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PART 1

THE RELIGIOUS PHILOSOPHY
AND METHOD OF BROWNE



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Although Sir Thomas Browne's most important work, the Religio
Medici, created an intellectual stir at the time of its publication, the
fickle current of taste and appreciation soon veered away and the book
was left stranded on the sandbars of the quaint and curious, From the
age of Pope to the present time, critics who have looked at the work
at all have usually viewed it with a kind of amused condescension,
During the eighteenth century it suffered great neglect. The nineteenth
century corrected this, but its romantic admiration did Browne no
great favor, Lamb and his friends took Browne under their protective
wing, but they loved him for his quaintness and strangeness, much as
a magpie loves bright stones and bottle caps. It was not until com-
paratively recent times that either the Religio or its modest author

received much serious attention, except from the viewpoint of style, 1

lFor a typical romantic reaction, see Lamb's rather charming
justification for choosing to know Browne and Fulke Greville personally
rather than more important authors: '"The reason why I pitch upon
these two authors is, that their writings are riddles, and they them-
selves the most mysterious of personages, They resemble the
soothsayers of old who dealt in dark hints and doubtful oracles; and
I should like to ask them the meaning of what no mortal but them-
selves, I should suppose, can fathom.' In Hazlitt on English Literature,
ed, Jacob Zeitlin (New York, 1913), p. 317, See Olivier Leroy, Le
Chevalier Thomas Browne (Paris, 1931), pp. 295-313, for eighteenth-
century neglect and for an excellent summary of the most important of
the Romantic appreciations,




With the modern growth of interest in the history of science, how-
ever, Browne's stock has risen rapidly, and as a scientist he has been
studied with care and sympathy, There have been large gains in our
understanding of his position in the scientific life of his time; his
position as a respectable "advancer of learning' has been pretty firmly
established, Critics now have the task of consolidating the ground won
and at the same time exploring more fully the countless byways of
seventeenth-century science,

Yet this new interest and understanding is not without dangers,

So completely has interest in Browne's science dominated recent studies,
that his other great interest, religion, has sunk into relative unimpor-
tance, While studies have been made of minute aspects of his science,
very little is now said of his religious beliefs or techniques, The
purpose of this paper is to correct that imbalance by directing attention
to the complexity and richness of Browne's religious thought, particu-
larly as it is displayed in the Religio,

The best way to introduce the procedure followed in this essay is
to review briefly the present state of the question, Perhaps the most
widespread view is that Browne's religion was fideistic in spirit,
divorced both from solid intellectual content and denominational
attachment. Curiously enough this conclusion has been reached by
quite different paths, On the one hand, there are those who, blind to
all save his scientific impulse, look upon him as a daring scientific
rationalist attempting to free himself from the trammels of religious

belief, This is the main tendency of the very influential life of Browne



published by Edmund Gosse in 1805, At best, according to Gosse,
Browne put "theology and science in water-tight compartments, with

' Furthermore, since all

no possibility of interchange between them, '
of his intellectual energy was devoted to scientific labors, his religious
thought was intellectually undistinguished, and approached indeed the
nominal, At times Gosse even suggests that Browne was a religious
sceptic who sheltered himself under protestations of orthodoxy only
that he might more effectively insinuate doubts and objections, In
brief, Browne's religious principles are seen as sceptical, unsure,
and questioning, 1

On the other hand, critics who have approached Browne from less
specialized directions have reached the same conclusions, By concen-
trating on a few passages, frequently taken out of context, they have
insisted that his faith was completely imaginative, if not irrational.
While denying that he was a sceptic, they have treated him as a mystic
and a fideist, one whose religion was marked by far more sweetness
than light, This is perhaps the most common interpretation of Browne,
especially attractive since it lends itself beautifully to the creation of
charming literary essays. Within this broad grouping there are many

degrees. Dowden shows the trait in a moderate form, To him Browne's

!Edmund Gosse, Sir Thomas Browne (London, 1805), pp. 25-32.
Gosse's was certainly the best life of Browne until the publication of
Jeremiah 8, Finch, Sir Thomas Browne (New York, 1950), See R.
Balfour Daniels, Some Seventeenth-Century Worthies in a Twentieth-
Century Mirror (Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1940), for a curious inversion of
Gosse's position, Daniels recognizes Browne's religious interests but
believes that they were a betrayal of truth, For example, "Yet he is
always concerned about the fate of his soul, a strange state of mind for
a medical man."” (p. 100)




divinity may best be described as a compound of love and wonder, Ina
typical passage Dowden writes:
In a period of religious excitement he discourses on religious
subjects in a luminous serenity; he is free from such personal
terrorg, such spasms of fear, such cold and hot fits as attacked
Bunyan; sometimes when he soars in his flights of imaginative
faith, he soars so smoothly that we hardly discern the quiver
of a wing,
While such criticism is graceful and not actually inaccurate, it contains
dangerous seed. Already there is the suggestion that Browne inhabited
nameless regions of imagination without contact with the world we live
in, that he was a skylark soaring high above the earth by means of an
imagination subject to no rational discipline, We are not surprised to
hear Dowden saying in another place that "in truth he stands somewhat
apart from the movements of his own day." One of the identifying
marks of this school of interpretation is the isolation of Browne. i
Paul Elmer More carries the interpretation a step further, seeing
the Religio as a "protest of the imagination against the imperious
usurpations of science." Reading the work through these spectacles,
he finds Browne's "boasted tolerance toward the creed of Catholic, Jew,
or Pagan...next of kin to indifference, " and concludes:
He is one of the purest examples of the religious imagination

severed from religious dogma or philosophy....There is,
one must repeat, in this romantic wonder, setting itself above

lpdward Dowden, Puritan and Anglican (New York, 1901), pp. 44
and 36, It is interesting to note that some critics have not been content
with fideism as a label for Browne's thought, since it does not suggest
clearly enough his imaginative freedom. Thus we find Douglas Bush,
English Literalure in the Earlier Seventeenth Century (Oxford, 1945),
P. , calling it "ultra-fideism, " and Samuel T, Coleridge, Coleridge
on the Seventeenth Century, ed. Roberta F. Brinkley (Durham, N.C,,
1955), p. 113, using the term "ultra-fidianism, "




the systematic intellect and the governing will, an insidious
danger, which in later times we have seen degenerate into
all kinds of lawless and sickly vagaries., Undoubtedly the
works of Sir Thomas Browne are already lacking in solid
content, and verge into the pure emotionalism of music; yet
they are saved in the end by the writer's sturdy regularity
of life and by the great tradition which hung upon the age,

More trails off rather inconclusively. The fact is that one does not
really feel in Browne the same emotionalism of music (if music is in
truth a form of emotionalism) that one experiences, say in Shelley,
The "great tradition which hung upon the age' does not seem to explain

the difference to me, for I am not sure how a tradition can hang upen

an age without hanging also upon the individuals who wrote in that age, i

The extreme statement of the imaginative interpretation is to be
found in Dewey K, Ziegler, who is exceedingly direct:

Because Browne's religion becomes entirely irrational, his
writing about religion, stirring as it can be, in general has
a quality of irresponsibility, The interest tends to centre
not in the subject, but in the treatment of the subject....
The conflict between faith and reason, which tormented and
dejected other men of his period, furnished Browne material
for paradoxes—a few sublime, many trivial,

Ziegler carries his distaste for Browne to rather amazing lengths., For
example, he says:

To construct paradoxes and to make images sometimes
becomes an end in itself, To this extent religion loses
its vitality for him, "I would not perish, " Browne says,

"upon a Ceremony, Politick point, or indifferency."” One
feels that no one could perish for one of his delightful
metaphors or paradoxes,

It is amusing to see Browne so soundly whipped for not being tormented,

1paul Elmer More, "Sir Thomas Browne, " Shelburne Essays,
Sixth Series (New York, 1909), pp. 166 and 172, For a similar
interpretation see C, H, Herford's introduction to the Everyman edition
of Browne, The Religio Medici and Other Writings (London, 1952), pp.
xifi-xi v,




for not being willing to die for points admittedly immaterial, In
Ziegler's world vital religion apparently coﬁsiats in the composition

of slogans that one wishes to perish for, But Ziegler's evangelical
intensity should not blind us to the fact that both he and the urbane More
are making essentially the same kind of judgment., Both deny that

Browne used reason in religious matters; both isolate him from the

world of fact, i

There is an off-shoot of this school which delights above all in
magnifying supposed contradictions in Browne, These critics revel in
oddity and quaintness. For example:

We must recognize first that Sir Thomas contains within
himself as many contradictions as his favorite book, the
Bible, There is the Browne who liked to let his mind

soar into mystical visions,...There is also the Browne
who made such a painstaking collection of minute speci-
mens that the diarist Evelyn wondered at his meticulous
industry, There is again the Browne of the Religio Medici,
and the Browne who practiced medicine for forty-six
successful years in Norwich., Indeed, so self-contradictory
is he that there are few things which can be definitely set
down and called his, in which he unalterably believes, 2

But where are the promised contradictions? That a devout and medita-
tive physician composed a book dealing with his religious beliefs while

supporting himself by his profession and maintaining an active interest
in experimental science is hardly startling., This temptation to write

about Browne in an imitatively paradoxical way is hard for some to

lpewey K. Ziegler, In Divided and Distinguished Worlds: Religion
and Rhetoric in the Writings of Sir Thomas browne (Cambridge, Mass,,
1945), pp. x and 49.

2Robert R. Cawley, ""Sir Thomas Browne and His Reading, "
PMLA, XLVII1I (1933), p. 426.



resist, and is dangerous because it also produces artificial separation
of Browne and his world,

More moderate interpretations have been made of Browne's reli-
gious thought, especially by historians of religion, Hunt, for example,
admits that Browne used reason partially when he says, "Sir Thomas
Browne was one of those philosophers who reasoned or believed at the
dictate of fancy. He followed reason when it suited him, and faith when
he preferred faith," Jordan is inclined to place more weight upon the
rational element, holding that "Browne was not a fully emancipated
rationalist, but within the range of his experience and observation he
sought to be guided solely by the light of his own intelligence, " Finally
Denonain recognizes Browne's respectable intellectual accomplishments,
but interprets him solely against the background of continental rather
than English thought, !

Critics of this last group, as well as Dowden, recognize the liber-
ality of Browne's views and view him with general sympathy. But they
all isolate Browne in the sense that they admire him only as an individual,
not as a member of any movement or church of his day., Despite the fact
that Browne on several occasions speaks of his devotion to the Church of
England, the critics seem not to listen. Dunn, whose book is devoted to
Browne's religious philosophy, does not mention the Anglican Church

except incidentally, 2

1john Hunt, Religious Thought in England (London, 1870), I, 363;
W. K. Jordan, The Development of Religious Toleraticn in England...
(1603-1640) {(Cambridge, Mass., 1036), p. 448; Jean-Jacques Denonain
(ed.), Religic Medici (Cambridge, Eng., 1955), pp. xv-xx.

2William P, Dunn, Sir Thomas Browne: A Study in Religious

Philosophy (Minneapolis, 1950),




It should be made clear that in practice these various motives
seldom occur separately, but are so twisted and intertwined that it is
impossible, or at least not worth the effort, to separate them completely.
The main fact that emerges is that in practically all critics Browne is
cut off from the religious life and pulse of his day, and especially from
the communion to which he vowed his obedience.

My contention is that Browne was not only predominantly rational
in his approach toward religion, but that his adherence to the Church of
England was both sincere and important to him, That church was not a
temporary resting place for him, but an institution whose principles and
characteristic religious techniques and opinions he made his own. Upon
analysis we will find that Browne was an ideal Anglican layman who
defended the position of his church with considerable intellectual skill
as well as imaginative force.

Because Browne was neither a professional theologian, a methodi-
cal thinker, nor a copious writer, it is necessary to build up our case
by indirection, by showing the implications of his thought in more highly
developed writings, This necessitates an organization which may seem
to move in all directions at once. However, it is hoped that the main
lines of the argument will emerge with some clarity.

In the first part of the paper Browne's religious thought is dis-
cussed in terms of broad religious movements and possibilities without
reference to denominational labels. The first topic to be taken up is
mysticism. The intention here is to clear the ground, because though

Browne has been called a mystic or mystical in tendency by many critics,



an examination of their claims against a valid definition of mysticism
will show that there was nothing mystical in the man. In this manner
I hope to counter part of the argument that Browne's religion was
imaginative rather than rational,

In order to meet the charge that Browne went to the opposite
extreme and abandoned religion for the fair fields of experimental
science, the whole question of scepticism must be examined closely.
Montaigne will be taken as the standard by which to measure pyrrhonic
scepticism and its usual religious resultant, fideism, Blaise Pascal
will next be discussed to show that scepticism may be employed by a
thinker only in order to counteract the dangers of sinful pride. A few
scattered sceptical texts do not make a man a sceptic, for he may well
merge his scepticism in a much more subtle and complex religious
compound, as did Pascal. In this context, too, the "Learned Ignorance"
of Nicolaus Cusanus will be presented as a technique only superficially
like scepticism., The main distinction to be made is between a scepti-
cism which destroys confidence ‘in the human reason and other systems
which merely attempt to determine the bounds within which reason is
effective,

Next these threads will be gathered together in an attempt to show
by direct analysis of the Religio and other of Browne's writings that
Browne was certainly neither a pyrrhonic sceptic nor a fideist. There
are in his writings {00 many appeals to reason, too many signs of a
deep respect for rationality, to justify such an interpretation. It will

be argued that like Pascal, Browne maintained scepticism as only one
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element in a complex religious attitude, He used sceptical principles to
humble his reason, but never allowed them to dominate his mind, The
characteristic mark of his thought is a skillful balancing of discordant
and contradictory elements to form in combination a delicate, flexible
and sophisticated whole, This is the famous middle way, the way of
moderation and of sensitivity to the complexity of truth., The way in
which this system of balances operated in Browne will be shown in detail.

Finally, Browne's science will receive some attention, By estab-
lishing the case for science in Christian thought, mainly from the thought
of Augustine, and then tracing the idea through Renaissance figures,
Browne's conformity to the limitations imposed upon the scientist by
his faith can be shown, Not only did Browne recognize the dangers of
an unlimited devotion to scientific principles, but he also worked out a
system of balances to prevent himself from falling unawares into the
slough of mechanism, In this chapter it will be argued that Christian
thought has encouraged the development of modern science in important
ways, especially by its insistence upon the goodness of the material
creation and the value of examining it for religious purposes. The
conclusion is that Browne subordinated his science to religion without
surrendering its legitimate exercise or value,

That will conclude the first part of the paper. If the arguments
convince the reader, he will have to admit that Browne was neither
mystical or fideistic on the one hand, nor sceptical, insincere or
shallow in his religious professions on the other. Rather he adjusted

all of these feelings into an elaborate synthesis which cannot be named
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but which is marked by a shrewd appreciation of the dangers of extremes
and a cautious attempt to make the most of many different kinds of truth,

The second part of the thesis attempts to connect Browne firmly
with the Anglican tradition, The thought of the Church of England in
Browne's period will be developed out of the works of Archbishop Laud,
William Chillingworth, and Jeremy Taylor, with John Donne and Richard
Hooker supplying corroborating evidence., In these thinkers will be
found the same caution, the same dread of extremes, the same kind of
rationality as in Browne, The via media may be equated with Browne's
system of balances.,

This contention will be worked out in detail, Starting from the
Anglican desire for peace in the Christian world attained through a
comprehensive unity based upon toleration, it will be shown that in order
to defend this desire the Anglicans made use of the same kind of argu-~
ments as Browne, The key Anglican theorems were: that all that is
necessary, both for salvation ultimately and for communion between
churches in this life, is a belief in the great truths of Christianity
abstracted from theological elaborations; that since man is an erring
creature he can attain to nothing more specific than the formulation of
these principles in the Creed, Consistently the Anglicans argue that to
impose greater burdens upon the minde and hearts of believers is to
destroy true religion.

These principles will be discussed in detail and their applications
shown, It will be pointed out that the English Church demanded no
subscription to theological niceties of its members, that it looked upon



12

heresy as an error of the will rather than an error of the understanding,
and that it opposed manfully religious contentions based upon differences
of opinion in minor matters, Then the distrust with which less moderate
theologians viewed the Anglicans will be pointed out, and the relations
between Anglicanism and the equally liberal Arminianism of Holland

will be traced,

After this study, a close analysis will be made of Browne's
EReligio as an Anglican document. It will be shown point by point that
Browne not only was in full agreement with the principles of Anglicanism,
but that most of his arguments may be paralleled closely in the writings
of thé leaders of his church, The conclusion is that Browne was an
Anglican thinker who conformed willingly to the discipline of his church,
and who should be looked upon in this light rather than as an individualist
who knew no rules nor boundaries. IHe was rooted in the Church of
England and drew upon its accumulated wisdom for that stability and

confidence which is so often noted in him,



CHAPTER 11
BROWNE'S RELATION TO MYSTICISM AND PLATONISM

Difficulties in methodizing Browne's somewhat rhetorical thought
are compounded by semantic confusions, The critic who feels the obli-
gation of removing possible sources of trouble can find no better place
to begin than Mysticism and Platonism. In this chapter, which is
mainly intended to pare excrescences from the real problems, it will
be argued that neither term is applicable to Browne without distortion
of his thought, Critics who aitempt to connect him with these traditions
have not clarified his work, but have turned ideas that are relatively
simple and forthright into vague and wavering mystery.

Mysticism is too large and complex a subject to be trifled with;
yet if the best authorities are to be believed, nothing is more common
than to give the word hasty, loose, and inaccurate meanings. Helen
White, writing of mysticism in Blake, exclaims, "Verily, mysticism
has come to mean so many things that it has ceased to mean much of
anything." In common usage, she continues, the word suggests "little
more than a vague emotional reaction in which awe and sense of strange-

1

ness play almost equal parts.” Such objections are found not only in
works of literary criticism, but in all treatments of mysticism,
irrespective of purpose or the religious affiliation of the writer. The

Benedictine scholar Dom Cuthbert Butler makes a similar complaint:
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There is probabIX no more misused word in these our days
than "mysticism'....It has been identified with the attitude
of the religious mind that cares not for dogma or doctrine,
for church or sacraments; it has been identified also with
a certain outlook on the world—a seeing God in nature, and
recognizing that the material creation in various ways sym-
bolizes spiritual realities....And, on the other side, the
meaning of the term has been watered down: it has been
said that the love of God is mysticism; or that mysticism
is only the Christian life lived on a high level; or that it is
Roman Catholic piety in extreme form,

Dean Inge, who certainly is not disposed to identify mysticism with
Roman Catholic piety, observes testily that "No word in our language —
not even 'Socialism'~has been employed more loosely than 'Mysticism, !"'1

When the dangers of a word are so widely recognized, when it is
admitted on all sides that the term méy refer to any one of an extensive
array of only distantly related ideas, then that word should be treated
as an ideological rattlesnake, to be avoided or else rendered harmless.
That a plethora of meanings is equivalent to no meaning is a common-
place accepted by everyone, but unfortunately misinterpretations of
Browne have been made, and remain uncorrected, because the term
mystical has been carelessly applied to his writings. For example,
Dunn comments on the oh altitudo section of the Religio in this manner:

Our physician is revealing himself as a full-fledged mystic,

and we watch him in his first splendid flight. He is a new

Tertullian, eager to explore the farthest reaches of that

father's "odd resolution'....He has already dropped that

plodding figure of keeping the road. In this mood he throws

out every ballast of reason and climbs into a rarefied and
exhilarating atmosphere where it is intoxication to believe

1Helen C, White, The %%gticism of William Blake, Univ. of Wis,
Stud, in Lang, and Lit., No, (Madison, 1927), p. 44; Dom Cuthbert
Butler, Western Mysticism (New York, 1924), p. 2; William Ralph Inge,
Christian Mysticism (London, 1899), p. 3.
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the most irrational things he can find in the Bible, 1
When we come to analyze the passage, it will be seen that Browne is
not really embracing irrationality, The passage may quite profitably
be read as an elaborate commentary upon the ordinary Christian beliefs
that faith is necessary to the religious life and that faith deals with that
which is above reason, But that is not the point here, Dunn simply
does not have anything very precise in mind when he shouts mystic.

The word is used as a kind of talisman, which once used seems
decisive and meaningful, but when looked at closely is as hollow and
ineffective as any other magical device.

