - G o d  was G o d  before th ere  w as any 
universe to  govern. Tn retrospect perhaps it is n o t C larke’s difficul­
ties w ith the  T rin ity  that s tand  ou t, b u t the  ease w ith  w hich  he  felt 
he could  talk abou t G od . T his G od , ironically, seem s far from  the 
loving creator, red eem er a n d  sanctifier revealed in the  Scriptures 
a n d  m uch m ore like the  ‘classical’ barely  personal, rem ote, tran ­
scendent, sovereign deity  satirized by m o d ern  ‘process theology’.58

N o Reasoning Can M ake it Plainer

C larke’s career w as destroyed by an  attack  o f  the  L o w er H ouse o f 
C onvocation  in 1714. T h e  clergy, concerned  that C larke’s book 
perverted  the m ean ing  o f  the  Articles a n d  Liturgy, urged  the 
bishops to  ac tion  in  early Ju n e . T h e  bishops requested  an  Extract 
o f  C larke’s work, upo n  w hich he  him self was to com m en t. C larke 
provided a  spirited  rep ly  to tliis Extract o f  the  L ow er H ouse a t the 
end  o f  Ju n e , w hich  took  issue w ith th e ir  accusations. A t the  begin­
n ing  o f  July, how ever, C larke  presented  a  m uch b riefer Paper to  the 
bishops. In  it  he seem ed  to cave in  to  pressure. H e also gave two 
assurances: th a t h e  w ould  no t p reach  on the  T rin ity  n o r  w rite  on 
the  subject any  m ore , which seem ed to give the Paper the flavour 
o f  a recantation. T h e  na tu re  o f  his co m m en t h a s  rem ained  a 
m atte r  o f  some speculation. T o  some like W histon it  seem ed as if 
th e ir cham pion  h a d  betrayed them . T h e  L ow er H ouse were 
unconvinced  bu t as the  bishops w ere con ten t to lay  the  m a tte r  to 
rest they  could only  register th e ir  unhappiness th a t C larke had  got 
o ff so lightly. W ake, the A rchbishop o f  C an terbury , shielded 
C larke from  further persecution  a n d  the  m atte r  w as d ropped . But

y'  M a y o , p .  27 .
:Ά S r c  M a y o , p . 2 9 . S r r  W ill ia m  P la o h c r , Thr. D arm uticafian o f  T ranscau lenu , (L ou isv ille , 

K Y : W e s tm in s te r / J o h n  K n o x  P re s s ,  1996) p p .  1 7 7 -8 .
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C larke’s ca ree r w as finished. T h e  sam e W ake was ad am an t, along 
w ith G ibson , the  Bishop o f L ondon  a n d  o thers, that Clarke 
should  never jo in  th em  on  the bench . A  few years la te r  they 
blocked his elevation for ever.1'

I t  would be  a  great m istake to th ink  that C larke w anted  for 
defenders. J o h n  Jackson , a convert to C la rk e’s views on the  Trinity, 
using the  pseudonym  Philalethes, com m ended  h im  for his stand 
against the  relics o f  Popery a n d  his defence o f  the principle of 
private in terpretation .'’0 In  his ow n n am e,Jackson  p raised C larke’s 
m ethodology a n d  his synthesis o f Scrip tu re  a n d  reason . Jackson 
regarded  both sides o f  the bailies o f  the 1690s, ep itom ized  by 
Sherlock a n d  South , as wrong. C larke h a d  opened  his eyes: ‘T h ree  
Persons, th a t is T h ree  Intelligent Agents, in the sam e individual, 
identical Substance; is so self-evident a  C ontrad iction , th a t Ï think 
no  R easoning can  m ake it p la iner th a n  In tu ition ’. 1

A  n um ber h a d  b een  scandalized by w hat they  took  to  be 
un-C hristian  persecution. A n anonym ous diatribe em erged from 
the  pen  o f  the  veteran theologian D an ie l W hitby. W e know  from 
his posthum ous m em oirs th a t his fa ith  in  trin itarian  orthodoxy 
h a d  been  sha tte red  by read ing  C larke, a n d  th a t  he becam e a 
covert A rian .02 H is book Λ  Disuasive from  Enquiry is a  biting, ironic 
letter to an  in terlocutor de te rm ined  to  investigate die doctrine o f 
the Trinity. T his task is fraugh t w ith difficulties, w arn ed  W hitby, 
dem and ing  the  read in g  o f  a  large n u m b er o f  books. T h e  doctrine 
has little practical value, a n d  die F athers a re  a  labyrin th  in  which 
the  unw ary  get lost for ever. In reg a rd  to  the  use o f  the  w ord 
‘person1 in  the  context o f  the  Trinity', W'hitby gave this advice to 
the  young w ould-be enqu irer: 4Let m e  advise you  n o t nicely and  
curiously to  enqu ire  in to  the  p ro p er im port o f  ihe  W ord Person; the

A  c o n te m p o ra ry , a n d  fa v o u ra b le ,  a e e o u n t  o f  -C la rk e 's  tr ia ls  c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  [Jo h n  
I ja w ro n c c J . A n  Apology fo r  D r. C larke (L o n d o n : 1714). F o r a n  in - d e p th  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  co n v o ­
c a t io n  a n d  th e  ‘rc c a n ta r io n ’, s e e  F e rg u s o n , c h a p t e r  7 . lv i r  W a k e 's  p a r t  in  th e  a ffa ir, see 
N o r m a n  S y k es . W illiam  W ake, A ich b ish /p  o f  Canterbury, 1 6 5 7 -1 7 3 7  (C a m b r id g e : C a m b r id g e  
U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s , 1 9 5 ? ), c sp . p p .  1 5 5 -9 .  V o lta ire ’s  o fL -q u o te d  s to ry  a b o u i  G ib s o n ’s  re.spmi.se 
to  Q u e e n  A n n e ’s  d e s ir e  t o  e le v a te  C la rk e  —  ‘M r. C l-a rk e  is ih e  w ises) a n d  m o s t h o n o u ra b le  
m a n  in  d ie  K in g d o m .  H e  lai/Ls o n ly  o n e  t h i n g . . .  H e  is n o t  a  C h r is t ia n ’ c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  
P la c h e r , p .  164.

fA P h ila le th c s , R efection* upon the Present C ontnversie Concerning the H oly T rin ity  w herein A n  & f 
F orth the InconveniencUs o f  som e Vulgar E xplications (L o n d o n :  1714).

01 [Jo h n  J a c k s o n ) ,  '/h r e f le tters to !>r. C la ris fto m  a  C lergym an o f  the C hurch o f  E ngland  (L on*
d o n :  17 1 4 ), p .  31 .

62 S e e  th e  e n t r y  in  th e  D N B .
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greatest m en, even Bishop Stillingfleet, seem  to  have failed in that 
a ttem p t . . . the  w ord Person w hen app lied  to G o d , is used in a 
Sense infinitely different from  w h a t it. m eans, w hen used  o f  
M en .’63 G iven this infinite disparity  o f  use, argues W hitby, how  
could  w e know w hether o r no t a  s ta tem en t contains a  con trad ic­
tion? M uch o f  the  debate  boils dow n to the  question: W h a t is a 
person? Is it a m ode, a  relation as the  ‘systematical'' divines prefer? 
O r  is it a  distinct intelligent existence as advanced  by Clarke? If  
one  uses reason to settle such questions then  one  m ust answ er 
fu rther questions, and  new  problem s a r is e /  *

Finally, W hitby w arns if  one  reach es  U nacceptable* answers, 
one  risks the p rospect o f  losing one’s living if  n o t one’s life. All in 
all the  search is no t w orth  the  candle , a n d  subsequent lack o f 
interest in the  T rin ity  w as to b e  in p a r t  d icta ted  by p rudential 
desire to  avoid the  fate o f  C larke a n d  W histon . W hitby  was not 
alone; Francis H are , later B ishop o f  Chichester, gave sim ilar 
advice u> his young studen t, rem ark ing  cynically th a t it seem ed as 
i f  ‘O rthodoxy  atones for all vices a n d  heresy extinguishes all vir­
tue’. B enjam in Hoadly, afterw ards to becom e Bishop o f  Bangor, 
w rote a t least two satires attack ing  those w ho  w ould m ake the 
form ularies o f  the  C h u rch  o f  E ng land  m ore  infallible th an  those 
o f  the  C h u rch  o f  R om e. (H oadly  w as to  find him self under sus­
picion for his ow n orthodoxy  in  reg a rd  to the  T rin ity  by W illiam 
Law  am ong  others.) To the  distaste fo r speculation was added  the 
distaste o f  persecution , especially as th e  niceties in h a n d  seem ed 
to  m any  o f  a  latitud inarian  disposition to be un im p o rtan t for the 
v irtuous life o f  religion, which w as to th em , as C larke h a d  w ritten, 
‘the  end  a n d  p u rpose  o f  religion’.

Alterum  Athanasium

I f  C larke w as perceived as the  ‘new  A n u s’, it w as D aniel W ater- 
land  w ho  w as acclaim ed as ‘an o th e r  A thanasius'. W atcrland , b o rn  
in 1683, becam e a  scholar at M agdalene  College, C am bridge, at

M [D a n ie l  W h itb y ] ,  A  D issuasivefrom  E nquiring  in to  J h t D octrine o f  the Trinity: or,; the D ifficulties 
a n d  D iscouragem ent w hich A ttend the S tu d y  o f  th /it D octrine, (Iy> ndyn : 1714) p .  24 .

“ W h itb y , p p .  2 9 -3 » .
K  W h itb y , see  p p . 4 . 5 , 8 ,  ! 2 , 1 7 ,2 2 .  F o r  L a w ’s  s u s p ic io n s , see  W ill ia m  L aw , A  Second fatten  

to  the Bishop' o f  Bangor - L o n d o n :  17·. 7 ) , p .  6 7 .
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sixteen, an d  rem ained  th ere  fo r the  rest o f his life. H is m astership 
o f the  college lasted from 1713 until h is  death  in 1 740. Tn 1717 he 
becam e Regius Professor o f  D ivinity a t  the university. H is im port' 
anee in these new  trin itarian  controversies m ay  be gauged by the 
fact that o f  his ten  volum es o f  collected  works, live contain  
m aterial exclusively concerned  w ith  the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity 
a n d  a tten d an t controversies/“’

Such  an  ou tpu t occurred  alm ost b y  accident. A p a rt from  his 
BD  thesis in  1714, w hich disputed th e  lawfulness o f  A rian  sub­
scription, a  subject he w as to  re tu rn  to  ten years later, W aterland 
published n o th ing  on the controversies until 1 7 19.!l' H is  involve­
m en t even then  was with reluctance. H e  h a d  answ ered privately 
som e queries sen t to h im  by J o h n  Jackson , C larke 's  supporter. 
F inding that Jackson  h a d  published these together w ith  his replies, 
W aterland felt com pelled to  en te r the fray. T h e  V ictorian  church 
historian  V an M ildert claim ed that ‘from  the tim e that W aterland 
took  the  field, the repu ta tion  a n d  au th o rity  o f  Dr. C larke per­
ceptibly declined1. W h a t is certain  is th a t W aterland’s m ind  w as as 
agile a n d  lea rn ed  as C larke’s. H e  proved a  form idable opponen t 
seeing him self as the  defender o f  Bull, th e  great defender o f 
N icene o rthodoxy in the previous century. But. W aterland’s 
co ncern  ex tended  beyond the  narrow ly scholarly, a n d  for the 
nex t tw en ty  years h e  engaged in battle  against the  ‘new' A rians’ 
w herever he found them /*

A  Vindication o f Christ’s  Divinity, published  in 1719, exhibits m ost 
o f  the  argum ents a n d  positions o f W aterland 's subsequent w rit­
ings. T h e  Vindication m ad e  public th e  answ ers given in response 
to 31 ‘Q ueries’ sen t by Jackson . W aterland  was keenly aw are o f 
the  nuances o f  theological language a n d  this was reflected in  all

66 T h r o u g h o u t  th e  re f e re n c e s  a r e  t o  th e  v a n  M ild e r t  e d it io n , T h e  W inks o f  ι/u t Rev. D aniel
W aterland  fed . W illiam  v a n  M ild e r t :  10  v o ls .; O x fo rd :  C la r e n d o n  P re s s ,  1823). T h i s  co lle c ­
t io n  is i ts e lf  a n  in d ic a t io n  o f  th e  e s te e m  w ith  w h ic h  W a te r la n d  w a s  h e ld  e v e n  a f te r  h is
d e a th .  H e  w as c o n s id e re d  b y  m a n y  to  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  f in e s t o rn a m e n ts ,  o f  th e  e ig h te en th *
c c n tu r y  C h u r c h  o f  E n g la n d .  T h e  f ir s t  v o lu m e  o p e n s  w ith  a  g lo w in g  a p p re c ia t io n  o f  W a te r ·  
l a n d  b y  v a n  M ild e r t .  F o r th e  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  a c c o la d e  w ith  w h ic h  th i s  s e c t io n  b e g in s ,  s e e  vol.
1, p .  3 1 2 , n o te  a.

C la rk e ’s  w o rk  o c c a s io n e d  a  g re a t  d e b a te  a b o u t  t h e  e x a c t  m e a n in g  o f  sh e  T h ir ty -N in e  
A rtic le s  t o  w h ic h  a ll c le rg y  in  th e  e s ta b lis h e d  C h u r c h  h a d  i o  ‘s u b s c r ib e ’ b e fo re  re c e iv in g  
th e i r  b c n cf te cs , a n d  th e  lib e r ty  o f  in te rp r e ta t io n  a llo w e d  to  th o s e  w h o  s o  s u b sc rilte d . S o m e  
o f  C la rk e 's  o p p o n e n ts  a c c u s e d  h im  o f  p r e v a r ic a t io n  in  th is  re g a rd . S e e  F e rg u s o n ,  p p .  72 ,
7 3  a n d  passim-

‘M  W a te r la n d ,  I ,  p .  5 7 .
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his writings.69 Jackson’s second ‘Q u e ry ’ concerned  the  m ean ing  o f 
the  w ord  ‘G o d ’, f lo p in g  to create th e  possibility· o f  a C larkean  
equivocation in the use o f  the  w ord, Jackson  asked ‘w hether the 
w ord  (God) in  Scrip tu re  c a n  reasonab ly  b e  supposed to ca rry  an  
am biguous m eaning, o r  to be used  in  a  different sense, w hen 
app lied  to  the  F ather a n d  the  Son, in th e  sam e scripture, a n d  even 
in the  sam e verse?’ W aterland  deftly tu rn e d  the  argum ent against 
his opponen t. T h e  im p o rtan t d istinction  to b e a r  in m ind  when 
using the w ord  ‘G o d ’ Ls n o t som e alleged ‘su p rem e/su b o rd in a te ’ 
distinction, bu t ra th e r one betw een p ro p e r  a n d  im proper usage. 
C larke’s restriction o f  the no tion  o f  G o d  to  dom inion  is too  n a r­
row: ‘G o d ’ m eans far m ore th an  th a t. Further, p rio rity  in the 
G o d h ead  does no t imply, as C larke assum es, subordination and  
inferiority  W aterland  dealt w ith m an y  o f  C larke’s claim s in this 
way, by  sim ply dem and ing  th a t a rgum en ts  be given for assertions 
m ad e .'0

T h e  response to Jackson ’s 22nd ‘Q u e ry ’ provides th e  substance 
o f  W aterland’s critique  o f  C larke’s usage o f  ‘person’: ‘W hether 
his (the D octo r’s) w hole perfo rm ance, w henever he differs from 
us, be any  th in g  m ore th a n  a  repetition  o f  th is assertion, that 
be ing  a n d  person  a re  the  sam e, o r  th a t there  is no  m edium  
betw een  T rithcism  a n d  Sabellianism ? W hich  is rem oving the 
cause from  Scrip ture to n a tu ra l reason , no t very  consistently with 
the  title o f  his book .’71 T his is W aterland’s position  in a  nutshell. 
H e  d ispu ted  C larke’s identification o f  ‘being’ a n d  ‘person’. H e  
den ied  th a t the language o f  ‘three coequal persons’ drove one  on 
to  the  rocks o f  tritheism  o r Sabellianism . Furtherm ore , despite his 
claims, C larke’s w ork is as ‘m etaphysical’ as those he derides. I t  is 
no t the fact o f  the  S on’s ‘subord ination ’ by v irtue  o f generation 
th a t W aterland disputes, bu t the  consequences th a t C larke derives 
from it. T h e  S on  is indeed  ‘bego tten’ o f  the  Father, bu t this does 
no t m ean th a t he is thereby inferior. C larke  supposes ra th e r than  
proves his point.

W aterland pushed  further. C larke does n o t prove th a t ‘being’ 
and  ‘person’ are interchangeable term s. ‘Being’ c a n  have tw o 
m eanings, as W aterland  po in ted  o u t in his response to  Jackson ’s

m  W a te r la n d ,  1.
W a te r la n d ,  I ,  p . 3 4 ;  fo r  W a te r f a n d ’s  rep ly , see  p p .  3 4  51 .