If only a few scattered passages were at stake, the question would
not be worth a dispute. But critics have extended mystical to envelop
Browne's whole religious outlook, Their usual procedure is to label
Browne's thought as vaguely mystical, thereby making it unnecessary
to analyze the text with care, Then, when it becomes apparent that
Browne was not a mystic in the sense that St. Theresa was, the critic
is almost compelled to fall back on the argument that Browne's religion
was richly imaginative, poetical, without substance, and so on., In short,
much of the laxity of thought atiributed to Browne may more justly be
charged to his critics, They are the ones who have introduced a term-
inology and train of consequences which do not pertain,

The only way to show the irrelevance of mysticism in a study of
Browne is to define the term and then measure Browne against the

standard. An acceptable definition is not easy to formulate, because

lwilliam P, Dunn, Sir Thomas Browne (Minneapolis, 1950), p. 42.
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those who write on the subject in an age as predomina nily materialistic
as ours seldom overcome the temptation to extend their definitions over
the whole realm of the non-materialistic. For religious purposes such

a procedure may be justifiable, but for historical scheolarship, especially
that dealing with Christian thought, it is worse than useless. In his

important and influential Christian Mysticism Dean Inge, for example,

defines mysticism in such vague and far-reaching terms as:
the attempt to realise the presence of the living God in the
soul and in nature, or, more generally, as the attempt to

realise, in thought and feeling, the immanence of the tem-
poral in the eternal, and of the eternal in the temporal.

What manifestation of the religious impulse does not fall within these
limaits? It is somewhat surprising to find Inge treating as mystical
what would ordinarily be considered typical of the average Christian,
as when he says, "The mystic...makes it his life's aim to be trans-
formed into the likeness of Him in whose image he was created," It is
even more disconcerting to read:

"The true Mysticism, " it has been lately said with much

truth, "is the belief that everything in being what it is, is

symbolic of something more. ' All nature...is the language

in which God expresses His thoughts; but the thoughts are

far more than the language. Thus it is that the invisible

things of God from: the creation of the world may be clearly

seen and understood from the things that are made; while

at the same time it is equally true that here we see through

a glass darkly, and know only in part. Nature half conceals

and half reveals the Deity....
The well-known text from Romans is described by Gilson as lying at
the foundation of all natural theologies in Christianity, Also we shall
discover it is a key concept in the structure of Christian scientific

study. One would hardly expect to find mysticism reaching out to
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include both scholasticism and science. E

By including everything, Inge's formulations broaden out into
meaninglessness, like a river spreading over a plain until it loses its
identity and becomes a swamp, In one place he says of mysticism that
"ag in religion it appears in revolt against dry formalism and cold
rationalism, so in philosophy it takes the field against materialism and

' Again, "everyone is naturally either a mystic or a

scepticism, '
legalist." The contrasts are revealing. Inge can make us aware of
the difference between the living and the dead, between religion as
power and religion as pretence, between Christianity as a living faith
and Christianity as the mask for indifference or as a bundle of bone-
dry formulae, But his definitions do nothing further. In Inge's terms
every Christian is either a mystic or no Christian at all. For our
purposes such a definition has no value, 2

Never should it be forgotten that Christianity is not a philosophy,
not even in St, Thomas, It is not a speculative theory, but a religion
of salvation, a means whereby man comes into contact with God, A
proper definition of mysticism must recognize this fact and deal with

linge, Christian Mysticism, pp. 5, 9 and 250; Etienne Gilson,
The Spirit of Medieval Fgrﬁo”ioiﬁy, trans. A, H. C, Downes (New
York, 1940), p. 26.

2Inge. Christian Mysticism, pp. 22 and 36, Rufus M, Jones, in
Studies in Mystical Reﬂgfon {(London, 1919), p. xx, gives a similar
definition, but recognizes the problem of faith when he adds, "There
is, too, a mystical element of this normal type in any genuine faith....
Faith in the primary sense is a way of corresponding with Realities
which transcend sense-experience.' He does not, however, solve the
difficulty. For a typical example of the tendency to widen definitions

in an attemrt to solve modern spiritual problems, see Evelyn Underhill,
Mysticism (New York, 1955), pp. 3-25.
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the manner of contact. This is only to say that a valid definition must
distinguish between mysticism and simple faith, Butler offers the
following:

the mystic's claim is expressed by Christian mystics as

"the experimental perception of God's Presence and Being, "

and especially "union with God"—a union, that is, not

merely psychological, in conforming the will to God's Will,

but, it may be said, ontological of the soul with God, spirit

with Spirit. And they declare that the experience is a

momentary foretaste of the bliss of heaven,
Not only does this give the differentia required, but it also agrees with
the core of the discussions in less precise writers, Underhill cites as
one of the marks of the true mystic a "living union with this One" which
is reached by the Mystic Way and culminates in "the condition which is
someiimes inaccurately called 'ecstasy,' but is better named the
Unitive State.” Bennett speaks of mysticism as a "way of life, in
which the conspicuous element is the immediate experience of God, "
while even Inge mentions "the unitive or contemplative life, in which
man beholds God face to face, and is joined to Him" as the goal of
mystical experience. i

Besides being sufficiently precise these definitions also draw
attention to the most important fact about mysticism, namely that it is
a kind of experience rather than a religious theory. In the writings of

the mystics themselves this is always evident, For example, this

1Butler, p. 4; Underhill, p. 81; Charles A, Bennett, A Philoso-
hical Study of Miysticiﬂn (New Haven, 1923), p. 7; Inge, Christian
gg 12.

ticism, p. See Rufus M, Jones, The Flowering of Mysticism
ew York, 1932), p. 260, and Joseph B, Collins, Christian Mysticism
in the Elizabethan Age (Baltimore, 1940), p. 15, for similar state-
ments,
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statemeni by the Blessed Angela of Foligno may be taken as a typical

claim:
But when the soul doth feel the presence of God more deeply
than is customary then doth it certify unto itself that He is
within it; it doth feel it, I say, with an understanding so
marvelous and so profound, and with such great love and
divine fire, that it loseth all love for itself and for the body,
and it speaketh and knoweth and understandeth those things
of the which it hath never heard from any mortal whatsoever,
And it understandeth with great illumination and with much
difficulty doth it hold its peace,!
But if it is true that mysticism i{s a kind of experience, then it follows
that a man cannot be considered a true mystic unless he reports im-
mediate and experimental knowledge of Goed. Nor can he even be
called mystically inclined unless he expresses the desire for such
experiences or makes some effort toward achieving them. And, it
should be remembered, the mystical union with God or desire for such
a union are confined to this life, for all Christians hope for union with
God after death, that being the condition of beatitude,
Are there any mystical experiences in Browne? Does he make
mystical claims? There are none that I know of, He is aware of the

possibility of mystical experience, for in Christian Morals he divides

men into three classes, those who "maintain the allowable station of
men, " those who fall below it, and those who surpass it—who "have
been g0 divine, as to approach the apogeum of their natures, and to be
in the confinium of spirits.” In the same work he shows his familiarity
with the vocabulary of mysticism, but does not suggest that his know-
ledge is more than scholarly. The passage, which seems to me

determinative, reads:

1Quoted in Bennett, p. 72, where other examples may be found.
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And since there is something of us that will still live on,

join both lives together, and live in one but for the other.

He who thus ordereth the purposes of this life, will never

be far from the next; and is in some manner already in it,

by a happy conformity, and close apprehension of it. And

if. ..any have been so happy, as personally to understand

christian annihilation, extacy, exolution, transformation,

the kiss of the spouse, and ingression into the divine shadow,

according to mystical theology, they have already had an

handsome anticipation of heaven; the world is in a manner

over, and the earth in ashes unto them,

Nothing could be more definite than this distinction between the life of
the ordinary Christian who seeks to direct his life in conformity with
the divine Will, and the mystic who anticipates heaven on earth, !

All the evidence indicates that throughout his life Browne chose
the middle estate, striving to live a full but simple Christian life,
Near the beginning of the Religio he summarizes his religious method
in these words: "where the Scripture is silent, the Church is my Text;
where that speakes, 'tis but my Comment,..." In things indifferent
he follows neither Rome nor Geneva, but the "dictates of my owne
reason.” There is nothing in this to lead us to suspect a mystical
leaning. The tone of the passage is scholarly, conventional, and
vaguely rationalistic. In a prayer at the end of the work Browne sums
up his religious aspirations without any reference to mystical yearning:

Blesse mee in this life with but the peace of my conscience,

command of my affections, the love of thy selfe and my

dearest friends, and I shall be happy enough to pity Caesar.
These are, O Lord, the humble desires of my most reasonable

15ir Thomas Browne's Works, ed. Simon Wilkin (London, 1835-386),
IV, 104 and 114, All quotations from Browne, except those from the
Religio, will be from this edition, hereafter referred to as Wilkin, The
[} other place in which Browne employs this mystical terminology is
in a passa’ge in Urn Burial almost identical to the last quoted. (Wilkin,
II, 496,




21

ambition, and all I dare call happinesse on earth: wherein

I set no rule or limit to thy hand or providence; dispose of

me according to the wisedome of thy pleasure, Thy will

bee done, though in my owne undoing,

Browne again aims only at conforming his life to God's will in an
ordinary sort of way., No mystic could be content with this "reasonable
ambition"; for him the taste of God would be the only "happinesse on
earth, "'}

Furthermore, Underhill says of mysticism that "its aims are
wholly transcendental and spiritual, It is in no way concerned with
adding to, exploring, re-arranging, or improving anything in the visible
universe." Though this may be a trifle overstated, dissociation from
the world of science and learning to a pronounced degree is character-
istic both of the mystic and also the devotee of that type of religion
often called "spiritual,” By the latter is meant the religious attitude
of a man overwhelmed by the importance of his soul's direct relations
with God, whether or not these reach mystical intensity, Such a man is
willing to sacrifice everything in life in order to maintain his conscious-
ness of close communion with God, Two examples of this feeling will
both demonstrate its flavor and show how foreign it is to Browne,
Gerard Groote, founder of the Brethren of the Common Life, once
wrote:

Do not spend thy time in the study of geometry, arithmetic,

rhetoric, dialectic, grammar, songs, poetry, legal matters
or astrology; for all these things are reproved by Seneca,

1Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici, ed. Jean-Jaques Denonain
(Cambridge, Eng., 1955), pp. 0 and 102. Hereafter referred to as

Religio.
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and a good man should withdraw his mind's eye therefrom

and despise them; how much more, therefore, should they

be eschewed by a spiritually-minded man and a Christian,
Such spirituality was not for Browne, He was an avid student of the
classics and antiquity, a rhetorician, an analyst of the sources of
error, a competent and inquiring physician, an experimental biologist,
an antiquarian, collector of oddities, a linguist, and what have you.
His range of interests was phenomenal; his curiosity almost without

bounds, Again, in the Imitation of Christ, whose author was closely

associated with the Deventer group, we find similar expressions:
O Truth, that God art, make me one with Thee in perfect
charity; for all that I read, hear, or see without Thee is
rievous to me: for in Thee is all that I will or may desire.
et all doctors be still in Thy presence, and let all ¢reatures
keep themselves in silence, and do Thou only Lord speak to
my soul, The more that a man is joined to Thee and the
more that he is gathered together in Thee, the more he
understandeth without labour high secret mysteries, for he
hath received from above the light of understanding.
There is nothing like this desire for the Lord speaking Soul to soul in
Browne. Ou the contrary, he collects his divinity from Scripture, the
church, and the book of creatures. For him the voice of the Lord is
filtered through these agencies; it is indirect and mediated. Nor does
he claim to understand, with or without labor, the high mysteries of
his faith; he merely accepts them as unknowable, He is, in short,
close to the opposite end of the Christian scale. 1
This difference between immediacy and mediation is extremely

important in distinguishing types of religious endeavour. Because of

1Ux:zderhill, p. 81; Groote in E, F, Jacob, Esgsays in the Conciliar
Epoch (Manchester, Eng., 1953), p. 141; Thomas & Kempis, 1he
mitation of Christ, trans. Richard Whitford (New York, 1853), p. 7

(Chapter__g).
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his reliance upon illumirating experiences and personal communication
with the divine, the mystic is religiously rather independent., While in
view of the great number of Roman Catholic mystics it would be unwise
to state that the mystic cannot live within an organized church, it is
nevertheless probably safe to suggest that the mystic has less need of
the institution than the ordinary Christian, His faith and spiritual life
are fostered and fed by his private apprehension of God, while the
ordinary believer lives through the agency of the church, its graces,
services, and ministrations, But again Browne clearly chooses the
path of common belief, "In Divinity, " he says, "I love to keepe the
road, and, though not in an implicite, yet an humble faith, follow the
great wheele of the Church, .., "

In summary then: Browne's religious method and practice are in
all important respects mediated, with the church playing a much more
important part in his religious life than is generally realized. This will
be fully documented later, Here, if the ground has been cleared some-
what, if the weeds of mysticism used magically have been chopped away,
if it has been made clear that Browne neither makes claim to anything
like mystical experience nor indicates any proclivity for it, a sufficient
basis for future development will have been laid,

This subject, however, demands further amplification, because
frequently the case for Browne's mysticism is developed along somewhat

different lines. Scholars often make much of the occurrence in his

; IReli io, p. 10, For the strain beiween the mystic and the
institution see Bennett, p. 147,
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writings of elements variously termed Platonic, Neo-Platonic, or
speculatively mystical, For several reasons I believe that it is
impossible, or at least unpreofitable, to investigate Browne's Platonism,
In the first place, to gettle upon a definition of Platonism is no easy
matter, Significantly enough we find that it is usually spoken of in very
vague and broad terms, Dean Inge 2gain furnishes us with an excellent
example of over-wide definition, when he divides Christian thought into
Catholic, Protestant, and Platonic, His description of the last is noble
but indefinite:

The characteristics of this type of Christianity are—a

spiritual religion, based on a firm belief in absolute

and eternal values as the most real things in the universe—

a confidence that these values are knowable by man-—a

belief that they can nevertheless be known only by whole-

hearted consecration of the intellect, will and affections

to the great quest-—an entirely open mind toward the

discoveries of science——a reverent and receptive attitude

to the beauty, sublimity and wisdom of the creation, as a

revelation of the mind and character of the Creator—a

complete indifference to the current valuations of the

worldling, 1
This is nothing more than the portrait of the ideal Christian intellectual,
be he Platonic or Aristotelian; there is nothing in this list which would
not apply to either Aquinas or Hooker.

Asgide from the basic problem of definition, complications of
historical development arise. The course of Platonic thought through
Christian history is well known, Historically Platonism became
intimately associated with Christianity as early as the second century,
From that time on it played an important part in Christian theology,

but by the time of the Renaissance in England, it had entered Christian

lwilliam Ralph Inge, The Platonic Tradition in English Religious
Thought (New York, 1926), p. 35.
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thought so many times and from so many different sources, had received
80 many modifications and been adapted to so many purposes, had be-
come so thoroughly ingrained in the vocabulary of theology, that it takes
a very steady hand to separate it from the whole Christian context, No
doubt these difficulties can be overcome by close and laborious analysis,
and the Platonism of a Renaissance philosopher or theologian determined
fairly accurately. But Browne was neither a philosopher nor a theologian.
He did not leave a large or methodic body of work, IHe was notoriously
and confessedly loose in his language, Under such circumstances it is
futile to attempt to sort out Platonic strands in the skein of his thought,
That Browne was familiar with Platonic writings, that there are passages
in his writings which make use of Flatonic images and ideas is indis-
putable, But it is questionable whether we can go further than this
bare admission,

Perhaps a few examples will make the difficulties more obvious,
In one place, after mentioning his belief in angels, Browne adds:

Now, besides these particular and divided Spirits, there

may be (for cught I know, ) an universall and common

Spirit to the whole world., It was the opinion of Plato,

-and it is yet of the Hermeticall Philosophers; if there

be a common nature that unites and tyes the scattered

and divided individuals into one species, why may there

not bee one that unites them all? Howsoever, I am sure

there is a common Spirit that playes within us, yet makes
no part of us; and that is, the Spirit of God....

Upon this passage the critics have pounced like tigers, Dunn identifies
the concept of the world-soul as Neo-Platonic and comments, '"Browne,
with his usual catholic willingness, seems ready to entertain the un-

orthodox notion of an anima mundi, a universal spirit of nature."
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Despite the distinction clearly made by Browne, Willey says that "he
professes himself a follower of Hermes Trismegistus, and feels,
pantheistically, 'the warm gale and gentle ventilation' of the world-soul, "
Finally Gosse abandons all restraint in saying, ""He declares hie confi-
dent belief in the neo-Platonic theory of an undivided and common spirit
animating the whole world." It is from evidence and commentary such
as this that the argument for Browne's Neo-Platonism is constructed.
Erowne is willing enough to exhibit his erudition; he is also willing to
entertain almest any theory as a possibility worthy of consideration;
but surely there is scme difference in mentioning an idea and being
committed to it, Furthermore, in this passage the world-soul is not
even intended as a serious pessibility. Browne uses it only as a
rhetorical device to introduce his real point, The "there may be"
resting upon an "if there be" is obviously intended to contrast with the

1

firm "I am sure there is." And this is as close, to my knowledge, as
Erowne comes to a Platonic emanation, while he says nothing of Ideas. 1

Likewise attempts to distinguish between a Christian transcendent
God and a Neeo-Platonic immanent God in Browne fail, for in his thought
God is both transcendent and immanent. Though he frequently speaks of
the divine Spirit in man, as in the passage just quoted, he is always
careful to preserve the distinction between creator and created—"a
common Spirit that playes within us, yet makes no part of us,"

Not only do critics fail to maintain their case in a positive way,

but they also tend to view as mystical, Neo-Flatonic, or pantheistic—

1Religio, p. 42; Dunn, p. 113; Basil Willey, The Seventeenth
Century Background, (New York, 1953), p. 49; Gosse, p. 40.




27

the terms frequently merge—statements in Browne which are demonstrably
quite different., Dunn, for instance, says:

And then in a final sentence, almost pantheistic in its
inclualveneus. he disposes of the whole matter of
causation. "For though we christen effects by their
most sensible and nearest causes, yet is God the true
and infallible cause of all; whose concourse, though it
be general, yet doth it subdivide itself into the parti-
cular actions of every thing, and is that spirit, by
which each singular essence not only subsists, but
performs its operation, "

If this is pantheistic in tendency, then St. Thomas is a pantheist, for
Browne here is almost paraphrasing the great theologian. In the Summa

Theologica we find:

it is to be observed that where there are several
agents in order, the second always acts in virtue
of the first; for the first agent moves the second
to act. And thus all agents act in virtue of God
Himself; and so, He is the cause of action in every
agent. Thirdly, we must observe that God not only
moves things to operate...but He also gives created
agents their forms and preserves them in being.
Therefore He is the cause of action not only by
giving the form which is the principle of action...
but alsc as conserving the forms and powers of
things....

So dependent is the being of every creature upon God, St, Thomas de-
clares elsewhere, that "not for a moment could it subsist, but would
fall into nothingness, were it not kept in being by the operation of the
divine power, "}

The same kind of ineffective reasoning is seen in an even more
important judgment in Dunn:

1Dunn, p. 111; Basic Writings of Saint Thomasg Aquinas, ed.
Anton C. Pegis (New York, I§35§. i. 977 and 963 (Part i. g. 105,

art. 5, and q. 104, art. 1).
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The almost unescapable implication is that in the end all

is absorbed into God., Browne rests at last in the con-
viction that "he only is; all others have an existence with
dependency, and are something but by a distinction, " "All
that is truly amiable is God, or as it were a divided piece
of him, that retains a reflex or shadow of himself," In
short, the steady drift of these last pages is in the direction
of the mystical and occult philosophies, and the thought over-
flows, as all powerfully imaginative thought must, any
narrowly anthropomorphic conceptions of the creator and
his creation,

But the quotations do not justify the conclusion, for they could be used
just as easily to demonstrate a drift toward Scholasticism, The first
quotation from Browne parallels St. Thomas', "all beings other than
God are not their own being, but are beings by participation,” The
second, while imaginatively decked out, is not far different from
Aquinas when he says, "Hence from the first being. ..everything can
be called good and a being inasmuch as it participates in the first being
by way of a certain assimilation, although distantly and defectively.... wl

I am certainly far from suggesting that Browne was a follower of
the Angelic Doctor, though he was probably as familiar with his works
as with Plato's, It would be foolish to fall from one extreme into

another. No one has suggested that Browne was a belated schoolman,

but Dowdell's Aristotle and Anglican Religious Thought illustrates the

proposition that the Aristotelian approach bears as little fruit as the
Platonic in the investigation of most seventeenth-century religious
writings, Dowdell argues initially that Anglicanism is "not really true
to itself” when it wanders from Aristotelian principles and claims that
the Articles, the Homilies and the whole via media are "steeped" in

1Durm, p. 119; Basic Writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas, I, 427 and
55, (Summa Theologica, Part1, q. 44, art. 1, and q. 6, art, 4).
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Aristotle, Later, however, after investigating the writings of the English
churchmen, he withdraws into the much more modest claim that Anglican
thought "is born of Aristotle and the great commentators, Peripatetics,
Scholastics, and Neoplatonists, " which in effect is an admission that it
was an eclectic mixture. In short, there does not seem to be any ad-
vantage in introducing either Platonism or Aristotelianism into the
discussion. Browne drew water from many wells, He was above all a
studious Christian who felt that the immense and varied resources of
Christian theological thought were his to enjoy. To labor the importance
of any one segment is to impose a kind of order upon his thought which
does not exist, It is also to attempt to explicate the simple by means of

the complicated and problematical, 1

lvictor L. Dowdell, Aristotle and Anglican Religious Thought

(Ithaca, 1942), pp. 4 and 13, As far as I can judge Dowdell does no
more than show that the English theologians were widely acquainted
with Aristotle's writings. He quite properly objects to Inge's division
into Catholic, Protestant, and Platonic thinkers, but his own division
into Catholic and Protestant, Platonic and Aristotelian does not have a
great deal to recommend it, (p. 21) Robert Sencourt, in Qutflyin
Philoso (London, 1923), pp. 299-323, has done the most to relate

rowne and St. Thomas but tends to exaggerate their similarities, He
does, however, agree with my valuation of Platonism in Browne,
concluding that "the physician found little of value in Plato; for the
matters of the soul he turned to spiritual authority and to the directions
of devotion, " (p. 354).



CHAPTER 111
THE PROBLEM OF SCEPTICISM

Scepticism was an important product of the wide-spread reaction
against philosophy which followed the collapse of scholasticism and the
social stability of the medieval world, And as Bredvold has observed,
that philosophical scepticism which derives historically from Pyrrho
cannot be separated from the whole context of doubt which marks the
age, It merged with other traditions; it became part of a climate of
thought, Nevertheless, we must isolate it as best we can, or else face
once again the difficulties of definitions as vague as this:

scepticism follows a broadly marked-out pattern. This

includes, in whatever order, a sense of the inadequacy

of human knowledge, a consequent sensitivity to dualisms

and contradictions, a concern with paradox as expressing

the complexity of truth, a belief in the wholesome effect

of doubt, and a conviction that where knowledge falters,

a right life can supply the only legitimate confidence known

to man,

While Miss Wiley's efforts to find in scepticism a guide for the
present are interesting, her definition is not very practical as a
research tool. Wiley herself places in the sceptic ranks: Paul,
Augustine, Abelard, Nicolaus Cusanus, Luther, Bruno, Erasmus,
Shakespeare, Bacon, Descartes, Galileo, and Ralegh among others.

One doubts that there is a bed large enough to hold this company.

A more orderly, less ambitious, procedure will better serve our
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purposes, 1

It must be realized at the outset that Pyrrhonic scepticism—the
theory that the human mind cannot arrive at any truth, that a suspended
judgment in all matters constitutes the closest approach to unknowable
truth—is essentially not a philosophy but the rejection of philosophical
endeavour, not a system of thought but the rejection of system, not a
methodical construction but a total reduction of rational pretensions.
There are, to be sure, degrees of scepticism, but every remove from
this absolute position is theoretically questionable.

As Montaigne realized so well, the sceptic position weakens the
minute it makes concessions, Furthermore, unless we work with the
pure form, we shall find that the limits imposed upon reason by rational
Christian theologians such as Aquinas are not easily distinguishable
from those demanded by a weakened form of scepticism. Pure scepti-
cism then is the logical starting point, and pure scepticism is the
philosophical equivalent of the universal solvent of the laboratory.

Next it is important to distinguish between scepticism as a perma-
nent condition of mind and scepticism as a stage in a larger process.

In philosophy the first is represented traditionally by Pyrrho, although
some have doubted that such a scepticism can seriously and completely

be held by man, Pascal is of this opinion when he says:

lFor the general aura of doubt see Louis I, Bredvold, The
Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden (Ann Arbor, 1934), pp. 16-17, and
Etienne Gilson, The ty osophical Experience (London, 1938),
pp. 119-121, The quotation is from ﬁzrgaret E. Wiley, The Subtle
Knot: Creative Scepticism in Seventeenth-Century England (London,
1952), p. 59. For her motivation see p. 137,
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What then shall man do in this state? Shall he doubt every-

thing? Shall he doubt whether he is awake, whether he is

being pinched, or whether he is being burned? Shall he

doubt whether he doubts? 8Shall he doubt whether he exists?

We cannot go so far as that; and I lay it down as a fact that

there never has been a real complete sceptic.
Whether or not Pascal's criticism is wholly valid, it shows at least that
true scepticism is difficult. But scepticiam may operate merely as a
breathing place between the death of one philosophy and the birth of a
new. In this case the scepticism either disappears when the new
system has been perfected or else remains as a kind of control, within
a larger synthesis., Gilson, for example, argues persuasively that
Descartes' philosophical system was a reaction against his scepticism, i

Scepticism in relation to religion presents the same double aspect.
If scepticism is accepted as the final word and is adopted wholly, a man
may well abandon all rational effort and seek a new center around which
to group the possibilities of his life, The choices seem to be two: a
complete surrender to faith grasped blindly and with an intensity pro-
portionate to the feeling of loss experienced in the rejection of reason
or an equally complete surrender to the lure of the sensual life dictated
by the conviction that religion and morality too are radically uncertain,
Scepticism, however, may constitute only a stage in a religious progress,
may become only a part of a more complex attitude toward religious truth.
Properly speaking it can no longer be called scepticism, because we

must name in terms of the whole, not of constituent parts, Unfortunately

lBlais_e Pascal, Pensées, trans. W. F. Trotter (New York, 1941),
p. 143; Gilson, Unity, p. 126. Gilson's opinion is shared by Alexandre
Vinet, Etudes sur Bﬁue Pascal, ed. Pierre Kohler (Lausanne, 1936),
p. 117,
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the wholes in this case have no names, and consequently the whole sub-
ject is shrouded by verbal confusion. The best procedure is to study
scepticism in actual historical situations, leaving the problem of naming

alone for the present,

Montaigne and 'The Apology for Raymond Sebond" (1580)

Because of the Renaissance mixture of anti-philosophical motives,
it is more profitable in a general survey such as this to look at a few
selected documents closely than to attempt a sweeping survey of scepti-
cal thinkers, The gods have been kind, for in Montaigne's "Apology for
Raymond Sebond" they have provided an ideal text. Not only is it what
Bredvold has called "the classic and standard exposition of modern
sceptical thought, " but it also leads directly into the thought of Pascal,
Finally, because of its connections with the type of Christian philosophy
represented by Sebond himself, the "Apology" furnishes us with an
opportunity of contrasting that philosophy with fideism, 1

Montaigne's attack is directed specifically against those "who are
ignorant of nothing, who rule the world, who know everything." Both
his intention and plan are laid down very neatly when he says:

The means I take...to subdue that frenzy, is to crush and

tread under foot human pride and arrogance, to make them

sensible of the inanity, the vanity and insignificance of man;
to wrest out of their fists the miserable weapons of their

IThe "Apology" was not the first work of its kind by any means.
In 1520 Gian-Francisco Pico della Mirandola and in 1530 Cornelius
Agrippa had published similar protests against dogmatic philosophy.
See Bredvold, pp. 28-29 for this, and p. 30 for the quotation above.
Jean Plattard, Montaigne et son temps (Paris, 1933), p. 192, claims
that Montaigne borrowed largely from Agrippa.
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reason; to make them bow the head and bite the dust under
the authority and reverence of the divine majesty.

His program includes two distinct though related elements, an attack
upon human reason as applied to philosophical or scientific materials
and an attack upon human reason directed toward the comprehension of
the divine, The second, which will be treated later, is not really
scepticism, since it is shared by sceptics, mystics, and rationalists
alike, It is not going beyond the evidence to say that it is a common
ground in Christian writings. x

The heart of the essay, then, lies in Montaigne's effort to destroy
completely the proud claims of reason, No line of argument, no method
is neglected. The perpetual burden of Montaigne's song is that man is
in reality nothing, in pretension all, and that his pretensions rest upon
sand. Every argument is designed to pull man from his pedestal, Place
man against the backdrop of the whole universe, Look at him, What a
puny mite he is, "Isit possible, " Montaigne asks, "to imagine anything
more ridiculous” than that this curiously futile creature, unable to rule
either himself or physical nature, should have the audacity to claim
lordship of the universe? He then makes his famous and daring com-
parisons between men and animals in order to jar men out of their ego-
centricity, Considered naturally man is but an animal, one among many,
"We are neither superior nor inferior to the rest. All that is under

"

heaven, says the sage, is subject to one law and one fate.... Do we

1Michel de Montaigne, "Apology for Raymond Sebond, " in Essays,
trans, E. J, Trechmann (New York, 1946), pp. 463 and 378, Hereafter
referred to as Apology.
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ask for proof? Animal instinct is superior to human reason in effective-
ness; animals move with grace and skill to accomplish their several ends,
while men blunder clumsily along, All of our supposed superiority rests
"not upon any true ground of reason, but...a foolish arrogance and
stubbornness, "'

Having thus successfully reduced man to a bestial level, Montaigne
turns his heaviest artillery directly upon human reason., He asks if man
actually has the power to find what he seeks, if in the long centuries of
philosophical enquiry any solid truth has been discovered. His conclu-
sion is that man has learned nothing but his own weakness, "The
ignorance which was naturally in us we have by long study confirmed
and verified," This proposition is backed up by the simple but effective
technique of listing the contradictory opinions which have been held on
various topics and then pointing out how impossible it is to determine
which is correct., For Montaigne science is an absurdity, We know
nothing of nature; our so-called explanations of physical phenomena are
a tissue of blunders., If Nature should ever condescend to disclose her
secrets, 'O Heavens, what mistakes, what blunders we should discover
in our poor science! I am mistaken if it has grasped the right end of

" The human body, for instance, has been pried at,

any single thing....
peered at, rearranged, cut and patched out of all recognition, but
nothing substantial has been learned. Yet despite the abysmal ignorance
displayed by science at every turn, men dutifully accept the jargon of
the moment as final truth. The world is thus "filled with, and steeped

in, nonsense and lies." Reason having failed us in the past, will fail us

1Apology, pp. 379, 387, and 412,
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now and forever, and Copernicus will soon join Ptolemy., This argument
is important, for it draws attention to the fact that a thoroughgoing
sceptic lacks altogether the motivations necessary for scientific inves-
tigation, Needless to say philosophy fares even worse, It is quite
hopeless, ''She has so many faces, so much variety, and has said so
many things, that they include everything we can dream or imagine, "
Nothing, in truth, is too fantastic or absurd for this discipline, Then
follow long lists of philosophical absurdities, Montaigne confesses to

a certain wicked joy in bundling together "all the asinine things which

have been uttered by homo sapiens, "1

Thus blow after crushing blow is delivered, In intellectual matters
everything rests ultimately upon the foundation of first principles which
by definition can never be demonstrated, What then of the superstruc-
ture? "All the rest, the beginning, middle and end are but dreams and

smoke, "

Again, philosophers presuppose a mind operating with the
precision of a well-oiled machine. How far this is from actuality, Our
reasoning is affected by a host of outside and accidental factors, by our
opinions, our state of health, even by the climate. "If our judgement

be at the mercy of sickness and violent emotions; if folly and madness
are bound to influence the impression we receive of things, what reliance
can we place in it?" What assurance do we have? What can we know we

know ? B

But the most damaging of the sceptic bolts derives from the

1Apology, pp. 426, 461-462, 464, 493, and 470,
zé_gg_l_qu, PP. 465 and 481,
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deceptive nature of the senses. An opponent may be able to wiggle his
way out of the other snares, but he cannot deny that the senses are both
"the sovereign lords of his knowledge" and "uncertain and liable to
deception in all circumstances.' Montaigne reviews the usual examples
of the unreliability of sensible impressions, then sums up the argument:

Our ideas are not due to direct contact with outside things,

but are formed through the mediation of the Senses; and

the senses do not take in the outside cbjects, but only their

own impressions., So the idea and image we form is not

that of the object, but only of the impression and the feeling

made by it on the senses; which impression and the object

are different things, Wherefore whoever judges by

appearances, judges by something other than the object,
Man is thus condemned to reason with a shifting and ineffective instru-
ment upon data furnished by irresponsible senses which at best give
only impressions of undeterminable relation to real objecta, The case
against rational certainty is complete, 1

This is the classic modern presentation of the sceptical case in
its most rigorous form, the Pyrrhonic. Montaigne rejects the slightly
more moderate Academic scepticism because its affirmation of ignor-
ance is too dogmatic., Also renounced ig Academic probabilism, the
contention that a bias toward one of twe contrary propositions is allow~
able if the bias does not harden into a commitment, This Montaigne will
not tolerate, for it implies some sort of knowledge which justifies the
leaning. Nothing but pure Pyrrhonism will do. Our attitude must be
one of wavering, doubting, enquiring, of being sure of nothing and

answering for nothing, of remaining always in a perfect suspension of

1Apology, pp. 514 and 522,
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judgment, With real fervor Montaigne pleads for this suspension:

Is there not some advantage in being free from the necessity

that curbs others? Is it not better to remain in suspense,

than to be entangled in the many errors that the human ima-

gination has brought forth? Is it not better to suspend one's

conviction than to get mixed up with those seditious and

wrangling divisions?

Although this sounds attractive, it should not be forgotten that assent to
this program demands total surrender of the reason, Here, as else-
where in the essay, Montaigne employs a striking "nakedness' figure,
Scepticism, he says:

presents man naked and empty, confessing his natural

weakness and ready to receive from on high some power

not his own; stripped bare of human knowledge, and all

the more fit to harbour within himself divine knowledge,

supressing his own judgement to leave more room for

faith,.,,He is a blank tablet prepared to take from the

finger of God such forms as he shall be pleased to en-

grave upon it.

That is the point: the sceptical process inevitably results in a tabula
rasa. !

Before going on to discuss the reason and consequences of Mon-
taigne's stand, a few words should be added concerning his treatment
of reason and divinity, While, as I have suggested, much of what he
says is common to virtually all Christian writing, the totality of his
rejection of rationality in religion is nevertheless important. Here is
found the same conceptual extremity that has characterized the preced-
ing arguments, Montaigne insists that God cannot be measured by human
scales. '"'What can be more fruitless than to try to divine God by our

analogies and conjectures, to measure him and the world according to

1 Apology, pp. 485, 429, and 431-432,
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"unimaginable, inexpressible and incomprehensible, and absolutely

different from anything in our miserable experience.” Though language
betrays us into thinking that we can make statements concerning God,
in reality while our tongues move, our understandings remain in total
darkness. So far removed from human frailty are the divine perfections
that no human terms may join the two orders, All this is in a way
ordinary enough, but in Montaigne one feels that God is becoming not
only unknowable but unreal, less than the shadow of a shadow, In any
event, human efforts to understand divine matters are seen as not only
unsuccessful but almost impious, since they degrade God by reducing
him to our human level, We had best leave the divine entirely alone, 1
Such then is the argument of the "Apology for Raymond Sebond, "2
It is not difficult to understand why Montaigne chose this path, He was
understandably dissatisfied with the Christianity of his day, which from

his own experiences appeared to have reached a nadir, To Montaigne

1Apology, pp. 437, 443, and 453.

21 might say here that I am taking the essay at face value as a
type of possible thought, Whether or not Montaigne was sincere is for
this purpose beside the point, as is the correctness of this interpreta-
tion in the light of his whole thought, Plattard, pp. 200-205, ably
defends Montaigne's sincerity, while many critics who interpret the
work as an attack upon Christianity show by their comments that they
have read carelessly. (See, for example, Irene Cooper Willis, Mon-
taigne (New York, 1927), p. 72.) In any case, I feel that the poslf!
I'have taken is justified by Plattard's observation, p. 196: "Et n'est-il
pas étrange que ce soupgon ne soit pas présenté a 1'esprit des lecteurs
chrétiens de Montaigne au xviie aiecle? Les Pascal, les Nicole, les
Malebranche ne cherchaient qu'a discréditer 1'auteur des Essais; ils
ont stigmatise sa morale paienne. sa 'nonchalance du salut', son
épicurisme: ils n'ont pas vu dans I'Apglogie une arme de guerre, et
de guerre sournoise, contre la foi,'
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a comparison between Christian and Moslem manners could only bring a
blush to Christian cheeks. Zeal there was in abundance, but only
directed towards "hatred, cruelty, ambition, avarice, detraction, re-
bellion, Against the grain, towards kindness, good-will, moderation,
it will neither walk nor fly...." Religion has lost all firmness; it has
been degraded into a political tool, changing with every new political
combination, shifting with every wind of power, From these observa-
tions of a nation in the grip of civil-religious war Montaigne draws the
sad conclusion that Christianity is presently rootless. "We are Chris-
tians by the same title as we are natives of Perigord or Germany" is
an indictment, We are, that is to say, not Christians at all, There is
no substance to our faith; the kernel is gone and the worthless husk
alone remains, !

Impermanence and bad faith meet our eyes on every side. But
need our siate be like this? No, says Montaigne with feeling:

If we held fast to God by the mediation of a living faith;

if we held to God through him and not through ourselves;

if we had a divine foundation and foothold, human acei-

dents would not have the power to shake us as they do....

We should not allow it to be disturbed at the bidding of

any fresh argument, or yield to the persuasions even of

all the eloquence that ever man employed; we should

withstand those waves with an unmoved and inflexible

firmmness.
This is a cry not only for simple faith, but for simple faith ag the
answer to unbearable pressures. The language is that of a man who

yearns for permanence and certainty above all else. As Zeitlin observes,

"It was a desperate plunge of his intellect to find a clue to some order

1Apelogy, pp. 373-375.
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amidst moral and political chaos....'" Desperation is the keynote, and
like most moves of desperation, it avoids one extreme only to fall into
another, !

Montaigne's analysis of the causes of the undeniable horror of his
time centers almost exclusively upon the problem of pride. To attain
the living faith which will bear the fruits of love and peace, man must
bind himself to God, In Montaigne's powerful language:

The knot which ought to bind our judgement and our will,

which ought to closely knit and join our souls to our

Creator, should be a knot that takes its folds and its

strength, not from our ponderings, from our reasons

and feelings, but from a divine and supernatural com-

pulsion, having but one form, one face and one light,

which is God's authority and his grace.

Everything which stands in the way of this goal must be crushed, And
human pride, the cause of our downfall in the beginning, the source of
our corruption now, is singled out as the villain, Man must force
himself to the realization that he cannot raise himself above humanity,
that he is nothing, so that God may raise him if He will. All is really
contained in the formula, "The more we give and owe and render to
God, the more shall we act as Christians, nl

In the end Montaigne says no more than submit and obey. Abandon
the pretensions of self, Man should not exercise his own judgment, but
should have his duty prescribed to him. In order to avoid novelty,

private opinion, constant error, we must follow the Church, The mind,

1Apology, p. 371; Jacob Zeitlin (ed.), The Essays c¢f Michel de
Montaigne lldew York, 1934), I, lix,

2Apology, pp. 376, 424, 525, and 477,
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"an erratic, dangerous and unthinking tool," leads to disaster. Our
choice is either "the way marked and trodden by the Church" or "that
vast, turbulent and undulating sea of human opinions," Much has to be
sacrificed for the sake of peace, Montaigne was perfectly aware of the
sacrifice and of the desperate nature of his solution, for he calls it "a
last resort, " "a desperate thrust, in which you have to abandon your
weapon in order to disarm your adversary, and a secret ruse which
should be practised seldom and with reserve, wl

In the "Apology" scepticism does not lead inevitably to any specific
religious solution. What it does, and does very effectively, is to strip
man., Man may then clothe himself, as it were, in various new religious
and moral garments, If Montaigne's pyrrhonic scepticism is accepted
as final, a man may turn either to fideism, which appears to be the
main drift of Montaigne's intent, or to libertinism, which was one of the
historical consequences of his teaching., The reason for this dual possi-
bility has been suggested earlier, Once human reason has been crushed,
a man may turn to faith, but having been lowered to the position of a
beast, he may be content to rema in on that level, 2

Yet these do not exhaust the possibilities, Though Montaigne's
arguments are fideistic, it is difficult to think of him as a real fideist.