Tl W a te r la n d ,  I ,  p .  2 3  \ .
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n in th  ‘Q uery ': b e ing  as ‘existence' a n d  being  as ‘a  separa te  en tity ’, 
a  b e in g 11 W hile it is true th a t x  n u m b er o f  separate persons are 
indeed  x  n um ber o f  intelligent beings, th a t does n o t exclude united 
persons from  being  one  being. W aterland  dem ands th a t  those w ho  
object th a t this is n o t possible prove their ease r a th e r  than  assert it. 
T h e  Scriptures reveal th ree persons bu t deny  that th e re  a re  three 
gods. I h e  Fathers d en ied  the  equation  o f ‘p e rso n ’ and  'be ing ’. 
W aterland  thinks it. is ironic that, it is C larke a n d  h is  sym pathizers 
w ho arc  in (act the  polytheists: rheir language leads th em  to posit 
th ree G ods, a  greater, a  lesser a n d  a  least.'*'

T h e  attack  con tinued  in the consideration o f  Ja ck so n ’s ten th  
‘Q u ery ’. G iven  his delineation o f  G o d  in term s o f  ‘dom in ion’, 
C larke h a d  d em an d ed  to know  why, i f  th ere  a re  th ree  divine 
persons each  w ith dom in ion , there  is one G od  n o t  three. Clarke 
saw the  only way o f  preserving the  reality o f  th e  persons and  
avoiding tritheism  as  a  subordinationism  in w hich  only one  p e r­
son, the  Father, is G o d  in the  absolute sense. W aterland  countered 
by a rgu ing  tha t, if  one  is speaking o f  G o d  essentially, there  is a 
sense in w hich none o f  the  persons is G o d  simpliciter. H e  rejected 
C larke’s c laim  th a t the  F a ther is G o d  in  som e exclusive sense. 
W hen  read ing  the  S crip tures a n d  do ing  theology, th e  gram m atical 
s tructu re  o f a p h rase  needs to b e  exam ined so that, w e can  see if 
we are referring to  G o d  essentially o r personally. Speak ing  person 
ally it is legitim ate to  say th a t one  person  is G o d  because  th a t one 
person is a  divine hypostasis a n d  as such ‘possesses deity’. W e can 
equally  say th a t G o d  is th ree persons because then  w e speak o f the 
divine essentially. F.ach divine person  is an  individual intelligent 
agen t b u t subsists in one  substance. W hen considering  G od  essen­
tially 9 as th a t one  substance, we speak as if  th ere  is b u t one  intelli­
gen t agent. W aterland  urged reverence for the  m ysteries under 
consideration: ‘you seem  to consider every' th ing  u n d e r  the  notion  
o f extension, a n d  sensible images. A reverential silence m ay  well 
becom e us in so aw iul a  subject. In  w hich im agination  has no th ing  
lo d o .’ W e can n o t ‘p ic tu re ’ the  T rin ity  readily  in o u r  thought o r 
language as the  very  subject m atte r  defies easy speech. In  all this 
W aterland  believed he h a d  the  witness o f  fourteen  centuries o f 
church  history on  h is  side, including the R efo rm ers themselves,

17 W a te r la n d ,  1, p p .  1 1 9 -2 2 .
T!< W a te r la n d ,  I ,  p p . 2 5 1 - 4 2 .
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a n d  all w ho thought that ‘religion is n o t  a  th ing  to be co ined  and  
reco ined  every m o n th ’.74

We H ave N o  T h ird  Way

O v er the  w in ter o f  the  sam e year W aterland  delivered his ‘Lady 
M oyer’s Serm ons’. These w ere explicitly in tended  as a  supple­
m en t lo the  Vindication. T h e  ‘Preface’ se t o u t  som e general points: 
the  serm ons w ere didactic  ra th e r th a n  polem ical; it was a  priori 
odd  th a t  the  C hurch  could have been  deceived for so long  about 
such an  essential m atter; the  o rthodox  read in g  o f  th e  Scriptures 
w as the  m ost probable. Part o f  his a im  in  the  serinons w as to 
answ er som e recen t defences o f  C larke’s position. O n e  such 
p am p h le t alleged th a t to say th a t a  di vine person  is an intelligent 
agent subsisting in one  substance, a n d  to  say th a t this substance 
itsell'can b e  seen as an  intelligent ag en t, brings us to the absurdity 
th a t th ree persons are  one  person . T o  this W aterland  countered  
th a t firstly, 'p e rson ’ a n d  ‘intelligent agen t’ a re  no t reciprocal 
term s, a n d  secondly, th a t problem s a re  b o u n d  to  arise in  this area  
because th ere  is no  fixed principle o f  individuation applicable to 
h u m an  a n d  divine persons alike.75

The serm ons a re  w ell-crafted pieces aim ing to  persuade  the 
listener o f  the  tru th  o f  C hrist’s divinity. S e rm on  IV  touched  most 
explicitly on the  language o f  ‘person* a t w ork in  trin itarian  doc­
trine. W aterland  asserts the fundam entally  analogical na tu re  of 
theological language. T h e  language o f ‘person’ is no  exception. In  
a  refreshingly cand id  section o f  the  se rm o n  he  adm its th a t ‘O u r 
ideas o f  persons a re  p lain ly  taken  fro m  o u r conceptions o f  human 
persons, a n d  from th em  transferred  to  o ther subjects, though they 
do  n o t strictly answ er in every circum stance. Properly  speaking, he 
and  him  are no m ore applicable to  a  divine Person th a n  she o r  her. 
bu t w e have no  third w ay o f deno ting  a  person; and  so o f  the  two 
we choose the  best, a n d  custom  fam iliarizes it to  us.’’6 H ere in  lies 
the  genera l p rob lem  o f  any  references to  G o d  in personal lan ­
guage. W e rcjcct speaking o f ‘it’ o r  ‘th a t’ as unw orthy, wc use ‘h e ’

11 W a t r r la i id ,  I ,  p p .  2 5 0 , 3 3 5 ; see  Q u e s t io n  X X I I I .  p p . 2 4 5 - 8 .  F o r  th e  v a lu e  o f  t r a d i t io n ,  
see  Q u e s t io n  X X IX ..  p .  3 3 5 .

T h e  L a d y  M o y e r 's  S e rm o n s  a r c  t o  b e  fo u n d  in  v o lu m e  2  o f  th e  W orks. S'rr. p .  xxviii.
7h W a te r la n d ,  11. p p .  8 3  4 .
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an d  ‘h im ’ to stress the  personal a ttribu tes o f G od, bu t we could 
legitimately, on occasions, speak o f  ‘they’ an d  ‘th em ’. W hile 
C larke is correct to  claim  that th e  m ajo rity  o f references o f ‘G o d ’ 
in the Scrip tures a rc  to the Father, nevertheless in theological 
language ‘G o d ’ can  refer to one  person  o r three. ”

W aterland clarified his position  fu rth e r  in  the  following year in 
An Answer to Dr. Whitby's Reply. W hitby’s basic m istake, in 
W aterland’s eyes, w as th a t he  m ade  "essence’ a n d  ‘person’ equiva­
lent term s. This, he  argued , as in the  case o f  C larke, is m erely a 
supposition. T h e  u n ity  o f  the  divine persons m ay  be m ysterious, 
indeed as Bull adm itted  that there  w as no  h u m an  resem blance for 
περ ιχο ιρεσ ις, b u t this docs no t m ean  th a t such a  un ion  is im pos­
sible. W hitby has m isrepresented W aterland  by claim ing th a t he 
regards the divine persons as m ere m odes. T h e  m odes ra th e r  dis­
tinguish the divine persons: ‘m odes o f  existing, was no t designed to 
denote the  persons themselves, bu t th e ir  distinguishing characters’. 
W hitby  has similarly m isquoted and  m isrepresented South w ho, in 
his Animadversions,  h a d  categorically d en ied  th a t  ‘the three persons 
a re  only three m odes o f the  D eity  V e

T h e  fundam ental problem  in W h itb y ’s identification o f 
‘essence’ and  ‘person’, accord ing  to  W aterland, lies in the fact 
tha t, for all his talk o f  ‘sam e num erica l essence’, no  certa in  p rin ­
ciple o f  individuation can  be  fixed: ‘you  know  n o t precisely w hat it 
is that m akes one  being, o r one essence, o r  one  substance’. This 
ignorance, once acknow ledged, entails that, w e c a n n o t exclude 
different persons sharing the  sam e essence, as is the case w ith  ihc 
Trinity. W hitby supposes th a t one  in tellectual essence equals one 
person , he can n o t prove that th ree rea l, d iv ine persons are  no t one 
num erical essence.'9

T h is  denial o f  exact identification o f ‘person’ a n d  ‘essence’ 
m ay  be found in o th e r  p a rts  o f  W 'ateriand’s trin ita rian  writings. In 
a  supplem ent to  The Case o f Arum Subscription Considered, a  rew ork­
ing o f  his BD  thesis which appeared  in 1721, W aterland  argued  
that although  a n  intelligent agen t c a n  be a  person , nevertheless 
‘intelligent agen t’ a n d  ‘person’ a re  not interchangeable term s.8" An

*  W aterlan d , I I ,  5 .. i t f .
’s  W a te r la n d .  IT, A n  A nsw er lo  Dr. W hdhy  V R ep ly , p p .  2 13  14; u n d  s e e  p p . 2ÜÖ, 2 1 1 .