It seems (though I admit that we are dealing here mainly with impressions)

1Apology, pp. 414, 445 and 481.

25ce Bredvold, pp. 35-36 and Jacques Chevalier, Pascal, trans,
Lilian A. Clare (London, 1930), pp. 23-29, for Montaigne and libertinism.
See Gilson, Unity, p. 127, for supporting evidence that Montaigne teaches
nothing but the art of unlearning.
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that Montaigne's rejection of reason, complete as it is in theory, is
partly rhetorical, Without laboring the point, a few passages from
Martin Luther's Commentary on St. Paul's Epistle to the Galatians, a

genuine fideistic document, will illustrate the differences in tone and
intensity. Of reason Luther writes:

But faith won the victory and routed reason, that ugly

beast and enemy of God. Everyone who by faith slays

reason, the world's biggest monster, renders God a

real service, a better service than the religions of all

races..,can render,
And of the importance of doctrine received by faith and unmodified by
reason, he says: "Let us do everything to advance the glory and
authority of God's Word, Every tittle of it is greater than heaven and
earth, Christian charity and unity have nothing to do with the word of
God." Finally, a passage which shows the inflexibility of the fideist
conviction:

The least little point of doctrine is of greater importance

than heaven and earth, Therefore we cannot allow the

least jot of doctrine to be corrupted,...our doctrine, God

be praised, is pure because all the articles of our faith

are grounded in the Holy Scripture,
Though as a fideist Montaigne would have been forced to recognize that
these doctrines follow from his own principles, he would undoubtedly
have been shocked by them, If Montaigne was a fideist, then he simply
erred in not recognizing that there are dogmatisms other than those
which develop through rationalistic pride. 1

Furthermore, from the first and unduly neglected portion of the

essay it can be argued that Montaigne admitted the possibility of a third

1Martin Luther, A Commentary on St, Paul's Epistle to the Gala-

tians, trans, Theodore Graebner (Grand Rapids, Mich., n.d.), pp. 99,
212, and 209,
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option, Here he defends Sebond against the attacks of the fideists, those

who gay that "Christians injure their cause when they endeavour to ground

1

their belief on human reasons,”" Montaigne's defense is worth quoting in

substance:

It is Faith alone that vividly and with certainty embraces the
sublime mysteries of our religion. But that does not mean
that it is not a very fine and very laudable undertaking to em-
ploy in the service of our faith also the natural and human
implements that God has given us, It is not to be doubted that
that is the most honourable uee that we can put them to, and
that there is no occupation or design more worthy of a
Christian than to aim, by all his studies and reflections, at
embellishing, extending and amplifying the truth of his belief.
We are not content to serve God in spirit and with our soul;
we also owe him and render him a bodily reverence; we
apply our limbs even and our movements and external things
to do him honour, We must do the like, and accompany our
faith with all the reason that is in us; but always with this
reservation, that we must not imagine that it depends upon
ourselves, nor that our endeavours and arguments will be
able to attain to a knowledge so divine and supernatural,

He goes on to say that there are in the universe ""'some marks imprinted
on it by the hand of that great architect,” "some image that in some
sort recalls the artificer who has built and formed them," All creation
images the divine, for the world is "a very holy temple" wherein man
can contemplate the wonders of the Creator. Yet by natural reason alone
we are unable to apprehend these signs, We must be enlightened by the
grace of God first, then our eyes will be opened. 1

This is all in perfect accord with Sebond, who actually does not

claim much independent value for human reason. In his preface Sebond

1Apology, pp. 370-371 and 376, See Edward Dowden, Michel de
Montaigne !%Eladelphia. 1906), p. 287, for a typical statement of the
theory that Montaigne treats Sebond with scant respect and attacks
rather than defends him,
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speaks of the two books of God, nature and the Bible, the first of which
is primary in the order of time since it has existed from the origin of
the world, But the second is primary in order of importance. ''Le
second livre des sainctes Escritures a esté depuis a 1'homme, et ce au
deffault du premier: auquel (ainsi aveuglé comie il estoit) il ne voyoit
rien,..." Over and over Sebond insists that the book of nature cannot
be read properly except by the man illuminated by faith, 'Nul ne peut
veoir de soy,..s'il n'est esclairé de Dieu et purgé de sa macule origin-
elle," That is the reason the pagan philosophers failed in their task.
This superiority of faith is, of course, a commonplace in Christian
thought, for the simple reason that if natural reason were sufficient,
there would be no need for the Christian revelation, !

It is possible, then, to reconcile the two arguments of Montaigne,
In his great sceptical demonstrations Montaigne is speaking only of man
considered as a natural agent, "Let us then," he says, '"for the nonce
consider man alone, without outside assistance, armed only with his
own weapons, and destitute of the divine grace and knowledge...."
Then he forces upon every man the knowledge of his terrible weakness
and drives him to faith for salvation. But there is no reason why a man
cannot recreate his reason within the faith, That is to say, if scepticism
is used only as a temporary tool to induce a crisis, it is not incompatible
with a Christian phil_oso;;hy. After faith has been accepted as a guide,

reason may be raised from its grave, not to measure God or pry into

1Ii’a.ymond Sebon, La Theologie Naturelle, trans, Michel de Mon-
taigne in Oeuvres Compl3tes de chhel de Montaigne, ed. A. Armain-
gaud (Paris, 1932), I, x and xi-xii.
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His secrets, but rather to embellish, extend and amplify the truth of
faith, Historically this is what Gilson calls the Augustinian solution.
In Augustine's thought faith is necessary to break the deadlock of phil-
osophy, Truth, he claims paradoxically, must be known before it can
be found, So central is this concept to Augustine that Pegis can char-
acterize his whole system as "'growth in understanding WITHIN the truth
that he has come to possess through faith, wl

These three options have been discussed to show as vividly as
possible that sceptical attacks upon reason are religiously indeterminate,
It must be confessed, however, that libertinism, fideism, and under-
standing within the faith are not equally likely results, Augustine, speak-
ing againét the Academics, puts his finger on the greatest practical
danger of scepticism., He had, he tells us, become convinced that man
is unable to find truth and had lost all hope. 'Consequently I had become
lazy and utterly indolent; for I had not the courage to make a search for
that which the most ingenious and learned men were unable to find, wE

Great intellectual force is necessary to overcome the psychological

inertia produced by a complete scepticism, This makes either fideism

1 Apolo , P. 379; Etienne Gilson, Reason and Revelation in the
Middlei es &ew York, 1938), pp. 21-25; Anton C, Pegis, "The Mind
of St. Augustine," Medieval Studies, VI (1944), 3. For a typical
Augustinian statement of the principle see De Ordine, trans. Robert P,
Russell, in The Writinqs of Saint Augustine, Fathers of the Church series
(New York, -48), 1, 303: “since no one becomes learned except by
ceasing to be unlearned, and since no unlearned person knows in what
quality he ought to present himself to instructors or by what manner of
life he may become docile, it happens that for those who seek to learn
great and hidden truths authority alone opens the door. "

2Contra Academicos, trans. Dennis J, Kavanagh, in Writings of
Augustine (see note 1), I, 194,
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or libertinism more likely, as does the fact that scepticism aims at
destiroying completely the reason., For, to return to a figure used
earlier, reason must be raised from the grave in the third option, and
resurrection is always a miracle, Though pyrrhonic scepticism may
be used as a tool to humble the reason, it is extremely dangerous, for
it is a knife that kills as easily as it cures. As for Montaigne himself,
it is hard to determine which path he took, Every reader must make
his own decision, or leave his mind in a state of suspension, Montaigne

is an elusive figure.

Pascal and the Reaction against Pyrrhonism

Perhaps no one was more impressed by the power of Montaigne's
arguments than Pascal, Certainly no one was more intensely aware of
their danger, Pascal maintains both the truth and the insufficiency of
scepticism, In his thought pyrrhonism becomes partial, balanced and
controlled by other elements, This network of stresses and the reasons
for it are now to be considered,

Like Montaigne, Pascal was frightened by the religious and social
turmoil of Europe. He too was a political conservative, believing that
order once established should not be disturbed. For instance, he
readily admits that the law of hereditary monarchy is absurd, but adds
that because men are absurd, the rule becomes reasonable and just,
Without such an arbitrary principle of government men would be at the
mercy of perpetual revolutions. "Let us then,' he pleads, "attach...

to something indisputable. This is the king's eldest son. That is clear,
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and there is no dispute. Reason can do no better, for civil war is the
greatest of evils." Here as in Montaigne is evident a strong desire for
peace and stability. the acceptance of the customary based upon the
conviction that men are unable to govern themselves by pure reason. 1

Not much space need be devoted to Pascal's statement of his
sceptical principles, since roughly they are the same as Montaigne's,
He accepts the dominance of custom and the deceitful nature of ima-
gination, reason, and senses, He agrees that men are dominated by a
self-love which corrupts their judgment, and that they have never
discovered by reason the sovereign good upon which happiness rests, 2

Yet Pascal was not happy in his scepticism, He was haunted by a
vivid realization of the horrors of pyrrhonic inertia, of men wallowing
in their ignorance:

This resting in ignorance is a monstrous thing, and they

who pass their life in it must be made to feel its extra-

vagance and stupidity....For this is how men reason,

when they choose to live in such 1gnorance" of what thcy

are, and without seeking enlightenment, "I know not,

they say...
This, says Pascal, would be permissible if we were dealing with some
empty question in philosophy, but we are engaged in a search which
concerns our whole be!.ug.3 The sceptic suspension is useless,

doubting is useless, unless it leads to a serious attempt to discover

1Pascal, p. 108, See Chevalier, p. 144, for his political
conservatism,

2This material is presented in an orderly fashion by Chevalier,
pp. 187-205, Typical sceptical statements by Pascal may be found
in Pensées 73, 82, 83, 32, and 100,

3Pasca1, pPp. 73 and 78,
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truth, If we do find ourselves "in terrible ignorance of our beginnings
and end, " ought we accept this lightly? If it is true that the soul is
"only a little wind and smoke, " is this not a'thing to say sadly, as the
saddest thing in the world"? The human reaction should not be an
Olympian calm, but fear. "The eternal silence of these infinite spaces
frightens me, How many kingdoms know us not!"!

This is a powerful indictment against those who mask as sceptic
suspension their defeat or their indifference. But striking as the
language is, it proves nothing, The sceptic at this point can reasonably
counter with "If wishes were horses.' Pascal, however, is not attempt-
ing here to prove; he is merely asking that scepticism be looked at
more closely, Whereas in the "Apology" Montaigne worked toward
scepticism, Pascal takes it as his starting point and subjects it to a
rigorous examination. And what disturbed Pascal most in the sceptical
arguments, it seems, was their facility. A man may find it difficult to
disagree with the demonstrations as they unfold before him, but at the
back of his mind there lurks a suspicion that something is being left out,
Pascal's great objection against scepticism is that it simply does not
conform to the facts of existence as we know them,

Against the sceptics, argues Pascal, we can say this: if man is
an animal, he is at any rate a thinking animal, and nothing can obscure
that fact for long. ''Man is obviously made to think. It is his whole
dignity and his whole merit; and his whole duty is to think as he ought, "
Despite the sceptic effort to convince us of the parity of reason in man

and instinct in animals, there is a vital difference in these activities,

1Pascal. pp. 65-75,
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expressed succinctly by Pascal in "The beak of the parrot, which it
wipes, although it is clean." Both the existence, distinction and dignity
of man's ability to think are facts as obvious as his weaknesses, and
must be taken into account, A

What are we to do? How can these two groups of solid observa-
tions be reconciled? There is open war between the dogmatists and the
sceptics, a war in which it is impossible to remain neutral, for neutral-
ity is the sceptical position, Just as in Pascal's famous wager, we can
neither take one side nor the other nor remain neutral, We must act
and we cannot act, The sceptics say we should doubt everything, Pascal
objects that "speaking in good faith and sincerely, we cannot doubt
natural principles," The dogmatists say that truth is in our possession,
But this is not true either, 'We have an incapacity of proof, insur-
mountable by all dogmatism, We have an idea of truth, invincible to
all scepticism," We have in short reached a deadlock. ''What a

AL

chimera then is man!" exclaims Pascal:

What a novelty! What a monster, what a chaos, what a

contradiction, what a prodigy! Judge of all things, im-

becile worm of the earth; depositary of truth, a sink of

uncertainty and error; the pride and refuse of the universe,
Faced by this confusion, according to Pascal, man can only turn to God

for direction, 2

lpascal, pp. 55 and 115. See also: "I cannot conceive man with-
out thought; he would be a stone or a brute." (p. 115) and, "It is not
from space that I must seek my dignity, but from the government of
my thought....By space the universe encompasses and swallows me
up like an atom; by thought I comprehend the world." (p. 116)

2Pascal, pp. 142-143 and 127,
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Superficially this looks like scepticism resolving itself into
fideism, but it is actvally more complex. The passage quoted
above is not pyrrhonic, because the contrary terms, 'judge of
all things,..depositary of truth,.,pride of the universe," are
meant seriously, Scepticism is true, but not totally true, be-
cause the opposite principles are also true, Both scepticism and
dogmatism contain, but are not, truth, Christianity alone is true
because it contains these two bodies of contradictory truths in
solution, "That a religion may be true, it must have know-
ledge of our nature, It ought to know its greatness and
littleness, and the reason of both, What religion but the
Christian has known this?" This in outline is Pascal's rational
argument for the truth of Christianity, It is also the best
example of his whole method, a method which assumes: 1)
that truth is complex and many-sided and that, consequently,

a given position is usually true within its limits or under
some aspect, but false if accepted as total; 2) that total

truth is best approached by holding in equipoise numerous
contradictory partial truths which interact upon one another
to form harmonies, Pascal operates with a "both - and' rather
than an "either -or" grammar of thought, His method is not
quite the resolution of extremes into a mean, but the holding

of extremes in solution, Chevalier calls it the employment of
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a principle of equilibrium, 1

Pascal uses his technique effectively to resolve various aspects
of the sceptic-dogmatist dilemma. All men, it is agreed, seek happi-
ness, The sceptics rightly observe that the unaided powers of men have
never enabled them to attain that desirable state. On the other hand, we
experience a constant urge toward the search ‘for happiness, an urge
which is discouraged neither by the long history of human failure nor
the reasoning of the sceptics, Only Christianity can explain these facts.,
The Christian doctrine of the fall from a more perfect condition fits the
data perfectly, Again, we observe in life an eternal war between reason
and the passions, The rationalists who renounce the passions and depend
upon rational guidance make gods of themselves and are overthrown in
their pride by the very passions they scorn. The sceptics who renounce
reason fall prey to their passions and grow bestial. Only the Christian

scheme takes into account both dangers and avoids them, Christianity

lpascal, p. 141; Chevalier, p. 69, Because Pascal is a difficult
thinker concerning whom I can claim no special competence, I would like
here to bolster my argument by an appeal to authority. Chevalier, p. 180:
"Thus the Pascalian dialectic in no way denies reason, to raise faith upon
its ruins. On the contrary, it is an endeavour to show that the Christian
religion is eminently in conformity with reason, and that the latter must
submit to it," Fortunat Strowski, Les Pensées de Pascal: Etude et
Analyse (Paris, n.d.), p. 157: "Je m'étonnerais qu'on ait jamais
regardé Pascal comme un sceptique, si je ne me rappelais que 1'on
a découpé au hasard ses fragments, sans tenir compte de leur contexture,
et qu'ainsi, on a Qris souvent pour thése ce qu'il présentait comme une
erreur a réfuter.’ Vinet, p. 121: "pendant quelques moments, lui &tait
bon, pourvu qu'il obligeét la raison a crier merci; de 13, dans son livre,
des assertions périlleuses, des contradictions; mais €ut-il été, ce que
nous n'accordons pas, plus fort dans ce qu'il allégue en faveur du
pyrrhonisme que dans ce qu'il allégue contre cette secte, nous n'en
disons pas moins que, personnellement, il n'est point pyrrhonien;
€ut-il mal défendu sa cause, on voit clairement que le pyrrhonisme
n'est point sa cause,..."




53

cures both vices, pride and sloth, "not by expelling the one through
means of the other, according to the wisdom of the world, but by
expelling both according to the simplicity of the Gospel," It humbles
man more effectively than scepticism can, but without inducing despair,
It gives life more value than stoicism can, but avoids dangerous pride,
"It alone fulfils the duty of instructing and correcting men, "l

There is nothing in Pascal's argument which destroys either the
mystery or the rationality of Christian truth, "Christianity is strange, "
he says, but he does not say that it is irrational, His method is in fact
highly rational, The acceptance of Christianity does not entail the
abandonment of reason, On the contrary, once the Christian explana-
tion has been accepted, it can be checked rationally in the sense that it
fits the facts of our condition better than any other system of thought,
Pascal makes much of the idea that we do not have to know what a thing
is to know that it is; the incomprehensible is not totally beyond the
sphere of reason. To illustrate he refers to the problem of infinity,
In mathematics we know that there is an infinity in number, but we do
not know what the infinite number is. It can be neither even nor odd,
since the addition of a unit can make no change in an infinite series.
We know that there is such an infinite, but we are ignorant of its nature.
Similarly we may know that God is a simple infinite, and may even think
of a mental analogy, "a point moving everywhere with an infinite velocity, "
but we do not know the being of that God, Yet not everything that is in-

comprehensible is of the same grade. There are two kinds of incompre-~

hensibilities, one according to our logic, the other according to relation

1For the search for happiness theme and the Fall see Pascal, pp.
134 and 144; for the problem of pride and sloth and the Christian solu-
tion, pp. 130 and 145,
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with facts, Thus while Pascal admits readily that the doctrine of the
transmission of original sin cannot be understood by the human mind,
that it is shocking to our logical sense of justice, he argues that it is
nevertheless necessary inasmuch as we cannot explain our contradictory
nature without it:

Certainly nothing offends us more rudely than this doctrine;

and yet, without this mystery, the most incomprehensible

of all, we are incomprehensible to ourselves, The knot of

our condition takes its twists and turns in this abyss, so

that man is more inconceivable without this mystery than

this mystery is inconceivable to man,
This is certainly a highly sophisticated piece of reasoning, Pascal has
almost nothing in commeon with the fideist, very little in common with
the sceptic, He is a rationalist of great subtlety and intellectual force. g

Throughout his writings Pascal maintains with great skill a system
of cautious balances, The middle path is sought on the principle that
"If we submit everything to reason, our religion will have no mysterious
and supernatural element. If we offend the principles of reason, our
religion will be absurd and ridiculous," Rationalism, scepticism and
fideism must be combined, While it is not possible to lay down the exact
proportions of each, so complex and mysterious is the human mechanism,
it is essential to recognize the necessity of such a combination, In the
end, says Pascal, we must trust to common sense:

We must know where to doubt, where to feel certain, where

to submit, ... There are some who offend against these three

rules, either by affirming everything as demonstrative, from

want of knowing what demonstration is; or by doubting every-

thing, from want of knowing where to submit; or by submitting
in everything, from want of knowing where they must judge.

lPascal. pp. 79-80, for infirity; for graded incomprehensibilities,
pP. 144 and Chevalier, pp. 178-180.
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The nearest approach to truth lies in moderation., So in the controversy
concerning the will Pascal advises the via media, Against the followers
of Luther he defends the "power of human nature'; against the Pelagians,
the "powerlessness of human nature," Both are partially true; neither
should be rejected; neither should be allowed to exclude the other, This
is a much more defensible position than the extremity of the various
theological dogmatists or the reactionary extremity of Montaigne, 1

This concludes a somewhat fragmentary survey of scepticism,
What emerges most clearly from this discussion is that scepticism may
be turned to many different religious purposes. Consequently, no
scattering of apparently pyrrhonic texts in a writer proves that he is in
fact a sceptic, The scepticism, as in Pascal, may be only part of a
balance which cannot properly be called sceptical, Nor, for the same
reason, can we easily decide that a writer is fideistic, The lines
separating these various religious types are uncertain and wavering,
Later it will be argued that Browne is quite like Pascal in his consistent
use of the principle of equilibrium, that he is neither a sceptic nor a fideist.

However, before turning to Browne, another tradition demands
some attention. Although the "learned ignorance" of Nicolaus Cusanus
has some similarities to pyrrhonic scepticism, it is really quite differ-
ent in essence. An investigation of this body of thought will shed much
light on the nature of Browne's meditations, especially by clarifying the
problem of the infinite which Pascal touched upon briefly. There is no

better teacher of the intricacies of infinity than Nicolaus.