W a te r la n d ,  I I ,  p . 2 1 5 ;  s e e  p p . 2 1 f>. 2 7 6 .
W a te r la n d ,  A  Supplem ent to the Case o jA ria n  Subscription Considered i n  W orks, I I ,  p .  3 β 4 . The 

C ase o jA n a r, Subscription Considered is  in  th e  s a m e  v o lu m e .
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Answer to Some Queries printed at Exon, relating to the Arian Controversy 
p roceeded  in sim ilar vein. A lthough the  w ord  'G o d ’ m ay  som e­
tim es refer to  one  person , it does no t always do  so. T h re e  distinct 
persons does no t im ply  three distinct beings, as "intelligent being’ 
a n d  ‘person’ are no t reciprocal term s. G o d  is th ree un ited  persons 
in one  intelligent being, the  persons a re  real a n d  distinct bu t so 
united  as to b e  only one being. O p p o n en ts  o f  the  doc trine  o f  the 
T rin ity  have no t proved th e ir case, p referring  sim ply to assum e the 
logical identity  o f ‘p e rso n ’ a n d  ‘intelligent b e in g \RI

A no ther rep ly  to  J o h n  Jackson , the Vindication o f Christ’s Divinity, 
covered the  sam e g ro u n d  as before. W aterland  p u sh e d  h a rd  at 
Jackson 's  c laim  th a t  th e  three persons could  be one only in a  
tritheistic schem a. Jackson  h a d  argued  th a t tw o  beings could not 
b e  one  being, that two substances could  n o t b e  o n e  substance. 
T h is, W aterland  po in ts  out, is the very subject u n d e r  discussion: 
A re  the th ree  o n e  being, o n e  substance o r  not? W e know  th a t these 
th ree  persons are  o n e  G o d  even th o u g h  we do n o t know  how they 
are.**

In  1724 W aterland  published his last con tribu tion  to  a  debate 
th a t h e  was now  finding b o th  tedious a n d  annoying. H e  was 
accused o f  saying th a t  m any  G ods in  one  substance a re  no t m any 
Gods, a n d  rejects such an  absurd ity  com pletely: ‘T h ough  the 
union  o f  the three Persons (each Person be ing  substance) m akes 
th em  one substance, yet the  sam e union  does n o t m ake th em  one 
Person; because union o f  substance is one  thing, unity o f  Person is 
ano ther: and  there  is no  necessity th a t the  sam e k ind  o f  union 
w hich is sufficient fo r one, m ust be sufficient for the  o th e r  a!so.,w A 
‘person ' is ‘an  intelligent acting  substance5, b u t this is no t an 
exhaustive definition, no r can  the  term s o f  such a  definition be 
regarded  as recip rocal, for the  sam e reason th a t w hile i t  is true  that 
m an  is an  an im al i t  is no t the  case th a t ‘m an ’ a n d  ‘an im al’ arc 
interchangeable term s. T h ro u g h o u t, W aterland  claims, his 
opponen ts  have n o t show n th a t m ore  than  one  p e rso n  can n o t be 
one  being, one  substance, one  G od . O n e  is rem inded  o f  Locke’s

1,1 W a te r la n d ,  A n  A nsw er to  Some Queries /printed a t F.xon, relating to  the A ria n  C onlrm a.ry in 
W orks, ΪΥ’ p p .  3 4 1 , 3 4 3 , λ4-4. F o r a n  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  E x e te r  c o n tro v e rs y  s e e  M ic h a c I  R . 

W a t ts ,  T h e  D issen tm  (O x fo r d :  O x fo rd  U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s , 19 7 8 ), p p .  3 7 4 - 5 .
02 W a te r la n d ,  A  Second Vindication o f  C hrist 's D ivin ity  or A  Second Defence o f  Som e Queries rdating  

toD r. C larke's Schem e the. H o ly  T rin ity in  A nsw er to  the C ountry C lergym an's lie .p ty  in  W orks I I I ,  see
pp. 2’J 8  :$03.

ui W a ie i la n d ,  A  F urther l ’indication o f  C hrist’s  D iv in ity . in  W orks, I V  p. 2 2 .
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discussion o f  persona l identity  w hich dissolved the  facile equation 
o f identity' o f  person  w ith identity  o f  substance.

W aterland’s skill in controversy c a n n o t h e  denied , bu t ne ither 
should his scholarship. In  add ition  to  these carefully honed  pieces 
o f  polem ic he p ro d u ced  a  m ajo r scholarly work on  the  T rin ity  in 
the  form  o f  A  Critical History o f the Athanasian Creed, w h ich  appeared  
in 1723. I t w as a  m agisterial discussion o f  the  origins, age, au th o r­
ship a n d  value o f the  A thanasian  C reed . I t  was u n d e rtak en  partly 
because ‘the  A thanasian  C reed  becom es the  sub jec t o f  com m on 
and  o rd inary  conversation’. A  very m ethodical study  ol’ m anu ­
scripts a n d  opinions th a t su rrounded  th e  C reed , it rem ained  a 
standard  in  the  theological a rsenal well in to  th e  n ineteenth  
century.84

T h is Wretched Argument

But for all W aterland’s skill a n d  lear n ing, it was a  question  from  a 
Jesu it at. cou rt that, stopped  C larke short. E dw ard  I la w a rd e n  asked 
C larke a  sim ple b u t p ro found  question: D id  he  believe th a t the 
F ather could  annih ila te  the Son a n d  Spirit? C larke paused  and  
adm itted  th a t he h a d  never though t o f the question . H e  gave 
no  answer, a n d  died soon a lte r  w ithou t providing one. H aw arden  
provides us w ith a  useful sum m ary  o f  the  en tire  debate , a n d  helps 
to  clarify the nuances involved in speaking o f ‘p e rso n ’ in the  con­
tex t o f  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  a t this tim e:

I f  you ask m e, w ha t the W ord, Person,  m eans; I  answer, th a t it 
has a know n, b u t yet a  different signification, w h e n  it  is apply’d 
to C reatures, a n d  w hen it is apply’d to  d ie  B. T rin ity  . . . W hen 
apply’d to C reatures: a  person is an  intelligent Being, o r  an  
intellectual A gent, w hose N atu re  is divided from  that, o f  any 
o ther . . .  But w hen  w e speak o f the  B. Trinity: a  Person is one, 
who has a common and undivided Nature with another, o r  it is one, dther 
Father; Son, or H . Spirit, who has the Godhead in common with the other 
two, and with each o f  them?J

W a ie r la n d .  A  C ritica l H isto ry  o f  du. A tfu m u ia n  Creed> in  W orks, I V  T h e  r e a d e r  h a s  o n ly  to  
lo o k  a t  th e  ta b le s  p ro v id e d  t o  sec  d ie  b r e a d th  o f  W a te r la n d ’s  s c h o la rs h ip .

Hri [K d  w a rd  H a w a r d c n J ,  fo  J X  C lark \s u \ a n d  M r. W histon , C oiuernitig the D iciriiiy o f
the Son, ural o f  die H o ly  S p ir it fU > tu lo n : 1 7 2 9 ), p .  ?>.
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Such an  ad ap ta tio n  o f  term s is legitim ate because  ‘new  Percep­
tions . . . requ ire  new  Words, o r  a t least n ew  Senses o f  th e  same 
W ords, by taking in m ore  o r few er Ideas, th an  they h a d  before’. 
(Here, as elsewhere in H aw arden ’s text, the  influence o f  Jo h n  
Locke, especially his ;new  w ay o f ideas’, is clearly present.) I t  is a 
lack o f  apprecia tion  o f  this point, H aw ard cn  believes, that led 
C larke in to  his errors. Indeed  ‘Dr. C lark ’s System  is chiefly 
g rounded  on  this wretched Argument: T h re e  Persons, in C reatures, 
a re  three intellectual Agents, as th ree Angels, o r  th ree  M en: T herefore  
they  m ust be so in the  Blessed Trinity-’ H aw arden  proceeded  to 
analyse 1 he Scripture Doctrine a n d  C larke 's  replies.06

in his ow n exposition o f  the  d<x.:trine H aw arden  insisted first on 
distinguishing w hat w c can  know  by reaso n  from  w hat we le a rn  by 
faith:

T h a t  there  is one divine an d  self-existent Person, Reason
inform s us. B u t th ree divine persons w e know  only by Faith.
Reason telLs us, th a t th ere  is a  Person, w ho  is God from no other.
A nd Faith teaches us, th a t th ere  a rc  tw o Persons w ho  arc God
from God*'

T h e  w ord ‘G o d ’ therefore functions differently in the gram m ars 
o f  faith an d  reason. ‘T h e  W ord , God, frequently  denotes a  self- 
existent Person’ as in philosophy, a n d  even  in the collects from  the 
Liturgy. However, in C hristian  faith  ‘w h e n  we say, th a t the Blessed 
Trinity is God, the  m ean ing  is, the  first Person  Ls God from  no  other; 
th a t the  second is God from  the Father; a n d  th a t th e  H oly  Spirit is 
God from  the  Father a n d  the  S on’. A s H aw arden  pu ts it in his 
‘A d d en d a’, G o d  is a  logically (but n o t physically) h igher te rm  th an  
any  o f  the  divine persons, a n d  as such  signifies no th ing  th a t is 
peculiar to any  o f  them . For his pa in s  H aw arden  was voted the 
thanks o f  the  U niversity o f O xford , a n  indication o f  th e ir support 
for his position, a n d  all the  m ore  rem arkab le  given that H aw ardcn  
w as n o t only a C atholic  bu t a  Jesu it priest!88

H a w a r d c n ,  p p . 5 ,  7. In te re s tin g ly , H a w a r d c n  la l ie 's  C la rk e  a  F .ufcrbian r a th e r  th a n  a n  
A i ia n ,  p . 15. T h i s  is th e  ju d g e m e n t  o f  P f iz c n m a ie r . a  m o d e r n - d a y  a d m ir e r  o f  C la rk e , sec  
The Trinitarian Theotog> o f  Dr. Sam ud Clarke, p. 217.

1,7 H a w a rd c n ,  p .  35 .
“ H a w a rd c n ,  p p . 3 6 ,  3 “ . T h r  ‘A d d e n d a ’ is a l  i h r  M id  o f  i h r  Ix to k . F o r  i h r  v o i r  o f  

th a n k s ,  s e e  th e  7>.V7?.
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Acquaintance w ith the Three D ivine Persons

M ost wars a rc  conducred on a n u m b er o f  fronts. In  the  intel­
lectual sphere rhe w ar seem ed to b e  m oving in the direction o f 
irin itarian  orthodoxy. By a com bination  o f  scholarship and  
ex traneous ecclesiastical a n d  civil pressure, the  th rea t from  various 
an ti-trin itarian  forces seem ed to be w aning. T h e  m ean ing  o f  the 
w ord  'p e rso n ’ w as sufficiently d ispu ted  to allow for a lack o f  clear- 
cu t univocal usage, a n d  this aided  those  w ho upheld  the  doctrine 
o f the T rin ity  to a  certa in  extent. Few w ere p repared  to risk airing 
alternative views a n d  lose all like W histon , o r invite the ru in  o f 
their careers like C larke. But u n d e rn e a th  the surface o f conform ­
ity the  p ictu re  was som ew hat different. D isenchan tm en t w ith the 
whole business o f the  T rin ity  was discernible, one  has only to 
th ink  o f  W hitby’s cynical advice to sec those forces a t  w ork, and. 
even i f  the doctrine w ere no t directly  disavowed, i t  was being  
m oved to  the  ideological lum ber ro o m . I t is surely salient that the 
bishops requ ired  C larke’s silence ra th e r  th an  his recan ta tion , and  
th a t som e o f the  later bishops th ough t th a t C larke h a d  b een  pillor­
ied  for hair-splitting niceties. In  m any' ways W aterland’s last work 
in this a rea , 77ie Importance o f the Doctrine o f the Holy Trinity Asserted, 
showed an  aw areness that an  ‘academ ic’ victory alone was not. 
sufficient a n d  th a t the  centrality  o f  th e  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  had  
to be reasserted. T h e  book was w ritten  n o t for those w ho dis­
believed the  doctrine, no r those w ho  h a d  suspended judgem ent, 
b u t  for those w ho assented to  it bu t dow nplayed its im portance. 
T h is  threefold division is probab ty  a n  indication o f  the general 
m ood  o f  the  country. W aterland  h o p ed  his investigation would 
show th a t the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  was clear, p ractical and  
scriptural. T h e  com parative w eakness o f  his reflections on  the 
second claim  show ed that all was n o t well w ith in  the  orthodox 
cam p.89

A ccording to  W aterland , the  doctrine has p rac tica l im plications 
in several areas. I t  teaches us o u r  duties to  G od: if  we fail to 
w orship  one  person th en  w e fail to  h o n o u r  the  G o d h ead  properly. 
I t  engenders the  p ro p er dispositions o f  m ind  to r  e te rn a l life, by 
disposing tow ards the T rin ity  the  b e tte r  'to  be taken  in to  their

M W a te r la n d ,  T h e  Im portance o f  V u D octrine o f  the H o ly  T rin ity A sserted {1734), in  W orks, V  S t:r 
p p .  1 - 5 ,  1 1.
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friendship '. A n appreciation  o f  th e  T rin ity  .strengthens the  motives 
o f  C hristian  prac tice  by showing us the  love o f  G o d  generating 
the  econom y o f  salvation. We gain a  d eep er understand ing  o f 
g race  as wc realize the  n a tu re  o f  th e  gifts w e a re  given in  the 
Spirit. We lea rn  the  v irtue o f  obedience to  w h a t G o d  has revealed 
which w e could  n o t have discovered by  reason. In  short, ‘W hile we 
consider the doctrine o f  th e  Trinity, a s  in terw oven w ith  the very 
fram e and  texture o f  the C hristian  relig ion , it appears  to m e n a t­
u ral to  conceive, th a t the whole schem e a n d  econom y o f  m an ’s 
redem ption  w as laid w ith a  principal view to  it, in o rd e r  to  bring 
m ankind  gradually  in to  acquain tance  w ith the  th ree  divine p e r­
sons, one  G o d  blessed for e v e r ,9ü

But while W aterland’s a ttem p t to stress the  ‘p rac tica l’ aspect of 
th e  doctrine is com m endable, one  c a n n o t help  feeling that the 
dynam ic a n d  dep th  o f  trin ita rian  im agination  present in  earlier 
works, such as C heynell’s, has been lost. In stead  o f  a sense o f the 
centrality  o f  the  doctrine to the  w hole o f  C hristian  experience, 
the  read e r is left w ith  the  feeling th a t  W aterland  is desperately 
try ing  to  m ake the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  ‘relevant’. T h e  dance o f 
perichoresis is reduced  to a  nodd ing  ‘acquain tance  w ith  the  three 
d ivine persons’.

I f  the  tru th  be told W aterland  w as fighting a  losing battle 
against the spirit o f  a n  age w hich h a d  little  tim e io r w hat it took to 
be theological m inutiae. C hristian  apologetic h a d  now  to  com bat 
those w ho questioned  the  very existence o f  any  personal G od 
whatsoever, a n d  to  m any the  cen trality  o f  the  doctrine o f the 
T rin ity  seem ed an expensive luxury  to  m ain tain  against this latest 
th reat. T h e  shun ting  o f  the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  in to  th e  theo­
logical sidings accelerated. G iven the  concession o f  som e o rtho ­
dox  w riters that G o d  could  b e  spoken o f  as one  person , the 
p a ram ete rs  o f  G od ta lk  becam e increasingly b lu rred , a n d  covert 
U nitarians w ithin the established C h u rc h  h id  b eh in d  the  cam ou­
flage. T hose  clerics o f  the  estab lished  C h u rch  w ho w ould no t 
equivocate over subscrip tion  left to found  a  full blown U nitarian  
C h u rch , lead  by T hcophilus Lindsey, V icar o f  Catterick. T h e ir  
reform ed litu rgy  w as based largely o n  the  changes th a t C larke 
h a d  proposed  to  the  Book o f  C o m m o n  Prayer. T h e  D issenters 
too suffered controversies, no tab ly  in  Exeter, a n d  am ong  the

*  W a te r la n d , V; p .  4 7 .  S ee  p p .  2 7 , 3 4 ,  3 5 , 4 5 ,4 9 .
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Presbyterians in  p a rticu la r U n ita r ia n  theology m ad e  g rea t h ead ­
way. T h e  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  rem ained  the  official leach ing  o f 
th e  C h u rch  o f E ngland  bu t h a d  little im pact on its liiè. Perhaps 
th e  tale is m ost po ignan tly  illustrated by the  fact th a t  th e  writings 
o f W aterland’s successor as M aster o f  M agdalene, P e ter Peckard, 
a rc  clearly no t trin ita rian  in tone o r expression.