1Pascal, pp. 94and93. For his position in the free-will controversy,
see Chevalier, p. 121, An interesting example of Pascal's middle way is:
To leave the mean is to abandon humanity, The greatness of the human
soul consists in knowing how to preserve the mean. So far from greatness
consisting in leaving it, it consists in not leaving it." (p. 123)




CHAPTER 1V
THE LEARNED IGNORANCE

To explicate the problems of seventeenth-century thinkers by
turning to the works of the fifteenth-century cardinal, Nicolaus
Cusanus, may seem unwarranted, Yet Cusanus in his day faced
essentially the same problems that Montaigne, Erasmus, Pascal,
and other moderate men of succeeding centuries wrestled with
valiantly, namely the disintegration of Christian intellectual and
social unity, Gilson sees as central in Nicolaus the ambition to end
those philosophical and theological dissensions which he saw were
threatening the life of the Church., He hoped that future disasters
might be forestalled by convincing men of the insignificance of their
quarrels, And so he opposed all dogmatisms, for in dogmatism, he
felt, lay the heart of the trouble. In summary form this seems
similar to the aim of Montaigne, and there are certain broad similar-
ities. But the difference in the methods employed by the two men
is so great that it puts in shadow their agreements. Basically Mon-
taigne's case rested upon the deceitful nature of the human instrument.
Nicolaus places his emphasis upon the inherent incomprehensibility
of certain clearly defined areas of knowledge., No two systems could

be more unlike in their effects. e

lGilson. Unity, p. 113. See also Jacob, p. 155,
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To appreciate properly the differences between pyrrhonic scepti-
cism and the "learned ignorance," it is necessary to look first at
Nicolaus' approach. His whole position is contained in germ in the
beginning of the treatise Of Learned Ignorance (1440), For Nicolaus

there are two phenomena which a theory of knowledge must account for,
The first is man's natural desire for knowledge; the second, man's
inability to attain perfect knowledge, The combination of these forms

a contradiction which Nicolaus sets out to resolve,

Nicolaus deals with man's desire for knowledge in this way: God
has implanted in all beings the desire to fulfill the possibilities of their
particular natures, He has also given them suitable faculties to accom-
plish this desire, Nicolaus accepts the theory that all beings are
arranged in an ascending scale of perfection, the great chain of being,
and holds that man, by virtue of his place in this scale, participates in
rational being, If this is so, then the perfection of man's capabilities
must lie in the attainment of truth, The desire for such attainment is
certain, for we can observe the "sound untrammelled intellect's desire
for truth, which, by its natural discursive movement, it ceaselessly
seeks in all things...." Yet there are potent reasons to suspect that

such a consummation can never be reached. :

1Nicolaus Cusanus, Of Learned Ignorance, trans. Germain Heron,
introd, D, J. B, Hawkins (New Haven, 4), p. 7. The argument that
God wishes all beings to fulfill their natures derives from the idea of the
perfect outgoingness of God. See p. 75: "every creature, as such, is
perfect, though by comparison with others it may seem imperfect, God
in His infinite goodness gives being to all in the way in which each can
receive it, With Him there is no jealousy; He communicates being
without distinction,..." For Nicolaus and the chain of being, see Nico-
laus Cusanus, The Idiot, introd. W, R, Dennes (San Francisco, 1940),
p. 12, and Arthur O, Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge,
Mass,, 1950), p. 80,
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To show that the human mind cannot achieve absolute truth,
Nicolaus begins by distinguishing complete certainty or absolute truth
about anything from absolute Truth in itself which is God; he then in-
vestigates each, Attainment of the first is impossible because the
activity of the mind always involves measurement, Men judge of the
uncertain by comparing it with the certain. But no two things or
movements are alike, for if they were they would not be different.
The necessary conclusion, according to Bett, is that "since our know-
ledge of sensible things is always by a more or less...our knowledge
of these things is itself a more or less, an approximation to the truth,
but never the exact truth...." The same conclusion may be reached
by considering the relation between thing and perceiving mind, Since
absolute truth is indivisible, it follows that the only possible measure
of truth is truth itself, just as a circle is the only possible measure of
a circle, But it is evident that the mind itself is not truth, It can never,
then, grasp the truth perfectly, but only by an approximation. Nicolaus
illustrates this point by comparing it with the relationship between a
circle and an inscribed polygon. As the number of sides of the polygon
is increased, the figure approaches the circle as a limit, But the
polygon will never coincide with the circle on this side of infinity,
Nicolaus appears here to be expressing a highly optimistic view of
progressively more accurate sets of approximations limited only by
the almost theoretical boundary of identity. He is somewhat less
enthusiastic when it comes to practical application, saying that:

It so far surpasses human reason, however, to know the

precision of the combinations in material things and how
exactly the known has to be adapted to the unknown that
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Socrates thought he knew nothing save his own ignorance,

whilst Solomon, the Wise, affirmed that in all things there

are difficulties which beggar explanation in words....

Whatever his personal feelings as to the probability of success, there is
nothing in the theory itself which would prevent the exercise of scientific
reasoning within the determined limits. 1

Because men can make approximations only, and because it is
not known how precise these approximations are, there is no room in
Nicolaus' system for human pride to strut, He is just as antagonistic
as Montaigne toward "those who know everything,' But since his argu-
ment is not based upon the evidence used by the sceptics, he need not
reject rational activity. Rather than being a broad rejection of the
power of the human reason, Nicolaus' effort is merely to investigate
rationally the limits of precision in thought which man must accept.,
There is nothing in his doctrine to induce despair,

Of course, when we consider the relation of the human mind to
Absolute Truth, degrees of approximation become irrelevant, Here
Nicolaus begins to formulate those concepts of the nature of the infinite
which form so important a part of the whole system of the learned
ignorance, God as the absolute maximum is far beyond the scope of
the finite reason. Since our knowledge is based upon comparison, it
is easily seen "from the self-evident fact that there is no graduation

from infinite to finite, ..that the simple maximum is not to be found

where we meet degrees of more or less....' In other words, there

lLearned Ignorance, pp. 7 and 67; Henry Bett, Nicholas of Cusa
(London, 1932), p. 120; Learned Ignorance, pp. 11 and 8.
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is no possible comparison between the infinite and the finite, with the
result that the infinite must remain forever unknown and mysterious, 4

Nicolaus elaborates his meditations upon the infinite into the
famous conception of the meeting of contraries in God, It is not
pertinent to discuss this theory in detail, Suffice it to say that Nico-
laus identifies the maximum with the minimum, holding that the two
merge in the infinite, Bett has properly objected that Nicolaus' case
rests upon a flagrantly equivocal use of the word minimum, It should,
however, be recognized that Nicolaus was well aware of the inadequacy
of his language, advising that

an understanding of this matter will be attained rather by

our rising above the literal sense of the words, than by

insisting upon their natural properties, for these natural

properties cannot be effectively adapted to such intellec-

tual mysteries,
Nicolaus says that in the infinite the maximum and the minimum coincide.
We may choose to say that in the infinite the words simply have no mean-
ing., Nicolaus' terminology has the advantage of bringing the principle
to life, making it vivid and unforgettable. But whether the language of
paradox or that of bald statement is adopted, the underlying reality, the
mystery of the infinite, remains the same, And it is this mystery, not
the mode of expressing it, which fascinates Nicolaus:

This is far and away beyond our understanding, which is

fundamentally unable by any rational process to reconcile

contradiciories, We proceed to truth through the things

made known to us by nature; and, as this process falls very

shori of the infinite power of the maximum, we are unable

to link together by means of it contradictories which are
infinitely distant from one another.

11.earned Ignorance, p. 11. See Etienne Gilson, History of Chris-
tian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (New York, 1855), p. 536, for the
argument that the concept of ty is the core of the learned ignorance.
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This is the center of Nicolaus' thought, that the infinite is utterly incom-
prehensible, above any form of meaningful affirmation or negation, But
what is perhaps even more important is the fact that by subjecting the
mind to the contemplation of the infinite, we may humble it without
destroying our confidence in its effectiveness in other areas. 1
Nicolaus enjoys working out the implications of the infinite, He
realizes that his use of mathematics is entirely symbolical. The
underlying reality is beyond the reach of any kind of statement,
but it is possible to catch glimpses of it distantly through mathe-
matical symbols and demonstirations, The technique Nicolaus
invents is to study finite mathematical figures as they are and
then attribute their perfections to corresponding infinite figures.
Next comes the daring speculative leap from the infinite figure
to the simple Infinite, which, he prudently notes, ''cannot possibly
be expressed by any figure.'" The result is that "whilst we
are groping in the dark, our ignorance will enlighten us in
an incomprehensible fashion and enable us to form a more
correct and truer notion of the Absolute.'" Immediately he
plunges into the abysses of the infinite, setting up for demon-
stration the curious proposition that an infinite line would
simultaneously be a straight line, a triangle, a circle, and a
sphere. Rather than linger over the elaborate demonstrations,

it is enough to note that they proceed along strictly logical lines

iearned Ignorance, pp. 10 and 13,
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to prove the mind-shattering proposition, 1

This is not the idle game it appears to be, By means of his infinite
mathematics Nicolaus can derive far-reaching theological principles.
For example, take two finite lines, one two feet long, the other three
feet., In each of these lines there is an essence, else they would not be
lines, Since they are distinct lines, there must also be in them a
principle of difference, The essence cannot be different, because the
essence of the finite line is the infinite line which is one. 2 Difference,
then, can arise only because the lines do not share the essence equally,
Yet this cannot be true either, The infinite line is neither more nor less
in the two-foot line than in the three-foot line, since the infinite is not
subject to more or less, It must be in each equally, Transposing this
conclusion into larger terms, Nicolaus proposes that:

the Maximum is in each thing and in no one thing in particular,

Since it is by the same essence that it is in each thing and

each thing in it, and since it is itself this very essence, then

it is no other than the Maximum, which is then the Maximum

in se: The Maximum which is the rule and measure of all

things is really one and the same as the Absolute Maximum in se....

Ilearned I orance, pp. 27~-28., An example might prove interesting.
The comé_g_mm straight line and the infinite circle is proved
in this manner: In a nest of concentric circles we approach the infinite
circle as we move outward, Let us take arcs of these circles and impose
them upon a tangential line. The curve of the arc clearly approaches the
straight line as a limit, But when the circle becomes infinite the limit
will be reached, Therefore, the circumference of an infinite circle is
a straight line, The remainder of the demonstration is based upon the
principle that all that is potential in a finite line is actual in an infinite
line., By rotating a straight line about a center and various axes, we can
generate the other figures, These must be actual in the infinite straight
line. Nicolaus has other proofs, but these will give some idea of the
method, (pp. 28-33)

2This theorem is demonstrated in Learned Ignorance, pp. 36-37.
Let us take it for granted here,
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Statements such as this have given rise to the wolf-cry of pantheist,
The charge is hard to maintain, for the paradox that the Maximum "is
in each thing and in no one thing in particular" cuts both ways. The
brute fact is that in the wonderful realm of the infinite ordinary rules
of judgment have no more relevance than in Alice's Wonderland, This

rational confusion, arrived at logically, is precisely what Nicolaus

intends to produce, }

Space limitations prevent the presentation of more of Nicolaus'
fascinating arguments, but at least one substantial example of his
theologizing should be given, His handling of the infinite circle will
serve both to show the flavor of his thought and his resemblance to
Browne, who also was in love with this figure,

The circle is a perfect figure of unity and simplicity, We
have previously seen that the triangle is a circle; the trinity
then is unity, and that unity is infinite as the circle is in-
finite....Because of this infinite unity, all the attributes of
the Maximum are the Maximum without diversity or distinc-
tion: in Him goodness is not one thing and wisdom another,
they are one, In Him all diversity is identity: His power is
so infinitely one that it is at once infinite and infinitesimal;
and His duration is so infinitely one that past, present and
future are there without any distinction, forming a duration
that is most perfectly one without beginning or end, which
is eternity....

All this we gather from the infinite circle, which having
neither beginning nor end is eternal, is infinitely one and
infinite in capacity. Now, because this circle is infinite,
its diameter also is infinite; and the diameter is the circum-
ference for this circle is infinitely one and there cannot be
more than one infinite, But the middle of an infinite diameter
is infinite, and, as the middle is the centre, it is evident that
the centre, diameter and circumference are one and the same,
The lesson we here learn in our ignorance is that the Maximum,
which is at once the minimum, is incomprehensible; and in it
the centre is the circumference.

You see how the Maximum in its simplicity and indivisibility

1Learned Ignorance, pp. 36—39,
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is wholly and completely in the midst of all, because it is

the infinite centre; how while outside all it encompasses all,

because it is the infinite circumference; how it penetrates

all because it is the infinite diameter,,.,Because it is the

centre it is the efficient cause, because it is diameter it is

the formal cause, because it is the circumference it is the

final cause, It gives being because it is the centre, it

governs because it is diameter, it conserves in being be-

cause it is the circumference, And many similar conclusions

could be drawn, 1
The fecundity of Nicolaus' imagination is amazing, and he loves to em-~
bellish his principle. One feels immediately that the tone here is much
like Browne's, How fully the good doctor would have relished this
passage! And yet, it should be noted that Nicolaus does not let his
imagination run riot, There is logic and control in the passage; but
logic applied to the infinite sounds like fantasy.

For the purposes of our investigation it is interesting to note that
Nicolaus is something of a puzzle to historians of philosophy, They
find him notably hard to classify, and disagree with gentlemanly
violence about his beliefs, Consider his Neo-Platonism, Hawkins
insists that Nicolaus is quite unoriginal, that he merely "follows the
customary Neoplatonic scheme of the outflow of things from God and
their return to him,..." Jacob disagrees; Nicolaus, it seems to him,
makes significant breaks from the Neo-Platonic tradition, Hay in turn
thinks that Nicolaus derived his mathematics of the infinite from Aris-
totle and medieval Aristotelians, and says "I believe we shall find
Nicolaus' words less incomprehensible when we suppose that the
Platonic strands are an embroidery on Aristotelian principles." The

critics diverge as greatly in their evaluations of his pantheisxi,

1Learned Ignorance, pp. 46-48,
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Whittaker claims that he is an out-and-out pantheist similar to Bruno,
Hawkins denies this, maintaining that while Nicolaus' distinction be-
tween God and creation "is in many respects vague and ambiguous, "
his orthodox intention is obvious., But Jacob finds that Nicolaus'
peculiar distinction lies in his success in making just such a distinc-
tion, !

It is true that we always find different evaluations of philosophical
thought, but here the divergence is so great that one reasonably
suspects that something deeper is at work., Does not the docta ignor-
antia transcend and confound all labels just as its subject, the infinite,
does? The secret, heart, or if you will, trick of Nicolaus is in the
manipulation of the infinite. And the infinite, no matter how it is
approached, generates paradox. The mind, confronted by these para-

doxes, becomes confused, whirls about in a new order of comprehen-

sion or perhaps reasonable non-comprehension, The docta ignorantia

is simply a technique for making the mind accept its fundamental
limitations through the use of reason. Iis victories are designedly
Pyrrhic, Consequently, when we deal with the infinite, philosophical
differences are irrelevant. In speaking of the infinite the Platonist,
the Aristotelian, the mystic, the sceptic, the rational theologian, the

lFor Platonism: Hawkins' introduction to Learned Ignorance,
pp. xiv; Jacob, p. 164; W, H Hay, "Nicolaus Cusanus: e
Structure of His Fhilosophy, " Philosophical Review, LXI (1952),
14. For Pantheism: T, Whittaker, 'Nicholas of Cusa, Mind,
XXXIV (1925), 436; Hawkins' introduction, p. xxii; Jacob, p.
159,
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mathematician all sound alike by necessity, 1

If this is true, there is additional reason to be suspicious of a
too ready identification of propositions stressing the mystery of the
infinite with mysticism, For example, the famous "God is the circle
whose center is everywhere, whose circumference is nowhere" is not
necessarily mystical, though a mystic might well employ it, It is not
necessarily irrational or even highly imaginative, for it may be
reached through orderly mathematical reasoning,

But it is time to sum up the meaning of the learned ignorance,
When Nicolaus' leading principles are combined, namely that the
mind desires the fulfillment of its rational nature, and that absolute
truth eludes the mind, the conclusion must be that the immediate
object of the mind's desire must be ignorance, Since the natural
desire was implanted by God for a purpose, such ignorance of ultimcates
must be the divine intention. Therefore, says Nicolaus, 'the more
profoundly we learn this lesson of ignorance, the closer we draw to
truth itself," Undoubtedly the whole movement is consciously anti-

philosophical, As Gilson has aptly observed:

lHermann Weyl, in The Open World (New Haven, 1932), p. 8,
points out that Nicolaus rejected the traditional mysticisms just as
firmly as the old logic and created something quite new in philosophy.
The paradoxical nature of infinity is seen even in pure mathematics.
In the mathematics of the infinite we find such statements as: The
infinity of even numbers is equal to the infinity of all numbers. In
the world of infinity a part may be equal to a whole. There are the
same number of points on lines one inch, one foot, and one mile long,
The infinity of points in a cube is equal to those on any plane or any
line forming that cube. (George Gamow, One Two Three,..Infinity
(New York, 1953), pp. 27-29.)
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Such was the last word of medieval philosophy, and I am
far from being blind to its magnificence, or deaf to the
secret truth of its message; I am merely pointing to the
fact that it was a complete abdication of philosophy as a
rational discipline,

But this does not mean that the learned ignorance is by any means ir-
rational, Indeed, Gilson takes pains to show that in Nicolaus' thought
lay the seeds of the new mathematics and new physical sciences, i

The fact that the learned ignorance, unlike pyrrhonic scepticism,
does not lead to despair in intellectual activity, but merely limits the
range of that activity, cannot be repeated too often, Jacob recognizes
this distinguishing factor clearly when he says:

Now what is sometimes described as Nicolaus' scepticism
of the intellect is rooted in this idea of the absolute unity
and infinity of God., Docta ignorantia is far removed from
any despair or belittling of the human intelligence. No
man with such respect for mathematical truth should be
80 accused.

But curiously enough Montaigne himself gives us the best description
of the vital difference of the two modes of thought, In his essay "Of
Vain Subtleties'' he observes:

It may be said, with some appearance of truth, that there

is an ABC ignorance that preceded knowledge, and another,

a doctoral ignorance that comes after it: an ignorance that

knowledge creates and engenders, just as it uncreates and
destroys the former.

As far as Christianity is concerned, he continues, the simply ignorant
make good Christians by accepting without question the laws of the
Church. The middle group is dangerous; "minds of middle strength

and middle capacity beget erroneous opinions.'" Some few, however,

pass through this middle state to a learned ignorance and arrive "with

1Learned Ignorance, p. 12; Gilson, Unity, p. 118,
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marvellous profit and confirmation, as at the extreme limit of Christian
intelligence, and in the enjoyment of their victory feel comforted, grate-

"

ful for divine favours, morally reformed, and truly humble, Montaigne
himsgelf does not aspire to the third stage, but significantly says that he
strives to return to the first, to move from scepticism to fideistic belief. .

But if the learned ignorance differs from scepticism, it has much
in common with the balance established by Pascal, He, too, often dealt
with infinite mathematics and nowhere more effectively than in his con-
cept of the two infinities, which bears some relation to Nicolaus' maxi-
mum and minimum in the limited infinity of the universe, When man
surveys the world, says Pascal, he sees that:

No idea approaches it. We may enlarge our conceptions

beyond all imaginable space; we only produce atoms in

comparison with the reality of things. It is an infinite

sphere, the centre of which is everywhere, the circum-

ference nowhere, In short it is the greatest sensible

mark of the almighty power of God, that imagination

loses itself in that thought.
The mind discovers a comparable infinity in the small, "an infinity of
universes." Man occupies the middle ground between the infinitely
large and the infinitely small, between God and nothing. His mind
occupies the same position in the world of thought, and "this is what
makes us incapable of certain knowledge and of absolute ignorance. "
Pascal's thought is strikingly similar to Nicolaus' "A creature is not
God, nor is it nothing; it is, as it were, posterior to God and prior to
nothing, or it stands between God and nothing...." The consequence

is the same in both Nicolaus and Pascal, the adoption of a cautious

1Jacob, p. 163; Montaigne, Essays, p. 263. See Whittaker, p.
437, for another testimony to Nicolaus' rejection of scepticism,
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balance between the power and the limitations of reason, ‘

There is, however, one great difference in the way in which the
two thinkers react to the universe they have discovered. In Pascal one
finds traces of a quietism, almost at times a surrender, In the section
quoted above he says also:

I think that we shall remain at rest, each in the state
wherein nature has placed him, As this sphere which
has fallen to us as our lot is always distant from either
extreme, what matters it that man should have a little
more knowledge of the universe? If he has it, he but
gets a little higher, Is he not always infinitely removed
from the end,,.?