C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Conclusion

T h e  ncglcct o f the seventeenth cen tu ry  is a  serious lacuna in 
con tem porary  studies o f  the  h istory  o f  trin itarian  doctrine. Most, 
investigations leap  over this period , frequently  tak ing  o ff from 
A quinas o r Scotus a n d  land ing  a t Sch leierm achcr o r tw entieth- 
een tu ry  writers. T h e  read e r is thus ca tapu lted  over a crucial ep i­
sode in the story o f  how  the T rin ity  has been  understood  and 
celebrated . T h e  developing p o pu lar ap p ro p ria tio n  a n d  appreci­
ation  o f  trin itarian  doctrine in o u r  o w n  tim e is enhanced  and 
enriched  by a  study  o f  its evisceration in the  seventeenth century. 
G ran ted  the standard  story th a t trin itarian  theology has been 
recovered in the  n ineteen th  a n d  tw entie th  centuries, one  w ould 
have expected that, the  dynam ics o f  its  loss w ould have been  of 
m ore concern  th an  they have been. W hile an  understand ing  o f 
the process w hereby the  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ity  was relegated to 
the  lum ber room  o f  theology m ight h e lp  to  p reven t any  sim ilar 
future displacem ent, it certain ly  w arns us against hubris in ou r 
ow n reflection o n  this mystery. I t  also em phasizes the  need  for the 
developm ent o f  a  vital an d  v ib ran t tr in ita rian  im agination. I t is 
an  unfortunate  m yth  th a t depicts th is period  as o f  little interest to 
the  theologian concerned  w ith the  doc trine  o f  the  Trinity. By and 
large historians such as R edw ood, C lark , C ham pion  and  Others 
have been  far m ore aw are o f the im portance  o f  the  trin itarian  
disputes in the  late S tu a rt A ge th an  the theologians. P lä d ie r  is 
com m endable  in be ing  one  o f  the  lew  to realize the theological 
im portance o f  these trin itarian  disputes. T h is  book has w an ted  to 
press the  m atte r  still further: this is n o t sim ply a key tim e in the 
h istory  o f  trin itarian  doctrine, it is Ike key tim e as far as the  loss o f
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trin ita rian  vitality is concerned. T o  quo te  Babcock once m ore: to 
ignore this a re a  ‘leaves b lank  the  very  interval th a t we m ust need 
to  have tilled in  if  we a re  to  gain som e understand ing  o f  how  this 
shift o f  sensibilities took  p lace '.1 B abcock sees the  1690s as a 
crucial p a r t  o f  (his narrative, an d  indeed  they are. 1 have 
a ttem pted  to show th a t the origins o f  these disputes lie earlier in 
the  seventeenth century' and  have a  p o ten t legacy for the  next, 
a n d  th a t the  disputes dem and  iheokgical as well as historical 
investigation.

T h e  sheer ex ten t o f the  m ateria l a lone  is a ready  indication of 
the  im portance o f  this neglected  a re a , a n d  the  im pression is con­
firm ed by the  longevity o f the  controversies raised. But. ano th e r 
m anifestation o f th e ir  significance is show n by the  stature ol’ the 
protagonists they engaged: I lo b b e s  a n d  C udw orth , Locke and 
Stillingileet, L aud, Chillingw orth, O w e n , Wallis, C larke, W histon, 
W aterland, T oland , any  m any  o thers , w ere all d ragged  in  by the 
vortex crea ted  by the d isin tegration o f  the  T rin ita rian  consensus. 
I t  w as only N ew ton’s tim idity and  understandab le  personal anx­
iety th a t kept h im  from  en tering  the  fray  publicly. G iven the 
b read th  o f  m ateria l, the  long-runn ing  n a tu re  o f  the  disputes, and  
the  illustrious stature o f  m any  o f  its players, i t  is difficult to  see 
why the trin ita rian  conflicts o f  the S tu a rt Age have n o t received 
m ore investigation. T h e  theological neglect o f  this a rea  is most 
puzzling as these disputes a rc  undoub ted ly  as im portan t as those 
connected  w ith  A rm im anism , T o lera tion  a n d  M ortalism .

T o  ren d e r the  m ateria l m anageab le  I have focused on  the  piv­
o tal role played by the  use o f  the  w ord  ‘person’. N o t all the  p rob­
lems in trin ita rian  understand ing  a t th is tim e revolved a ro u n d  this 
con tested  concept; as we have seen, disputes ab o u t exegesis, 
ecdesiology a n d  the  like im pacted  on  the  general decline o f  the 
trin ita rian  consensus. T h e  fading o f  analogical m odes o f dis­
course, a n d  the  privileging o f  a m ore univocal usage o f  language, 
was b o u n d  to  prove problem atic for theological discourse in gen ­
eral. In  the  case o f the  use o f the  w ord  ‘person’ the  difficulties 
were acute. C rude  literalists, such as Best a n d  Biddle, inevitably 
in te rp re ted  the  doctrine o f  the T rin ity  as tritheism . M ore sophisti­
ca ted  th inkers found it difficult to de te rm in e  the  exact significance

1 W iliia m  S. B a b c o c k . Ά  ( - h a n g in g  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  G o d :  T h e  D o c i r in e  o f  th e  T r in i ty  in 
th e  S e v e n te e n th  C e n tu ry " .  In te ip e ta tio n  4 5  (1991} , p p .  1 5 6  (135).
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and  m ean ing  o f  the  w ord  in the  context o f  the  Trinity. A ttem pts 
by the orthodox  divines in the  1690s to  m ain ta in  accepted 
nuances in understand ing  w ere ill received by th e ir  opponents. 
O n c e  a  situation arose in w hich ‘p e rso n ’ w as first, defined a n d  then 
applied  to  the  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ity  serious p rob lem s were 
bo u n d  to emerge.

I have w an ted  to provide a  survey o f the  m ateria l surrounding  
the d isplacem ent o f the doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  from  theological 
a n d  spiritual reflection, bu t 1 have also w an ted  to ind ica te  som e o f 
the com ponents necessary  in any  answ er to  the  fundam en ta l ques­
tion: W hy d id  this loss o f  trin itarian  sensibility occur?  /\11 answers 
will inevitably b e  partial. T h e  com plexities con tribu ting  to any 
im p o rtan t change, h e  it theological, philosophical, social o r  polit­
ical, canno t b e  red u ced  to sim ple form ulae o r  a d m it o f  exhaustive 
analysis, an d  this is certain ly  tru e  o f  th e  change undergone by the 
doctrine o f the  Trinity. H ow ever, several elem ents seem  to  em erge 
th a t a re  in tegral to  any  explanation. To a id  understand ing , and  
n o t bccausc such a distinction can  be rigidly applied , it  m ay  be 
useful to  categorize these factors as ‘ex ternal’ a n d  cin te rn a l\  T h e  
fo rm er a re  ex traneous to  the theological disputes b u t bear upon 
them . T h e  la tte r a re  theological a n d  intrinsic to the a rgum en ts  and  
reflections su rround ing  the doctrine d u rin g  this period.

T h re e  m ain  ex te rnal forces im pinge up o n  the fa te  o f the  doc­
trin e  o f  the  T rin ity  d u rin g  this period: language, politics a n d  phil­
osophy T h e  changes taking place in the understand ing  o f  the  role 
a n d  function o f  language d u rin g  the  S tuart p e rio d  a re  profound 
an d  do  no t adm it o f easy capture. I he  drive lo r clarity  a n d  preci­
sion o f  expression quickens pace after the R esto ra tion , revealing 
the  im pact o f the  ‘new  science’.2 But th is ten d en cy  is not 
undetectab le  in the p e rio d  befo re  and  d u rin g  the  C ivil W ar, a n d  
indicates the influence o f  C artesianism  in  England . A t the risk o f 
oversim plification w c could  characterize  the  early m o d ern  period  
as one in w hich the  analogical im agination is fad ing  a n d  a  m ore 
univocal usage o f  language is privileged. T h is  tendency  is 
reflected  a n d  reinforced by  the  atom istic ap p ro ach  to language 
found in H obbes a n d  Locke, bo th  o f  w hom  conceive language as 
a  structu re  tha t, in para lle l to physical com pounds, can  be broken

‘  T o u l m i t i  a n d  o t h e r s  h a v e  a r g u e d  t h a t  L a w  g iv e s  w a y  to  s c i e n c e  a s  a  p a r a d i g m  f o r  

ra t io n a l i ty  d a r in g  th is  p e r io d .
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down in to  m ore discrete a tom s o f  discourse. D iscourse is po r­
trayed  as a  succession o f im ages in th e  m ind . Such  a  trea tm en t of 
language tends to  reduce  m ean ing  to  m en ta l pictures, a n d  thus 
weakens the  basis on w hich analogy  functions. T h e  T rin ity  is 
difficult to ‘p ic tu re1, a n d  therefore engagem ent w ith the  doctrine 
becom es m ore difficult.

T h e  links betw een the political changes o f  the Stuart. Age and  
the  doctrine o f  th e  T rin ity  a re  n o t im m ediately  apparen t. It is not 
until well into the  e ighteenth  cen tu ry  th a t theological heterodoxy 
becom es an  unm istakable badge  o f  political unorthodoxy. T rin i­
tarian  analogies were sought for in th e  civil sphere, but there  does 
not ap p ear to have been  one  single parad igm  a t w ork here. T here  
is sim ply no easy identification o f  un itarian ism  in theology with 
unitarian ism  in  politics o r vice versa; th e  absolutist pretensions of 
som e o f the  S tu a rt m onarchs d id  n o t incline th em  to d isbelief in 
the Trinity, n o r  did the resistance to  such  pretensions exhibited  by 
Lockc lead  him  to  accept the  doctrine. W hat w e can  detect, at 
least from  th e  1690s onw ard , are non-reflexive tendencies. Tories 
ten d ed  to be upholders o f  the  doctrine, opponents o f  the  doctrine 
tended to  be W higs. A nother political factor im pinging upo n  the 
doctrine was the  centralizing tendencies o f  the  S tuart state, which 
provided an  atm osphere in w hich p lu ra lity  was, if  n o t suspect, at 
least n o t  cherished. I t should com e as  no surprise th a t appreci­
a tion  o f  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  was in sharp  decline at 
precisely the  tim e w hen the  centralized  British state w as em erg­
ing. T h e  subsequent ‘U n ion’ w as n o t federal, the  partners  were 
certain ly  no t equal, an d  the  resu ltan t po lity  was distinctly 
subordinationist.

T h e  m ost im portan t philosophical change im pinging upo n  the 
doc trine  o f  the  T rin ity  w as undoubted ly  the  process th a t  led  to the 
recasting  o f ‘person '. T h e  concep tion  o f  ‘person-as-substance' 
was a  product, a t least in p a r t , o f  theological reflection on  the 
T rin ity  an d  the hypostatic union. T h e  hegem ony o f  such an 
u n d ers tan d in g  w as challenged initially by H obbes’ revival o f  an 
older, ‘C iceronian’ usage o f  ‘pcrson-as-ac to r’. In  H obbes’ eccen­
tric theology the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  w as n o t rejected  but 
reconstructed: G o d  could  b ea r th ree persons in the  way that any 
h u m an  being  could. T h e  m ore im p o rtan t challenge, epitom ized 
by J o h n  Locke, argued  for a  concep tion  o f  ‘person-as- 
consciousness\ I t  w as this understand ing , o r o n e  very sim ilar to it,
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th a t underlay  Sherlock’s unfortunate  explanation  o f  the  Trinity. 
In the  event this new  u n d ers tan d in g  o f  ‘person* w as n o t as 
destructive as som e like Stillingfleet h a d  feared. Unfortunately, 
by the  tim e this w as ap p a ren t m uch  dam age  h a d  been  done and  
the  disputes over the  precise meaning· o f  the  w ord  ‘p e rso n ’ in the 
context o f  the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  b a d  taken  their toll.

M ichael Buckley has adm irably  show n how  the rise o f  m odern  
atheism  was in m any  ways a  self-inflicted w ound; a  sim ilar story 
has em erged  regard ing  the demise o f  the  doctrine o f  the  Trinity.3 
H ere , too , it is the  in te rn al factors th a t  a rc  the  m ost im portant, 
in teresting a n d  po ignan t. T heology sim ply failed to keep the doc­
trine alive. T h e re  w ere a  variety o f  causes fo r this, am ong  them  
the lad in g  o f  trin itarian  im agination, fear o f  practical pneum a- 
tology, problem s connected  w ith exegesis, the  developm ent o f 
w hat could be  labelled  ‘over-fam iliarity’ in talk abou t G od , and  
the corrosive pow er o f  ridicule.

T h e  fad ing  o f  trin itarian  im agination  has b een  obvious 
th roughout this study. T h e  im aginative celebration o f  the  mystery' 
o f  the  T rin ity  in the serm ons o f  D o n n e  a n d  the non-polcm ical 
w ork o f  C heynell gave w ay to  the  ra th e r  a rid  studies found in later 
w riters such as Sdllingfleet a n d  W aterland . T h e  sam e process was 
clearly a t w ork on many7 levels, as w e  saw in C h ap te r I. I h e  
doctrine ceases to be celebrated  as  the  centre o f  faith  a n d  life and  
starts to be defended  as som ething to b e  accepted. A fter the Res­
to ra tion  m any  churchm en  felt vu lnerab le , despite th e ir reap- 
p ropria ted  status, a n d  insecurity never provides fertile g ro u n d  for 
the  flourishing o f  new  approaches to doctrine. T h e  em ergence of 
a  clim ate overly anxious about, the  rise, g row th a n d  danger of 
Socinianism  undoubtedly  sapped the im aginative strength  o f  the 
trin itarians. T h e  fad ing  o f  the  trin ita rian  im agination was 
accelerated  in  several ways. E x traneous factors, such as those 
identified above, obviously h a d  th e ir  role to play; bu t forces 
in ternal to  theology·· w ere the  m ajo r cause o f  this evaporation. 
T h e re  was a  lack o f  fruitful in terplay  w ith  the  doctrine, a n d  quite 
how  far this in terp lay  h a d  been  lost w as c lear once the  contro­
versies o f the 1690s began  in earnest. I t  was n o t ju s t the crassness 
o f  Sherlock’s exposition th a t a ttrac ted  opprobrium ; the sheer

'  M ic h a e l  B uck ley ; A t tiu . O rigins o f  M adm a A tlu ism  (N ew  H a v e n : Y ale  U n ive rs ity · Kress. 
3987).
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‘new ness' o f  his exposition disturbed several o f  liis con tem porar­
ies. Sticking to  the  form  of' sound  w ords was, in  some cases at 
least, m ore an  indication o f  insecurity  th an  strength  o f  conviction. 
T h e  legal restrain ts o f  the  last h a lf  o f the  decade did n o t  d e te r its 
detractors, b u t they probab ly  had  th e  unfortunate  side-effect o f 
w arn ing  o ff those w ho  m ight have tried  to  th ink  the doctrine out 
afresh, T h e  pa rro ting  o f  the  approved  language w as coun ted  a 
sufficient ind icato r o f  belief, a n d  the doctrine 's lifeblood ebbed  
away. T hose  convinced o f  th e ir  ow n orthodoxy, as always, could 
no t bear to  adm it that m odels, insights a n d  understandings o ther 
th an  th e ir ow n h a d  any th ing  to  offer, a n d  the infighting am ongst 
the ‘o rthodox’ did m ore to  m arginalize the  doctrine o f  the  T rin ity  
th an  any Unitarian trac t o r  pam phlet. Theologians, p reachers and 
believers grew  tim id o f en tering  te rra in  th a t h a d  becom e a  theo­
logical minefield. W hitby’s iron ic w arn ing  to his young cleric 
against investigation o f  the m ystery w as far m ore th an  the  w earied  
response o f  a  cynical old m an; given the fate o f  C larke it w as a 
counsel o f prudence.

N ourishing this loss o i'im agination  w as a  deep  distrust o f w hat 
we m ight label ‘practical pneum ato logy’. I t  w as no  accident that 
the  person  o f the  H oly  Spirit becam e even m ore neglected in 
theology. T h e  Socinians denied th a t d ie  Spirit was a  person  a t all, 
an d  although the  orthodox  rejected  such  a dem otion  they becam e 
increasingly suspicious o f  any  m anifestations o f  the Spirit a t  work. 
In  the  anarchy  o f  the Civil W ar there  h a d  been  the  blossom ing of' 
sects claim ing direct, im m ediate insp iration  th rough  the  H oly 
Spirit. W hile these sects w ere actually very small, they assum ed the 
status o f  bogeym en after the R estoration. A ny exuberance or, to 
use the  favoured w ord, ‘en thusiasm 1 becam e deeply  suspect. Any 
appreciation  o f  the  Spirit’s role in un iting  the believer to  the pcri- 
choretic  life o f the  three persons all b u t vanished, an d  p rayer was 
seen as the w ay in w hich the  believer got in  touch  w ith  the undif- 
ferentiated  G od. T h is  G od  also increasingly h a d  to  be tracked 
dow n through the signs and  clues o f design h e  gave in creation, 
ra th e r th an  be found revealed th rough  scripture a n d  worship.

T h is  fear o f  ‘en thusiasm ’, coup led  w ith  a rejection o f w hat 
w as seen as the  arbitrary ' au tho ritarian ism  epitom ized  by the 
C hurch  o f R om e, led  m any A nglican divines to  stress the  role o f 
reason in m ai lers o f  scrip tural in terp re ta tion  a n d  exegesis. T hey  
argued  that the  Scriptures, in te rp re ted  by the light o f  reason
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alone, yielded true doctrine. Such a  position  w as fine for trin i­
tarian ism  as long as the light o f  rea so n  w as fed by  trin itarian  
sentim ent, bu t once the  doctrine cam e under a ttack  problem s 
m ultiplied. O n  a strict application o f  th e  principle o f  sola scriptura 
it w as far Irorn c lea r i f  the  doc trine  o f the  T rin ity  could  be 
regarded  as fundam ental to C hristian  teaching. N o t on ly  w ere 
the  w ords used in the  doctrine unscrip tu ra l, it was no t im m edi­
ately clear th a t the doctrine w as in S crip tu re  a t all. T h e  influence 
o f  critical scholars like S im on show ed th a t the  pedigree o f  some 
o f  the prooftexts used  to  establish the  doctrine w ere highly ques­
tionable to  say the least. To some o f  th e ir  opponents the  trin itar­
ians seem ed to perfo rm  som e kind o f Tndian rope trick: in 
strange a n d  mystic fashion they found  the  T rin ity  in Scripture, 
a n d  then , having clim bed to the heights o f doctrinal certitude, 
they  pulled up after them  the m ean s  o f  their ascent. O nce  a 
variety  o f  readings o f  alleged trin ita rian  texts h a d  been  can ­
vassed it  becam e m ore difficult to assert, th a t the  doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  w as the p lain  teaching o f  holy Scrip ture. C atholic  apolo­
gists were tem pted  to use the  ‘absence’ o f the  doctrine in scripture 
as an  argum ent in favour o f  transubstan tia tion  bu t the resultant 
polem ic could b e  dangerously counterproductive.