Cusanus, on the contrary, experiences great joy in the investigation of
the infinite and the study of nature., While both men agree that final
knowledge lies on the far side of the grave, there is nothing in Nico-
laus similar to Pascal's "The eternal silences of these infinite spaces
frighten me," Nicolaus revels in the infinite; it is intensely exhilarating
to him., For example, in the _!t_iig_t. after demonstrating through mathe-
matics the impossibility of cur knowing, the idiot draws this conclusion:

Whereupon wisdome (which all men by nature desire

to know...) is no otherwise knowne, then that it is
higher than all knowledg, and utterly unknowable, and
unspeakable by all language, and unintelligible by all
understanding, and unmeasurable by all measure, and
unlimitable by all limits. ..and unimaginable by all
imagination, . .and unapprehendable by all apprehension,
and unaffirmable in all affirmation, and undeniable in
all negation,...

Much of the elaboration has been omitted from the quotation, but what

1Pascal. pp. 22 and 25; Learned Ignorance, p. 72. See Jacob, p.
155: "It fell to Nicholas of Cues tc restore—or attempt to restore—
the balance of reason and emotion by weighting once more the scale of
reason, while at the same time demonstrating the limitations of the
rational method, "
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remains is still somewhat staggering, The principle is drawn out in
sheer delight, A man does not so write unless he takes joy in his ideas, i
The sources of this joy, which Niceclaus terms in a burst of enthu-
siasm the "joy-joyfullest comprehensibility of incomprehensibility, "
are two, First Nicolaus realizes that the incomprehensibility of God
the Infinite and Unknowable enhances the value of the Christian posses-
sion., Since the roots of our being are in God, our life and its possibil-
ities are beyond measure, We hold a treasure in our religion which is
"innumerable, unweighable and unmeasurable,” But joy wells up in
Nicolaus' heart also from springs purely intellectual, His mind is
charmed with the beauty of his solutions, by the beauty of a universe
which can furnish materials for such wonderful thoughts. 'O wonderful
facility of difficult things! I see now that all these things do most
evidently follow the granting of an infinite line..., " says the orator
after the idiot has spoken, and "O wonderful facility of difficult things!"
says Nicolaus throughout his works., By this intellectuzl joy he is
supported in life, After death there is the prospect of illimitable
knowledge, Combined, these motives form the attitude of Nicolaus
toward life, an attitude marked by intellectual curiosity and effort,
great joy in learning, and serenity in the face of man's intellectual
weakness, The last day will solve all, but before that awesome day
there is much to study and take delight in. The conclusion to the Idiot
expresses beautifully this combination of non-mystical wonder and

serenity:

lpagcal, p. 26; Idiot, p. 5.
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Thus now thou hast that which is granted us to contemplate
in eternall Wisdome, that thou mayest behold all things in
a most simple rectitude, meost truly, precisely, uncon-
fusedly, and perfectly, though in an aenigmatical mean;
without which the vision of God cannot be in this world,
until he shall grant, that without any shadow, he shall be
made visible unto us...

In this, too, we are close to the heart of Browne's thought, as the next

chapters will show, 1

11diot, pp. 6, 22 and 23.



CHAPTER V
FAITH AND REASON IN SIR THOMAS BROWNE

Now that the necessary background has been sketched in, it is
possible to turn directly to the Religio Medici, the work which this

paper is intended to elucidate, Before proceeding to trace out the
relation of Browne's thought to scepticism and the learned ignorance,
before exhibiting the balances which make it akin to the systems of
Pascal and Nicolaus, it is important to say a few words about the
organization and style of the Religio, for these present certain prob-
lems to the critic,

From Browne to the present no one has claimed that the work is
methodical, It is essentially a partially organized and artistically
elaborated commonplace book or a series of loosely arranged pensées.
Browne himself says that the work was composed for his "private
exercise and satisfaction" and "was rather a memoriall unto me then

"

an example or rule unto any other,  While this disorder may be exag-
gerated, it is nevertheless true that the book cannot be treated with the
logical rigor that formal works of controversy, either theological or
philosophical, may expect. No doubt aware of the microscopic scrutiny
which any book touching upon religious matters in the troubled 1640's
was likely to receive, Browne very carefully tells his readers how to

approach the work:

There are many things delivered Rhetorically, many
expressions therein meerely Tropicall, and as they
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best illustrate my intention; and therefore also there are

many things to be taken in a soft and flexible sence, and

not to be called unto the rigid test of reason.
Furthermore, as Croll has shown, the Baroque prose style used by
Browne had as its end the expression of thought in motion rather than
the reporting of the resulis of thought, All of these factors, looseness
of organization, rhetorical extravagance, and a dynamic mode of ex-
pression contribute to produce a prose difficult to analyze properly. A

However, it is erroneous to look upon the work as completely

chaotic and formless, Just as in reading Boswell's Life of Johnson

or Lucien Price's Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead one becomes

aware gradually of unities other than those of formal organization, so
also does a careful reading of the Religio reveal a cumulative unity and
structure of thought, Indeed, the Religio has the virtues and many of
the failings of great conversation, Above all else it shares the vitality
of recorded dialogue, the powerful sense that one is in contact with a
living mind striving manfully with problems, the immediacy of the un-
premeditated, As one statement is played off against another, as

ideas suddenly emerge, are looked at from all angles, then are rejected
or modified, the reader recreates in his own mind the whole process of
Browne's thought. What Browne loses in neatness of presentation is
more than made up for in this sense of life. At any rate, the contention
of this paper is that Browne must be studied in terms of the whole, It is
hoped that the present chapter will show that Browne's thought is built
up by indirection and that apparent contradictions can in great part be

1Religio, pp. 3-4; Morris W, Croll, "The Baroque Style in Prose, "
in Studies in English Philology: A Miscellany in Honor of Frederick
Klaeber, ed. Kemp Malone and Martin B, Ruud (Minneapolis, 1929), p.428,
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resolved as blending together into a delicate, flexible, and curiously
precise network of balances., As in Nicolaus and Pascal, there is in
Browne a conviction that no single viewpoint is sufficient for truth, but
that many opposites must be merged into a synthesis without a name,

The habit of interpreting Browne on the basis of partial evidence
is so widespread that even a scholar like Bredvold is content to classify
him loosely as a fideistic sceptic quite similar to Montaigne, The
evidence hardly justifies such a conclusion, although there are un-
doubtedly passages in Browne which taken alone would suggest this
reading, In one place Browne says:

wee doe but learne to-day what our better advanced judge-

ments will unteach us tomorrow: and Aristotle doth but

instruct us, as Plato did him; that is, to confute himselfe,

I have runne through all sects, yet finde no rest in any:

though our first studies and junior endeavors may stile

us Peripateticks, Stoicks, or Academicks, yet I perceive

the wisest heads prove, at last, almost all Scepticks, and

stand like Janus in the field of knowledge.
In another place he seems to move easily from scepticism into fideism,
when he says, "Since I was of understanding to know we know nothing,
my reason hath beene more pliable to the will of faith. " And when he
adds, "this I think is no vulgar part of faith, to believe a thing not
only above, but contrary to reason, and against the arguments of our
proper senses, ' the case seems complete. Does it not appear that
nothing could be less open to argument than Browne's sceptical and
fideistic convictions? 1

Yet just as many convincing passages, drawn from all kinds of

contexts, can be culled from the Religio to show Browne's great respect

1Bredvold, pp. 40-41; Religio, pp. 90 and 14-15.
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for reason, Of his adherence to Christianity he writes:

not that I meerely owe this title to the Font, my education,

or Clime wherein I was borne, as being bred up either to

confirme those principles my Parents instilled into my un-

wary understanding; or by a generall consent proceed in

the Religion of my Countrey: But that having, in my riper

yeares, and confirmed judgement, seene and examined all,

I find my selfe obliged by the principles of Grace, and the

law of mine owne reason, to embrace no other name but

tms. LN
He later claims that no other church seems "'so consonant unto reason,
and as it were framed to my particular devotion' as the Church of
England, These statements are conscious and deliberate rejections
of that sceptical stronghold, the domination of custom and education
in human life, !

Again and again signs of a deep love for rational endeavour appear,
One of his charges against the Koran is its "policy of Ignorance, deposi-
tion of Universities, and banishment of Learning...." He is proud of
his scholarship and pities those who lack it, "I cannot contemn a man
for ignorance, but behold him with as much pity as I doe Lazarus. "
The "duty of his condition' as a scholar obliges him to spread widely
the benefits he has derived from study. ''I make not therefore my head
a grave, but a treasure of knowledge; I intend no Monopoly, but a
Community in learning." And his belief in the value of study is further
shown when he says "I study not for my owne sake onely, but for theirs
that study not for themselves.' In another place he excludes one group

from his vast charity, the multitude, "that great enemy of reason,

vertue and religion...that numerous piece of monstrosity, which taken

1Religio. PP. 5 and 8,
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asunder seeme men, and the reasonable creatures of God; but confused
together, make but one great beast...,'" Nor does he mean the street
mob only, but all "ignorant Doradoes" irrespective of wealth or posi-
tion, Again he shows his dislike of ignorant enthusiasm when he con-
demns the miﬁenarians "who, neither reasonably understanding things
past or present, pretend a knowledge of things to come...."!

In still another part of the Religio Browne declares his reliance
upon reason to settle religious doubts:

If, therefore, there rise any doubts in my way, I doe

forget them, or at least defer them till my better

setled judgement and more manly reason be able to

resolve them; for I perceive every mans owne reason

is his best Qedipus, and will, upon a reasonable truce,

find a way to loose those bonds wherewith the subtilties

of errour have enchained our more flexible and tender

judgements,
While none of these passages is completely convincing in itself, their
combined force is undeniable, They weaken the case for Browne's
scepticism and suggest strongly the need for major qualifications.
Still stronger declarations against scepticism are to be found in other

works. In Vulgar Errors occurs a passage which, though somewhat

lengthy, deserves to be quoted in full:

And, as credulity is the cause of error, so incredulity
ofientimes of not enjoying truth: and that not enly an
obstinate incredulity, whereby we will not acknowledge
assent unto what is reasonably inferred, but any aca-
demical reservation in matters of easy truth, or rather
sceptical infidelity against the evidence of reason and
sense. For these are conceptions befalling wise men,
as absurd as the apprehensions of fools, and the cre-
dulity of the people....For this is not only derogatory
unto the wisdom of God, who hath proposed the world
unto our knowledge, and thereby the notion of himself,

1Religio, pp. 33, 80, 76, and 60.
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but also detractory unto the intellect and sense of man,
expressedly disposed for that inquisition. And, there-
fore, hoc¢ tantum scio, quod nihil scio, is not to be
received in an absolute sense, but is comparatively
expressed unto the number of things whereof our know-
ledge is ignorant. Nor will it acquit the insatisfaction
of those who quarrel with all things, or dispute of
matters concerning whose verities we have conviction
from reason, or decision from the inerrable and re-
quisite conditions of sense, And, therefore, if any
affirm the earth doth move, and will not believe it
with us, it standeth still; because he hath probable
reasons for it, and I no infallible sense, nor reason
against it, I will not quarrel with his assertion, But
if, like Zeno, he shall walk about, and yet deny there
is any motion in nature, surely that man was consti-
tuted for Anticyra, and were a fit companion for those
who, having a conceit they are dead, cannot be con-
victed into the society of the living,

Here Browne upholds the validity of our knowledge of many things in
spite of our ignorance and uncertainty about others, He denies the
notion that either positive or negative ignorance, credulity or incre-
dulity, is pleasing to God, He condemns the sceptical position in all
aspects while affirming at the same time the need for moderation and
caution in study, 1
Browne is then neither a sceptic nor an extreme rationalist,
neither a fideist nor a dogmatist, but a man deriving from each a
measure of truth, balancing carefully the advantages and disadvantages
of each, Like Pascal and Nicolaus he pursues that elusive middle way,
which in the words of T. S. Eliot is "of all ways the most difficult to

follow, It requires discipline and self control, it requires both ima-

gination and hold on reality.' As Pascal says, "We must know where

1Religio, p. 10; Wilkin, II, 210-211,

27T, 8. Eliot, For Lancelot Andrewes: Essays on Style and Order
(London, 1928), p. 42,
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to doubt, where to feel certain, where to submit." But to apply this
rule intelligently a man needs the daring of the tight-rope walker, as
well as his ability to evaluate instantly the resultant of many diverse
and changing forces, This idea of balance or the resolution of opposites
into harmony is the predominant technique of Browne's thought. He is
a master at his difficult trade., In the Religio his skill is best studied
by dividing the material into two parts, balance in the moral life and
balance in the intellectual life, Each part will center upon a nucleus
passage around which subordinate ideas cluster,

The directing principles of Browne's moral thought are contained
in an unduly neglected passage of the Religio:

As Reason is a rebell unto Faith, so passion unto Reason:

As the propositions of Faith seeme absurd unto Reason, so

the Theorems of Reason unto passion, and both unto Faith;

yet a moderate and peaceable discretion may so state and

order the matter, that they may bee all Kings, and yet make

but one Monarchy, every one exercising his Soveraignty and

Prerogative in a due time and place, according to the re-

straint and limit of circumstances.
Browne, like Pascal, demands first of all that man be looked upon as a
whole, that no important fact be left out of an account of the moral life,
An adequate theory must cover the totality of man's experience as it is
in fact experienced in order to have lasting value. Pascal's insistence
upon this point, as we have seen, was the basis of his rejection of
scepticism, Browne pays similar attention to the facts by recognizing
the existence and importance of three orders of experience in man:
faith, reason, and passion. Again like Pascal he insists that the three
orders have each a kind of validity and must be balanced so that "they

may bee all Kings.,.in a due time and place." Elsewhere Browne
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argues that the contradictory and opposed elements within man should
harmonize together just as in the physical world "divided Antipathies
and contrary faces doe yet carry a charitable regard unto the whole,
by their particular discords preserving the common harmony,..."
For Browne there is no virtue in narrowly methodic systems, The
attempted suppression or destruction of any of the orders, either faith
by the philosopher, reason by the sceptic or fideist, or passion by the
Stoic, results in a civil war within man that is both deadly and futile, -

Finally, it should be observed that there is no doubt in Browne's
mind as to the relative value of the three orders: faith is first in
importance, reason next, and passion last, Just as passion is sub-
ordinated to the rule of reason, so in turn should reason yield to the
direction of faith, The two lower faculties move within limits assigned
by a controlling faith, but within those limits they enjoy legitimate
authority. Furthermore, reason may exercise some measure of
control over faith, not directly but by interpreting what falls under
the authority of faith, Browne does not attempt to delineate precisely
the boundaries separating the realms of the three kings, for such
precision would be contrary to his view of human complexity, He is
content with the flexibility of laying out a principle broadly, while
reserving at all times the right to adapt to the multiform conditions of
actual human situations,

Perhaps one 6! the most striking aspects of Browne's ethical

thought is his reliance upon experience, While the elaborate rhetoric

1Religio, pp. 27 and 89,
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at first hides this quality by giving a bookish tinge to his statements,
close reading will reveal a high degree of that experiential knowledge
of man's condition which gives vigor to ethical writings, Browne, for
example, presents the fundamental moral dilemma in this way:. .
the practice of men holds not an equall pace, yea, and often
runnes counter to their Theory; we naturally know what is
good, but naturally pursue what is evill: the Rhetoricke
wherewith I perswade another cannot perswade my selfe:
there is a depraved appetite in us, that will with patience
heare the learned instructions of Reason; but yet performe
no farther than agrees to its owne irregular Humour, In
briefe, we are all monsters, that is, a composition of man
and beast, wherein we must endeavour to be as the Poets
faigne that wise man Chiron, that is, to have the Region of
Man above that of Beast, and sense to sit but at the feete
of reason,

While not as succinct as Paul's "But I see another law in my members,
warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to
the law of sin which is in my members, " Browne's statement is
equally empirical, He starts with a description of what he has observed
of man's state,l

And having suggested the ideal relation between passion and reason,
that sense should "sit but at the feete of reason,' Browne continues by
asking if such a solution is workable, His conclusion, based upon his
own experience, is that unaided reason cannot control the passions ade-
quately. As he puts it: "that vertue is her owne reward, is but a cold
principle, and not able to maintaine our variable resolutions in a
constant and setled way of goodnesse." His own attempts to live a
virtuous life according to the directions of reason failed, although to

make the case more decisive he claims that he was naturally inclined

lReligio, p. 71; Romans 7:23.
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to such a life, "I could serve her /[virtue/ without a livery," he says,
"yet not in that resolved and venerable way, but that the fraility of my
nature, upen an easie temptation, might be induced to forget her,"
Browne's rejection of a purely rational ethics, his granting of moral
primacy to faith, is based upon observation and experiment, not upon
mere theory or the authority of ancient tomes, 1

Yet though reason has been demoted, Browne has no intention of
either abandoning it or of minimizing its great importance., Running
throughout his works is a gentle contempt for those who must either
accept a thing fully or reject it wholly, those "vulgar heads that looke
asquint on the face of truth, and those unstable Judgements that cannot
consist in the narrow point and centre of vertue without a reele or
stagger to the circumference,' An exclusive reliance upon faith would
be just such a "stagger to the circumference,"” For example, in speak-
ing of martyrdom he observes that mere suffering in "matters of
Religion' does not entitle a man to the glorious title of martyr, Those
who die for foolish reasons, like "the miserable Bishop that suffered
in the cause of Antipodes, " act foolishly and are not worthy of respect.
Browne goes so far as to say, undoubtedly with conscious exaggeration,
that such deaths are really sinful, 'The leaven, therefore, and ferment
of all, not onely Civill, but Religious actions, is wisedome; without
which, to commit our selves to the flame is Homicide.,.." This rule
may be taken as general: faith directs the human reason but does not

negate it; human actions must still be reasonable, ,

1Religio, p. 61.
2Religio, pp. 8 and 37,
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Because he realizes that faith and reason are two distinct types of
experience, Browne does not expect reason to prove the facts of the
religious life, On the contrary, once a spiritual fact has been felt,
Browne is disposed to admit its truth, enjoy its possession, and ask
no impertinent questions concerning it, He believes with Pascal and
Nicolaus that we know that many things are without having a clear
notion of what they are, A good example of his procedure is found in
his discussion of the nature of the soul, First he outlines various
theories, Next he asks if either reason or experiment can contribute
to a solution, His anatomical work has persuaded him that since there
is "no Organe or proper instrument for the rationall soul, " we may
assume its incorporeity, But he goes no further, With almost deliberate
violence he throws the whole question over: "Thus are we men, and
we know not how; there is something in us that can be without us, and
will be after us...." For Browne the investigation of such questions
has a certain interest, but in the end it is more important to know that
we have souls than to fret about their composition, 1

So also is the possibility of the world-soul brushed aside, Browne
mentions it only to dismiss it abruptly as of little import, "I am sure
'

there is a common Spirit that playes within us, yet makes no part of us,’

says Browne:

and that is, the Spirit of God, and scintillation of that noble
and mighty Essence, which is the life and radicall heat of
spirits....This is that gentle heate that brooded on the
waters, and in six dayes hatched the world; this is that
irradiation that dispells the mists of Hell, the clouds of
horrour, feare, sorrow, despaire; and preserves the region

1Religio, p. 49.
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of the mind in serenity; whosoever feels not the warme
gale and gentle ventilation of this Spirit, (though I feele
his pulse, ) I dare not say he lives; for truely, to mee,
without this, there is no heat under the Tropick; nor any
light, though I dwelt in the body of the Sunne.
It is foolhardy for the critic to attempt what Browne sensibly leaves
obscure, either an exact definition of this Spirit or of the mode of its
presence in man, Browne is too subtle to fall unawares into pantheism,
His qualifying clause, '"that playes within us, yet makes no part of us, "
is equivalent to Nicolaus' "the Maximum is in each thing and in no one
thing in particular," or Augustine's "Or are You not in every place at
~once in the totality of Your being, while yet nothing contains You
wholly?" In the passage the Spirit of God is identified partially with
life itself, partially with the principle of life, the soul. Behind the
whole flickers Genesis 2:7, ""And the Lord God formed man of the dust
of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man
became a living soul." But the Spirit of God is also taken as the grace
of God "that dispells the mists" of the hell of man's corrupted state,
It also merges with that certainty of faith which "preserves the region
of the mind in serenity, " It is all of these things, and none of them in
particular, The passage is an impressive triumph of Browne's
vivifying and combining art, Yet its brilliance should not obscure by
excess of light the fact that the whole is based upon the simple convic-
tion of experience, "I am sure there is a common Spirit," This is the

fact; let the explanation be what it will. E

The same empiricism is seen in Browne's treatment of the great

1Re:l.igia, p. 42; Augustine, Confessions, p. 4.
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themes of Death, Judgment, Heaven and Hell, "those foure inevitable
points of us all," Once again Browne accepts the evidence of his
experience and gladly lets details go by the way. Heaven is "where the
soule hath the full measure and complement of happinesse, where the
boundlesse appetite of that spirit remaines compleately satisfied, that
it cannot desire either addition or alteration..,.” Browne insists that
the "insatiable wishes' and "boundlesse appetite' be accepted as un-
doubted facts of experience, The only way in which man's observed
desire for completion can be fulfilled is "in the enjoyment of that
essence, whose infinite goodnesse is able to terminate the desires of
it selfe, and the insatiable wishes of ours...." In another place he
dismisses as ""unworthy the desires of a man, that can but conceive a
thought of the next world" that counterfeit immortality gained through
our progeny, In brief, immortality, in as far as it can be proved, is
proved upon the pulses, Alongside this yearning for perfection, all else
fades into insignificance; alongside the great fact, details disappear.
So "the necessary Mansions of our restored selves are those two con-
trary and incompatible places wee call Heaven and Hell, " but Browne
adds, "'to define them, or strictly to determine what and where they
are, surpasseth my Divinity." Nor is he bothered by the way in which
resurrection will be accomplished; '"How shall the dead arise, is no
question of my faith, ... "}

While in the preceding Browne obviously relies upon evidence

other than rational, his defense of its validity is certainly not irrational.