T h e  increasing reliance o n  a  n a rrow ing  conception  o f  reason in 
theology, and  the  drive for clarity in genera l, p roduced  a  desire to 
show that talk ab o u t G o d  w as plain, sim ple a n d  easy. Sherlock’s 
opening rem arks exhibited  this u rg e  very  clearly. A bsence o f 
tra nsparency a n d  lack o f  lim pidity w ere no  longer seen as ind ica­
tions o f the inadequacy  o f  h u m an  reason  w hen speaking o f  the 
divine, bu t ra th e r as a  sign th a t any  such unclear doctrine was 
suspect. A gain a n d  again  those w ho a ttacked  the  doctrine o f  the 
T rin ity  insisted th a t its obscurity  w as a n  ind ication  o f  its un tru th . 
T h is  new -found confidence in talk ing abou t G o d  w as starkly at 
odds w ith the  previous thinkers. For a n  o lder tradition  G o d ’s unity 
w as ju s t  as problem atic as his trin ity  in d eed  for L u th er i t  w as m ore 
so. T h e  language o f  ‘p e rso n ’ m ight b e  opaque w hen speaking 
abou t G od , bu t it w as no  m ore  problem atic th an  o th e r  words 
similarly applied. In  response, som e o f  their opponen ts  tried  to 
provide explanations a n d  illustrations o f the  doctrine in  accord 
w ith  reason; unfortunately m any o f these becam e hostages to for­
tune as the  b a tde  ranged  in to  new  areas. T h e  seventeenth cen tury  
saw the burgeoning  o f a process that, in P lacher’s telling phrase,



Conclusion 2 15

‘dom esticated’ G od . T h is  G o d  was a  sober 'G overno r’ a n d  a 
rational 'A rchitect’, ra ther than  an  un tam ab le  ‘Lover’.

I t w ould also be w rong 10  neglect th e  role played by rid icule in 
the  disputes, a n d  R edw ood’s b oo k  is rig h t to highlight the im port­
ance o f  this rhetoric . T im e  a n d  aga in  w hen read ing  th e  m aterial 
flowing back  a n d  forth betw een the  trin itarians a n d  their 
opponen ts, it is the  la tte r w ho  have th e  m o re  telling phrase, the 
w ittier aphorism , the  m ore trenchan t bom bast. T h e  trin itarians by 
a n d  large w ere m ore learned  th an  their opponen ts, bu t their 
enem ies could  ren d e r them  ludicrous w ith  devastating effect. T h e  
jo cu la r abuse o f  them  a n d  their doc trina l positions w as a  powerful 
solvent on  popular estim ation o f  the doctrine. T h e  lack o f  a  pop u ­
lar apologist for the  trin itarian  cause in the 1690s w as a  serious 
dcfcct in the a rm o u ry  o f  the  trin ita rian  party.

T h e  doctrine was no t com pletely vanquished, however, and, 
although if d ropped  from sight in m uch  p o pu lar religion and  was 
displaced from  the centre o f  theological endeavour, it survived* 
above all in  the  Liturgy. Two otherw ise opposing theologians have 
recognized the  crucial role p layed by the  public form s o f  p rayer in 
the  m ain tenance  o f  trin itarian  belief. C atherine  I-aC ugna  
advanced  as an  alm ost tim eless axiom  th a t ‘the  liturgy far m ore 
than  theology kep t alive in C hristian  consciousness the trin itarian  
structure o f  C hristian  faith '.4 T h is  ‘ax iom ’, w hen applied  to  the 
seventeenth century, finds endorsem en t in the  lam ent o f  the  U n i ­

ta rian  theologian J o h n  M acL achlan, w ho  sought to account for 
the ultim ate dem ise o f  unitarianism  in  the established C hurch:

o n e  reason io r  this, often overlooked, was undoub ted ly  litu r­
gical. In  the  C hurch  the  P rayer Book used by U n itarian  cler­
gym en (however criticised by th em  anonym ously  in print) 
fam iliarized the m inds o f  w orsh ippers w ith addresses and  
petitions to the three persons o f  the  Trinity: W hatever the  p a r­
son sa id  o r  left unsaid from  the pu lp it could  no t sink in to  the 
m ind  as did the prayers from  the  reading desk a n d  the 
responses from  the pews repea ted  S unday  by Sunday. ’

1 C atherine L aC ugna , God fo r Us (San Francisco: lia rpcrC o ltin s , Î99I), p. 2 t0 ,  
although U m usl be em phasized once again that o n e  o f  :hc  weaknesses o f  L aC ugna’s  book 
is the  passing over o f the seventeenth century in com plete silence.

1H . Jo h n  M acLachlan , Socinianim  in Sam tem th Century England (O xford: O xford Uni­
versity Press, 1951), p. 334.
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T h e  sheer rhy thm  o f die L iturgy fam iliarized churchgoers with 
belief in the Trinity, ft provided a vocabulary  in w hich th a t belief 
could be preserved, expressed, reinforced  and  celebrated . T h e  
doctrine o f  the T rin ity  was ultim ately n o t  d iscarded bu t displaced. 
It was to  take a couple o f  centuries before the  doctrine’s value w as 
seen once m ore arid the  process o f  resto ra tion  begun.

W e live in a very different w orld to the  people o f  S tuart England, 
T his book has tried  to b ring  that p e rio d  alive by exam ining dur 
trin itarian  debates th a t engaged a  g rea t deal o f  th e ir  a tten tion  and  
concern . In doing  so it con tribu tes to  the  critique o f the  present 
that, every past age provides. It. has sough t to  provide a n  account 
o f  the  ‘loss' o f  the  doctrine o f  the Trinity spoken o f by m any  o f ou r 
con tem porary  theologians, by  doing  so I hope it  has provided 
some contribu tion  to  the recovery o f  the  T rin ity  as ‘the  central 
m ystery o f C hristian  faith a n d  life’.
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& T  C L A R K  A C A D E M I C  P A P E R B A C K S

A t th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  d o c tr in e  o f  d ie  T rin ity  w as 

still a c e n tra l th e m e  in C hristian  th eo lo g y . By th e  e n d  o f  th e  c e n tu ry  it w as 

fast b e c o m in g  p e r ip h e ra l. As th eo lo g ian s  to d ay  increasing ly  reco g n ize  the 

T rin ity  to  b e  a t th e  v e ry  h e a r t  o f  C h ris tia n  th e o lo g y , th e  q u e s tio n  o f  ‘w h at 

w e n t  w ro n g ’ th re e  h u n d re d  y e a rs  ago is a  m a t te r  o f  g ro w in g  in te re s t.

W h e re a s  m o s t  s tu d ie s  o f  th e  h is to ry  o f  tr in ita r ia n  d o c tr in e  n e g le c t th e  

se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  a lm o st e n tir e ly , P h ilip  D ix o n  a rg u es th a t th is  is a key 

p e r io d  in th e  h is to ry  an d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  d o c tr in e  a n d , in d e e d , essen tial fo r  

c o n te m p o ra ry  u n d e rs tan d in g .

D ra w in g  o n  a  w id e  ra n g e  o f  p r im a ry  so u rc e s , D ix o n  e x a m in e s  th e  Socin ian  and 

an ti Socin ian  w ritin g s  o f  the 1 640s an d  165 0 s, in c lu d in g  B idd le  an d  C h ey n e ll, 

a n d  th e ir  legacy fo r  th e  d isp u te s  o f  th e  1690s; th e  tr in ita r ia n  th e o lo g y  o f  

H o b b es  and th e  v io len t reac tio n  o t h is c ritic s; th e  d e b a te s  fro m  th e  R e sto ra tio n  

to  th e  1690s, in c lu d in g  M ilto n , N y e , a n d  B ury ; th e  w ritin g s  o f  L ocke and 

S tilling flee t; a n d  th e  co n tin u a tio n  an d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e se  d isp u te s  in to  the 

e a r ly  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry . A final c h a p te r  o ffe rs  so m e sign ifican t conclusions for 

s tu d e n ts  o f  sy s te m a tic  an d  h isto rica l th eo lo g y  alike.

In  th e  b re a d th  o f  its  sc o p e  a n d  in  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  m a te ria l u n co v e red  

th is  b o o k  m ak es a u n iq u e  co n tr ib u tio n  to  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  tr in ita rian  

th eo lo g y  a n d  p ra c tic e .

D r  P h i l i p  D i x o n  le c tu re s  a t  U n iv e rs ity  o f  W a le s  C o lle g e , L a m p e te r , an d  is 

a n  A cadem ic  T u to r  a t  th e  M a ry  vale  In s titu te , B irm ingham .

t « - t  d a r k
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