1Religio, pp. 59, 64, 53, 63-64, and 62,
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He defends rather shrewdly the distinction between the two kinds of
experience, ''Many things are true in Divinity, " he admits, "which are
reither inducible by reason, nor confirmable by sense...." Yet to
forestall any objections by the materialistic rationalist, he takes the
offensive by showing that the same relations exist between reason and
sensation, There are "many things in Philosophy confirmable by sense,
yet not inducible by reason,' No rational explanation can be given for
the magnet's pointing north, yet the fact itself can be established by a
"single experiment unto the sense,' If we admit the validity in
scientific investigations of observed facts without abandoning our
intellectual integrity, why can we not admit also the validity of the
facts of religious experience? 1

Like so many other Christian moralists Browne rejects philosophy
on the practical grounds of ineffectiveness, Peripatetics, Sceptics, and
Stoics all failed to live up to their teachings. In Browne's eyes bare
speculative errors are unimportant when compared with errors of
practice. As he says:

The opinions of theory and positions of men, are not so

voyd of reason as their practised conclusion: some have

held that Snow is blacke, that the earth moves, that the

soule is fire, ayre, water; but all this is Philosophy,

and there is no delerium, (if we doe but speculate)....
In effect he does not so much reject as ignore philosophy., As a good
Christian he is convinced that happiness is not to be won through
philosophical endeavour but by following Christ and his religion,

Therefore, he dates his nativity from his baptism, not "esteeming

1Religio, p. 62.
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my selfe any thing before I was my Saviours, and inrolled in the Register
of Christ...." For this reason also he concludes the Religio by choosing
divinity over philosophy:

there is no felicity in what the world adores, Aristotle
whilst hee labours to refute the Idea's of Plato, fals upon
one himselfe: for his summum bonum is a Chimaera

and there is no such thing as elicity. That wherein
God himselfe is happy, the holy Angels are happy, in
whose defect the Devils are unhappy; that dare I call
happinesse: whatsoever conduceth unto this, may with
an easie Metaphor deserve that name; whatsoever else
the world termes happines, is to me a story out of

m.... 1

Turning to Browne's attitude toward the intellectual rather than
the moral aspects of life, we find an even more decisive avoidance of
scepticism, an even better example of skillful balance, The nucleus
passage is short but full of meaning:

In my solitary and retired imagination, ..l remember I

am not alone, and therefore forget not to contemplate

him and his attributes who is ever with mee, especially

those two mighty ones, his wisedome and eternitie;

with the one I recreate, with the other I confound my

understanding, ...2
The balance here is almost formal. On the one hand there is the con-

templation of eternity designed to "confound" the understanding in the

1Religio, pp. 70, 99, 58, and 102, See Christian Morals: "How-
ever thy un§erstand1ng may waver in the theories of true and false, yet

fasten the rudder of thy will, steer straight unto good and fall not foul

on evil. Imagination is apt to rove, and conjecture to keep no bounds....
Speculative misapprehensions may be innocuous, but immorality perni-

cious; theoretical mistakes and physical deviations may condemn our
judgments, not lead us into judgment, But perversity of will, immoral

and sinful enormities walk with Adraste and Nemesis at their backs,

pursue us unto judgment, and leave us viciously miserable, "(Wilkin, IV, 66-67)

2Reugio, p. 15,
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manner of the learned ignorance., To balance this is the contemplation
of God's wisdom, a way in which to "recreate’ or re-establish reason.
The one combats pride; the other, pyrrhonic despair.

First, let us follow the course of Browne's meditations on eternity,
a subject which fascinated him for the same reasons that attracted
Nicolaus, Here Browne deliberately imposes upon his mind impossible
weights to learn experimentally its limitations, Of eternity he says:

who can speake of eternitie without a soloecisme, or think

thereof without an extasie? Time we may comprehend;

'tis but five dayes elder then our selves, and hath the same

Horoscope with the world; but to retire so farre backe as

to apprehend a beginning, to give such an infinite start

forward as to conceive an end in an essence that wee

affirme hath neither the one nor the other; it puts my

Reason to Saint Paule Sanctuary O! Altitudo!
Browne knows perfectly well what he is about. In saying, '"Who can
speake of eternity without a soloecisme? " he points out that it is the
subject of eternity itself which generates paradox, not any special
attitude toward it, But if the infinite by its very nature is beyond
human comprehension, and if anything said of the infinite must assume
the form of paradox, then it follows that such expressions are the
closest possible approaches to the unattainable truth., Therefore,
Browne can say of God:

Wee doe too narrowly define the power of God, restraining

it to our owne capacities, I hold that God can doe all things;

how he should work contradictions, I do not understand, yet

dare not therefore deny....I will not say God cannot, but

hee will not performe many things, which wee plainely

affirme he cannot: this, I am sure, is the mannerliest

proposition, wherein notwithstanding I hold no Paradox.,
No real paradox (in the sense of contradiction) is involved, because an

honest confession of ignorance is both the safest and the most accurate
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solution to a problem involving infinite quantities, 1

In this context of thought it is possible to interpret correctly the
famous oh altitudo passage which numerous critics have taken as the
"key" to Browne's thought and have glossed as being completely
irrational and "mystical. ! Browne says:

I love to lose my selfe in a mystery, to pursue my Reason
to an oh altitudo, 'Tis my solitary recreation to pose my
apprehension with those involved aenigma's and riddles of
the Trinity, with Incarnation, and Resurrection, I can
answer all the objections of Satan, and my rebellious rea-
son with that odde resolution I learned of Tertullian,
Certum est, quia impossibile est,

As far as content goes, the passage is an explication of the nature of
religious mysteries and the part faith must play in the Christian life,
Mysteries are justified in religion by this implicit train of reasoning:
God as the Infinite is incomprehensible, and in His dealings with man
introduces into human affairs infinite forces, The nature of such
dealings is, therefore, beyond human understanding, and mystery in
religion is both normal and expected. Since mysteries are beyond the
reach of rational testing, they must be accepted through faith or not
at all, "

Because faith deals with infinite matters, it is both different
from and superior to logic. Browne glories in his possession of this
source of supernatural truth, and illustrates its nature by distinguish-
ing it from what is believed by logical evidence, making specific

reference to the first such distinction made in Christian history,

lReligio, pp. 16 and 38,

2lae,li:gio, p. 13. See Dunn, p. 54 and Dowden, p. 47, for the
passage taken as a key.



89

namely John 20:29: "Jesus saith unto him, Thomas, because thou hast
seen me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and
yet have believed. " Browne's words, which follow directly the oh

altitudo passage, are:

I desire to exercise my faith in the difficultest points,
for to credit ordinary and visible objects is not faith
but perswasion., Some beleeve the better for seeing
Christ his Sepulchre....Now contrary, I blesse my
selfe and am thankeful that I lived not in the dayes of
miracles, that I never saw Christ nor his Disciples...
then had my faith beene thrust upon me, nor should

I enjoy that greater blessing pronounced to all that
believe and saw not,

There is nothing in this to justify much wonder or excitement. It is
orthodox enough in Christian thought, Nor should the celebrated
certum est, quia impossibile est, usually taken as being highly irrational

and mystical, confuse the issue., As a matter of fact it is highly
ambiguous, Gilson discusses its implications in Tertullian brilliantly:

I1 faut pourtant reconnaitre qu'elles sont équivoques.
8i prorsus credibile, quia ineptum est, ou certum
quia impossibile est, signifient simplement: ilfaut
bien le croire, puigsque la foi ne porte que sur
1'incomprehensible, et c'est justement pourquoi
c'est certain, puisque la foi est plus sfire que la
raison, Tertullien n'a rien dit d'original, Si, au
contraire, on prend son double quia au pied de la
lettre, on lui fera dire que 1'ineptie m€me du dogme
est ce qui le recommande 2 1'acceptation de la foi,
comme son impossibilité en garantit la certitude....
Pensée tout 3 fait originale cette fois, mais on
hésite a croire que méme un orateur ait placé le
critérium du vrai dans 1'absurdité.

Since Browne himself warns us not to read his writings "au pied de la

1

lettre, " since the first explanation of Gilson fits the context perfectly,

there is no reason to suspect that Browne is here supporting
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irrationality, 1

The case for Browne's romantic and irrational approach toward
religion built upon the oh altitude passage breaks down even more
completely when we consider his motivation, Why does he love to lose

himself in a mystery? Browne supplies the answers "'to pose m
J > 4

"non "non

apprehension, to pursue my Reason, to answer my rebellious

reason, " The purpose of the contemplations is clearly to humble the

reason by means of a technique not unlike the learned ignorance. That
this is Browne's meaning is proved by another well-known passage:

Since I was of understanding to know we know nothing, my
reason hath beene more pliable to the will of faith; I am
now content to understand a mystery without a rigid defini-
tion, in an easie and Platonick description. That allegori-
cal description of Hermes (Spaera cujus centrum ubique,
circumferentia nuilibi, ) pleaseth mee beyond all the
Metaphysicall definitions of Divines; where I cannot
satisfie my reason, I love to humour my fancy....where
there is an obscurity too deepe for our reason, 'tis good
to sit downe with a description, periphrasis, or adum-~
bration; for by acquainting our reason how unable it is to
display the visible and obvious effects of nature, it be-
comes more humble and submissive unto the subtilties

of faith; and thus I teach my haggard and unreclaimed
reason to stoope unto the lure of faith,

The argument presented here is highly rational and may be expressed:

1Relu io, p. 14; Etienne Gilson, La Philosophie au Moyen Age
(Paris, » P. 98, Failure to take Browne's Christianity seriously
results in critical irresponsibility, Leslie Stephen, for example,
writes: '"He regards all opinions less as a philosopher than as a poet.
He asks, not whether a dogma is true, but whether it is amusing or
quaint, If his imagination or his fancy can take pleasure in contem-
plating it, he is not curious to investigate its scientific accuracy....
(Hours in a Library (New York, n.d.), II, 20). Browne does not look
upon dogma either as a poet or as a philosopher, but as a Christian.
It can be argued that insistence upon the "scientific accuracy’ of a
religious dogma implies a much greater confusion of mind than can be
found in Browne.
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Since I have come to recognize that human reason cannot operate
successfully upon material which transcends the human, I have sub-
ordinated my fallible reason to the truth of faith, I do not approve of
a "scientific" theology which attempts to define (rather than to comment
upon) that which by definition is beyond definition, I do not deny the
value of reason, but "where I cannot satisfiec my reason, " I refuse to
pretend to a precision of language, All our statements regarding the
Infinite are analogical and must be recognized as such, '"Where there
is an obscurity too deepe for our reason, " reason itself instructs us
that loose and easy language is more accurate than that outwardly
precise terminology which falsifies by imposing upon the infinite the
trappings of the finite., So I contemplate the infinite and mysteries to
demonstrate to my reason that it cannot account for them, and thereby
force it to admit the validity of the truths of faith,!

Also, and this is most important, the contemplation of eternity
is but half of Browne's program and is offset by meditations upon Ged's
wisdom which strengthen regard for the reason. Browne says:

That other attribute wherewith I recreate my devotion, is
his wisdome, in which I am happy; and for the contemplation

1Religio, p. 14. It might be noted that the figure of the infinite
circle was so pleasing to Browne that he used it five times in his
writings., Like Nicolaus he was fully aware that it was purely meta-
phorical, In Christian Morals, he writes: ''Created natures allow of
swelling hyperboles: nothing can be said hyperbolically of God, nor
will his attributes admit of expressions above their own exuperances.
Trismegistus's circle, whose center is every where, and circumfer-
ence no where, was no hyperbole., Words cannot exceed where they
cannot express enough, Even the most winged thoughts fall at the
setting out, and reach not the portal of divinity." (Wilkin, IV, 93-94)
The other references are less important. They may be found in
Vullﬁar Errors, Wilkin, II, 189 and II1I, 304, and Garden of Cyrus,

’ » 443,
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of this onely, do not repent me that I was bred in the way of
study: The advantage I have of the vulgar, with the content
and happinesse I conceive therein, is an ample recompence
for all my endeavours, in what part of knowledg soever,
Wisedome is his most beauteous attribute, nc man can
attaine unto it, yet Solomon pleased God when hee desired it.

Browne cautions against efforts to penetrate God's secrets in the usual
manner, Since "we behold him but asquint, upon reflex or shadow, "
it is foolish to think that we can exhaust His wisdom, But we can know
that "he is wise in all, wonderfull in that we conceive, but far more in
what we comprehend not, nl

Next Browne shows how the wisdom of God sanctions human
intellectual activity, Since he is primarily interested in establishing
the validity of his own scientific interests, he formulates his thought
in terms of science, But there is no reason to suppose that he would
limit the exercise of reason to that field; he has extended it himself in
the quotation above when he says "in what part of knowledg soever, "
Browne's claim is that:

The world was made to be inhabited by beasts, but

studied and contemplated by man: 'tis the debt of

our reason wee owe unto God, and the homage we

pay for not being beasts; without this, the world is

still as though it had not been, or as it was before
the sixth day....

This concept of study as a positive Christian duty is quite interesting.
Underlying it is the idea of imitation expressed in Christian Morals:

He honours God, who imitates him; for what we
virtuously imitate we approve and admire: and
since we delight not to imitate inferiors, we ag-
grandize and magnify those we imitate; since also
we are most apt to imitate those we love, we
testify our affection in our imitations of the

1Reiligic;-. pp. 17-18,
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inimitable. .., Where imitation can go no farther, let

admiration step on, whereof there is no end in the

wisest form of men,
Since God is wise, man does well to imitate Him by exercising his reason,
Study becomes transformed into a form of praise, regardless of what is
studied, 1

Browne neither affirms nor denies that reason can reach any
important truth, For him the activity is more important than the
result, God does not demand that we reach truth through rational
effort, but He is pleased by our efforts, Browne concludes:

And this is almost all wherein an humble creature may

endeavour to requite and someway to retribute unto his

Creator: for if not he that sayeth, Lord, Lord, but he

that doth the will of the Father shall be saved; certainly

our wills must bee our pe fformauces. and our intents
make out our actions....

Thus does Browne justify scholarship to man; thus does he establish
research as an almost liturgical mode of worship.
It might be noted that Browne's attitude here is curiously similar

to that of Aquinas, who says in the Summa Contra Gentiles:

It /the pursuit of wisdom / is more noble because through
this pursuit man especially approaches to a likeness to
God Who "made all things in wisdom" (Ps. 103:24). And
since likeness is the cause of love, the pursuit of wisdom
especially joins man to God in friendship.

Later in the same introductory part of the work St. Thomas quotes with
full approval a passage from Hilary which emphasizes the importance

of process rather than results:

1Religio, p. 18; Wilkin, IV, 93.

2Religio, pp. 19-20.
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Enter these truths by believing, press forward, persevere.

And though I may know that you will not arrive at an end,

yet I will congratulate you in your progress....But do not

intrude yourself into the divine secret, do not, presuming

to comprehend the sum total of intelligence, plunge your-

self into the mystery of unending nativity; rather, under-

stand that these things are incomprehensible.

Browne, I hasten to add, is no scholastic. But it is well to remind our-
selves from time to time that the claims of the Christian rationalist are
rather modest, In any event, it should now be clear that Browne is
reasonable if not purely rational, a rationalist in leaning rather than a
romanticist, -

Browne's final approach to religious problems can best be studied
by looking at specific examples of his reasoning, His treatment of pre-
destination is typical and instructive, For Browne most theological
disputes are meaningless, for the simple reason that they fall within
the area of infinite effects of an infinite cause. '"Could humility teach
others, as it hath instructed me, to contemplate the infinite and incom-
prehensible distance betwixt the Creator and the creature....it would
prevent these arrogant disputes of reason....' Predestination is for
him clearly such a pseudo-problem, impossible to be resolved in finite
terms, His argument is simple enough:

Indeed he onely is, all others have beene and shall be, but

in eternity there is no distinction of Tenses; and therefore

that terrible terme Predestination, which hath troubled so

many weake heads to conceive, and the wisest to explaine,

is in respect of God no previous determination of our estates

to come, but a definitive blast of his will already fulfilled,
and at the instant that he first decreed it; for to his eternitie

18t. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Book I, trans.
and ed. Anton C, Pegis (New York, 1955), pp. 61 and 78, (Chap. 2,
par. 1 and chap, 8, par. 2.)
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which is indivisible and altogether, the last Trumpe is

already sounded,,.,t0 speake like a Philosopher, those

continued instants of time which flow into a thousand

yeares, make not to him one moment; what to us is to

come, to his Eternitie is present, his whole duration

being but one permanent point, without succession,

parts, flux, or division,
Whether or not this is an adequate theological account of the problem is
not particularly relevant, for Browne makes no pretence of being an
expert in that field, But it is undeniable that his argument is rational, 1

This example is particularly instructive, for as luck would have
it, Browne has expressed the same idea in a quite different form:

I was not onely before my selfe, but Adam, that is, in the

Idea of God, and the decree of that Synod held from all

Eternity, And in this sense, I say, the world was before

the Creation, and at an end before it had a beginning; and

thus I was dead before I was alive; though my grave be

England, my dying place was Paradise, and Eve mis-

carried of mee before she conceiv'd of Cain, 2
Taken by itself this might appear to be merely a poetical rhapsody, a
mass of paradoxes designed to shock or amuse, Yet in the light of the
first passage we can see that Browne has a serious intention here. The
paradoxes playing upon time and eternity make vivid and concrete the
principle that the infinite is really beyond our comprehension, Browne
is delighted, of course, but his delight lies not in foolish oddity, but in
the wonder of the infinite, Like Nicolaus he revels in the amplification
of the principle, but beneath the striking phrases there is a rationally
defensible position,

It is perhaps unnecessary to labor the conclusions of this investi-

gation, Browne is demonstrably far from pyrrhonic scepticism, There

lRengio, pp. 70 and 16,
2Religio, p. 74.
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is an undeniable strain of scepticism in him, for he has abandoned, along
with his whole generation, trust in a coherent and inclusive philosophy
and rests content with an empiricism, Like all Christians he denies

that the unaided reason is capable of attaining enough truth about man's
position in the scheme of things to make him happy or to save him, But
he does not crush the human reason beyond reccvery. Instead, like
Pascal, he adopts a tempered solution and balances faith and reason,

He makes extensive use of the techniques of the learned ignorance both
to humble pride and to establish a basis for broad Christian communion
through the elimination of theological impertinences,

To think of Browne as an idle dreamer or an irresponsible paradox-
monger is to miss both the intellectual subtlety of the man and the ration-
ality which underlies his arguments, Beneath Browne's rhetorical flow
there is much hard-headed wisdom, much delicate irony., His attitude
toward life is neither soft, flabby, nor irrational, but is rather to be
described as witty in Eliot's sense:

we can say that wit is not erudition....It is not cynicism,

though it has a kind of toughness which may be confused

with cynicism by the tender-minded. It is confused with

erudition because it belongs to an educated mind, rich in

generations of experience; and it is confused with cyni-

cism because it implies a constant inspection and criti-

cism of experience, It involves, probably, a recognition,

implicit in the expression of every experience, of other
kinds of experience which are possible....

But perhaps the best summary of Browne's thought and attitude is that
which he has given us in Christian Morals, expressed in that noble and

- sonorous language which is always a delight to listen to:
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Live unto the dignity of thy nature, and leave it not
disputable at last, whether thou hast been a man;
or, since thou art a composition of man and beast,
how thou hast predominantly passed thy days, to
state the denomination. Un-man not, therefore,
thyself by a bestial transformation....In thine own
circumference, as in that of the earth, let the ra-
tional horizon be larger than the sensible, and the
circle of reason than of sense: let the divine part
be upward, and the region of beast below,...Desert
not thy title to a divine particle and union with in-
visibles. ... Let thy thoughts be of things which have
not entered into the hearts of beasts: think of things
long past, and long to come: acquaint thyself with
the choragium of the stars, and consider the vast
expansion beyond them,,,.Have a glimpse of in-
comprehensibles; and thoughts of things, which
thoughts but tenderly touch, 1

1T, 8. Eliot, "Andrew Marvell, " in Selected Essays 1917-1932
(New York, 1932), p. 262; Wilkin, IV, 103,




CHAFPTER VI
THE RELATION OF SCIENCE TO RELIGION IN BROWNE

To discuss Browne's science in detail would lead us far afield,
but to determine the relation between his scientific pursuits, his
dissections, laboratory work, calling as a physician, and his religious
faith is a necessary part of a full explication of his religious philosophy.
Some critics have so distorted this relation that their total picture of
Browne is highly misleading.,

Two questionable interpretations have been made. The first,
that Browne is a believer only in the vaguest possible sense of the
word, is found in Gosse's contention that the real argument of the

Religio is:

that if a man of science will hold the truth of the Christian
religion sincerely in mystical matters, he may take as his
reward the right to examine the material world of nature
with all the scepticism which his experimental heart desires.
Theology and science in water-tight compartments, with no
possibility of interchange between them-—that is the ideal of
the physician's religion,...

Because Gosse believes that Browne's primary allegiance was to the
cause of amoral science, he finds evidence everywhere that Browne
was cunningly "insinuating subtle reservations'' in matters of faith,
His adherence to Christianity is seen as very superficial, hardly more
than nominal, Beneath a mask of religious profession the real Browne

yearns for the land of the experimental heart's desire,

1Gosse, pp. 29 and 27,
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Ziegler has elaborated upon this reading. In separating science
from religion and in devoting his rational energies entirely to science,
Browne left his religion in a vacuum, As Ziegler has it:

Seldom did he claim to justify his religion by reason—

that faculty with which he formulated his observations

in science. This abstention from a philosophical...

connection between nature and God was modern, as we

have seen, in its division of the realms of reason and

faith,

Ziegler also notes that Browne does not search for final causes in his
scientific work, and adds ominously that "to dispense with the final
cause in nature is to avoid that great unified hierarchy which led up to
God; it is to shut religion away from the domain of reason, wh

On the other hand, certain critics have interpreted Browne by
using the concept of "unified sensibility" which T, S, Eliot applied to
the "metaphysical” poets, According to this theory Browne is charact-
erized by the ability to live in varied and separate worlds, one of which
happens to be science; another, religion, Willey describes the unified
sensibility in this way:

It meant the capacity to live in divided and distinguished

worlds, and to pass freely to and fro between one and

another, to be capable of many and varied responses to

experience, instead of being confined to a few stereotyped

ones,

Browne certainly had many and varied interests and did possess a wide
range of responses, But Willey is not convincing when he says that
"something of the peculiar quality of the 'metaphysical' mind is due to

this fact of its not being finally committed to any one world, Instead,

it could hold them all in a loose synthesis together,..." Applied to

1Zieg1er, pp. 8 and 27,
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Browne this idea results in the judgment:
The peculiar irony of Browne, his wistfulness, the air of
compassion with which he ponders all time and all existence,
proceed from his detachment from each and all the worlds
he contemplates; so that he can indulge his whim in fitting
together what patterns he pleases with their fragments.
This is to say that Browne was no more than a virtuoso, an ineffectual
dabbler in science and in all else, a man without roots and without

values, Such a view is difficult to maintain, 1
Against Gosse and Ziegler it will be argued here that Browne does

not dissociate science and religion but merely recognizes that they are
different activities, each necessarily involving its own special tech-
niques, and that he subordinates his science to the superior order of
faith rather than the converse, Against the proponents of the ''loose
synthesis, " Browne's major commitment to the world of religious value
will also be maintained. To bypass the whole question of value is dan-
gerous in Browne studies, and, it might be added, in the study of the
metaphysical poets as well,

Until quite recently it would have been necessary to evaluate
Browne's scientific competence before beginning a discussion such as
the following, Most scholars felt that only by great leniency and
stretching of terms could Browne be granted even a humble doorway-

seat in the temple of science; many were not willing to go this far,

1Willey, The Seventeenth Century Background, pp. 50 and 53.
My distrust of this "loose synthesis™ theory is shared by S. L. Bethell,
The Cultural Revolution of the Seventeenth Century (London, 1951),
P. 98, and Frank L, Huntley, 'Sir Thomas Browne and the Metaphor
of the Circle, " JHI, XIV (1953), 354. ‘
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But today he is generally regarded as a competent, though not very
important, research biologist, 1

Browne's scientific interests and ability being granted, the best
way in which to study the relations of that science to his faith is to
survey the whoie question of science in the Christian scheme and then
to look at Browne against this historical background, By doing this we
will be able to appreciate more fully the problem he faced and the skill

with which he formulated a working solution,

The "Book of Nature' in Christian Thought

The concept of the "Book of Nature" which Browne employed has
had a long and important history in Christian thought, Behind it lie
the ideas that the material creation is good because created by God,
and worthy of study because the artifact reflects the Workman, These

ideas are clearly expressed in two Biblical texts which have had an

lror an example of the older interpretation, see Almonte C,
Howell, "Sir Thomas Browne and Seventeenth Century Scientific
Thought, "' SP, XXII (1925), 61-80, Many literary scholars still hold
this view, The tide began to turn with the publication of Gerden K.
Chalmers, "Sir Thomas Browne, True Scientist, ' Osiris, 11 (1936),
28-79, Egon 8. Merton has done the most to put Browne's science in
proper focus, See his "Sir Thomas Browne's Scientific Quest, " Journal
of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, I1I (1948), 214-22§;
"Sir Thomas Browne as a Zoologist, @ Osiris, IX (1950), 413-434; and
especially Science and Imagination in Sir Thomas Browne (New York,
1949), Professional biologists have also written of Browne's scientific
studies with appreciation. See G. E. Hutchinson, "Tuba mirum spargens
sonum' in The Itinerant Ivory Tower (New Haven, 1953) and Joseph
Needham, A History of Embryology (Cambridge, Eng., 1934), pp. 112
and 138, Excellent treatments of the problems facing seventeenth-century
scientiste are found in Hardin Craig, The Enchanted Glass (New York,
1936), especially pp. 65-68, and Madelaine Doran, ''The 'Credulity' of
the Elizabethans, " JHI, I, (1940), 151-176.




enormous effect on many Christian thinkers throughout the ages:

And God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold,
it was very good, (Genesis 1:31)

For the invisible things of him from the creation of the
world are clearly seen, being understood by the things
that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so
that they / men/ are without excuse., (Romans 1:20)

Gilson summarizes the implications of these texts admirably:

But just as it is not Christian to run away from the body,
80 neither is it Christian to despise nature, How can we
possibly belittle these heavens and this earth that so won-
derfully proclaim the glory of their Creator, so evidently
bear on them the marks of His infinite wisdom and good-~
ness? The true Christian feeling for nature is that which
finds expression throughout the Psalms, and above all in
the Canticle of the Three Children in the fiery furnace:
Benedicte opera Domini Domino; laudate et superexultate
eum in saecula,
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It may, of course, be validly objected that there are other historical

Christian feelings toward nature. But for the purposes of the present

argument it is enough to show that the response in question is possible

for a Christian, not that it alone is possible, 1

A normative pattern for the Christian attitude toward nature can

be traced in the Confessions of St. Augustine. In his commentary on

Genesis, Augustine dwells lovingly on the text quoted above:

And you saw, O God, all the things that You had made, and
they were very good. We see them too, and they are very
good. With regard to each order of things, when You had
said that they were to be made and they were made, You
saw one by one that they were good....and You saw that all
things as a totality were not only good but very good, For

taken one by one they were simply good; but taken altogether

they were not only good but very good.

lgilson, %ﬁz of Medieval Philosophy, p. 126, See also Psalms

19:1-6; 8; 24:1-3; 05:3-6; 104; 145:10-14; and 148,
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Augustine here seizes upon the key point that created things are especially
good as they form a harmony, a system, If God is, as St. Augustine
believes, a conscious creator who disposes his works in order and
wisdom, then the creation itself must be orderly and rational, So im-
portant is this idea of the orderliness of nature that Alfred North White~
head believes that modern science would not have arisen without it, and
that it arose mainly in Christian thought, 1

Augustine was not in a position to follow out these implications,
even if he had desired to do so, For him nature is mainly a source of
wonder, a means of helping the soul to praise God, He is caught up in
the prospect of the whole universe praising its Maker:

Without ceasing Thy whole creation speaks Thy praise—

the spirit of every man by the words that his mouth

directs to Thee, animals and lifeless matter by the

mouth of those who look upon them: that so our soul

rises out of its mortal weariness unto Thee, helped

upward by the things Thou hast made and passing be-
yond them unto Thee who has wonderfully made them....

His expression of this chorus of praise shows no sign whatever of actual
observation of nature., It is lyrical, rhetorical, and literary, though
undoubtedly sincere. The aspects of nature he speaks of are generalized—
mountaing, sea, fruitful trees, all stars and lights—and his phrasing is
that of the Psalms, For Augustine nature is still viewed poetically and

from afar. 2

1The Confessions of St., Augustine, trans. F. J. Sheed (New York,
1943), pp. 548 and 268, Herealter referred to as Confessions. Alfred
North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (New York, 1925), pp.
17"18-

2Confessions, p. 83. See p. 147 for a typical example of his
method, this time a rearrangement of Psalm 148,
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Augustine, of course, does not advocate unlimited attention to
nature, It is essential that our attention be focused upon creator
rather than upon creation, for the goodness of things is relative only:

It was You, Lord, who made them: for You are

beautiful, and they are beautiful: You are good, and

they are good: You are, and they are, But they

neither are beautiful nor good nor simply are as

You their Creator: compared with You they are not

beautiful and are not good and are not, These truths,

thanks to You, we know; and our knowledge compared

with Your knowledge is ignorance.

Mere intellectual curiosity is therefore fruitless: 'Thus men proceed
to investigate the phenomena of nature—the part of nature external to
us~—though the knowledge is of no value to them: for they wish to know
simply for the sake of knowing, " Not only is such knowledge useless,
but it is positively wicked if it diverts attention from God, if it perverts
man's sense of values. In the end, says Augustine, it is better to
believe in God and obey Him without knowing anything of science, than
to be one "who can measure the heavens and number the stars and
balance the elements, if in all this he neglects You who have ordered

all things in measure and number and weight. "}

This, then, is the pattern of the Christian view of nature in
Augustine: Nature is good as the handiwork of God. By means of it

man can rise to a higher understanding of the glory of God. The study
of creation is limited only by the qualification that scientific activity be

subordinated to religious purposes in the sense that it may not be
pursued as an end in and for itself, These are the essentials of a

Christian attitude toward nature in any age.

1Confeuions, pPp. 264, 247, and 87,
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The expression "Book of Nature' or "Book of Creatures' derives
from the Latin Middle Ages. It is found frequently in medieval writings,
as in Dante's:

O grace abounding, wherein I presumed to fix my look on the

eternal light so long that I consumed my sight thereon!

Within its depths I saw ingathered, bound by love in one volume,

the scattered leaves of all the universe....
Although the term was new, the conception embodied in it was quite like
that of Augustine, namely, as Dante has it, that God "made whatsoever
circleth through mind or space with so great order that whoso looketh on
it may not be without some taste of him," But we should not linger over
the Middle Ages, for more interesting developments were to follow, 1

Renaissance scientists were attracted by the term "Book of Nature,'
They not only made frequent use of it, but every specialist began to adapt
it to special purposes., Vesalius, writing to Fallopius in 1561, limited
its extension: "I still live in hope that at some time or other, by some
good fortune I may once more be able to study that true bible, as we
count it, of the human body and of the nature of man.' Kepler, that strange
and intense mathematical astronomer, raised the figure to new heights
by a daring use of ecclesiastical imagery: "As...I have been made
priest of God, the creator of the book of nature, I have composed this

n

hymn for God the creator,  The idea thus acquired new meanings and

1The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, trans. J. A. Carlyle,
Thomas Okey, and P, H, Wicksteed (New York, 1950), pp. 605 and
462, (Paradiso, Cantos 33 and 10,) See Ernst Robert Curtius,
European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. W, R. Trask
ew York, 1953), pp. 319-321, for numerous examples of the figure
in medieval writings,
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increased richness, -

But in some cases the religious emphasis was almost entirely
abandoned, In an extremely important, even world-shaking, declara-
tion Galileo uses the figure in a purely secular context:

Philosophy is written in that great book which ever lies
before our eyes—I mean the universe-~but we cannot
understand it if we do not first learn the language and
grasp the symbols, in which it is written, This book
is written in the mathematical language, and the sym-
bols are triangles, circles, and other geometrical
figures, without whose help it is impossible to com-~
prehend a single word of it; without which one wanders
in vain through a dark labyrinth,

One may say with little exaggeration that modern science with all of its
philosophical implications grew directly out of this attitude. Certainly
from it developed the limiting of scientific investigation to those aspects
of reality which can be treated mathematically, namely measurable
bodies moving in measurable space and time, The fascinating story of
this new way of viewing reality has been told so often and so well that
there is no need to repeat it here, It is enough to note the nature of the
new materialistic and mechanistic universe, Burtt describes it well in
these words:

that view of the cosmos which saw in man a puny,

irrelevant spectator...of the vast mathematical

system whose regular motions according to mechanical

principles constituted the world of nature....Space was

identified with the realm of geometry, time with the

continuity of number. The world that people had thought

themselves living in—a world rich with colour and sound,
redolent with fragrance, filled with gladness, love and

1yesalius in Michael Foster, Lectures on the History of Physio-
lo duriﬁn_g the Sixteenth, Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Cam-
ridge, Eng,, 1924), p. 18; Kepler in Carola Baumgardt, Johannes
Kepler: Life and Letters (London, 1952), p. 122,
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beauty, speaking everywhere of purpesive harmony and

creative ideals—was crowded now into minute corners

in the brains of scattered organic beings, The really

important world outside was a world hard, cold, colour-

less, silent, and dead; a world of quantity, a world of

mathematically computable motions in mechanical

regularity,

Man is almost read out of the universe, while God remains only long
enough to give the whole machine a fillip, then fades slowly away some-
what like the Cheshire Cat, 1

Nothing could be more unlike the traditional Christian view of
science than this new mathematical system, But we perhaps err in
assuming that the issues were as clear to men of the Renaissance as
they are to us, In the following pages I hope to show how the older view
was able not only to maintain itself successfully in some men, but even
to contribute in important ways to the progress of science, and also
how certain scientists, Browne among ther:, were able to accept
mechanism without abandoning the human values of the older and
broader system of thought,

Here as elsewhere, Nicolaus Cusanus seems to represent a
pivotal peint in the history of thought. His feelings toward nature are
very interesting, Like Augustine he accepts the principle of Romans
1:20, interpreting it in terms of the learned ignorance:

All our greatest philosophers and theologians unanimously

assert that the visible universe is a faithful reflection of the

invisible, and that from creatures we can rise to a knowledge

of the Creator, "in a mirror and in a dark manner", as it

were.... Though we neither perceive it nor understand it,

we know for a fact that all things stand in some sort of
relation to one another,...

1E, A. Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical
Science (New York, 1925), pp. 64 (for Galileo quotation) and 236, BSee
Burit, pp. 40-107, and Whitehead, pp. 28-79, for excellent surveys of
the growth and implications of modern science.
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But Nicolaus looks upon the study of nature as a more important way
of reaching God than does Augustine. His emphasgis is different, and
significantly enough he sees physical nature through new eyes. L

Here is a typical example of Nicolaus' attitude toward the world
of nature:

That the vast bulk, the beauty and the ordered adjustment
of this visible world must fill us with amazement at the
incomparable skill of its creator, goes without question
among wise men,...

When we measure the size and analyse the elements
and study the behaviour of things, we make use of the
sciences of arithmetic and geometry and even of music
and astronomy, Now these same sciences God employed
when He made the world, With arithmetic He adjusted it
into unity, with geometry He gave it a balanced design
upon which depends its stability and its power of controlled
movement, ...

God has set up the elements in an admirable order,
for He created all things in number, weight and measure,,..

Who could help admiring this craftsman who in spheres
and stars and in the vast stellar spaces employs such skill
that, with no discontinuity, achieves in the widest diversity
the highest unity....2

There is much of interest in this passage, from the conception of God
as the great Geometrician to the love for vastness suggested near the
end. But most important are the signs of a new way of viewing the
universe, Aﬁguatine. one might say, looked upon creation from a
mountain-~-top, éeeing all in broad outline and impresgive panorama.‘
Nicolaus actually descends into the valleys, centers his gaze upon things

and studies them closely; he wants to "measure the size and analyse the

1Learned Ignorance, p. 25. For an excellent analysis of the simi-
larities and differences of Nicolaus and Augustine, see F, E, Cranz,
"St. Augustine and Nicholas of Cusa in the Tradition of Western
Christian Thought, " Speculum, XXVII (1835), 297-318.

2Learned Ignorance, pp. 118-120.
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elements and study the behaviour of things." This shift in method is
revolutionary, but there is no reason to suspect that Nicolaus violates
the limitations imposed upon the study of nature by Augustine,

Everywhere the learned ignorance is at work, operating at once
as an impetus and a drag, The ever-wider possibilities of existence
which grow out of the thought that the infinite nature of the Creator is
reflected in His creation serve to motivate the human mind to study
and contemplate the whole wonderous structure, But the sense of
limitation inculcated by these same considerations of the infinite prevent
the finite human mind from shifting emphasis from Creator to creation,
from mistaking finite mental constructs for infinite reality, Nicolaus
makes this last point quite clear:

In such a high diversity of endlessly admirable things

learned ignorance has taught us never to hope to pene-

trate to the reasons of all the works of God, but only

to admire; for the Lord is great and of His greatness

there is no end, He is the absolute maximum and the

author and comprehender of all His works....
Yet though at best our results can be only dim hints of God's glory, we
continue our efforts, for those hints are enough to make us thirst for
the inexpressible joys of the apprehension of truth which will come in
a future life, As Nicolaus says, and as Browne after him will say:

To approach the inaccessible light is not in our power.

It is the gift of Him Who gave us the turning of our face

towards Him together with the most ardent desire to

seek Him, When we have done this, He in His great

love will not abandon us but will show Himself to us;

and when His glory shall appear, will eternally satisfy

us. May He be blessed for ever.
This briefly is the tradition within which Browne's science finds a place,

a tradition which could embrace new techniques but which preserved the
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priority of religion and was, indeed, motivated mainly by religious
impulses, +

To neglect the importance of a religious motivation for a good
part of early modern science is to miss one of the most fascinating
facets of a complex period, Many of the early investigators had no
practical bent; they would have been unable to understand Bacon's
utilitarian impulses, And yet they performed prodigious labors under
the most trying circumstances with a devotion which love of abstract
truth alone does not adequately explain, Nowhere can the decisive
influence of religion as a scientific motivation be seen more clearly
than in the career of Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), who has been called
"incomparable'' by Einstein, "the most acute thinker ever born" by
Kant, and "almost unparalleled" by von Humboldt, 3

For Kepler the pursuit of scientific knowledge was a religious
vocation, He writes to Mastlin in 1585

I strive to publish...in God's honor who wishes to be

recognized from the book of nature....I am not en-

Gotininn. Thiod the iteution of hesishiny 8 taostogias.

For a lo;xg time I was restless: but now see how God

is, by my endeavors, also glorified in astronomy,

Consistently he speaks of his activities in the terminology of religious

worship. Sometimes his figures draw us up short by their boldness,
as when he says: "As we astronomers are priests of the highest God

in regard to the book of nature....I am content with the honor of

11 earned Ignorance, pp. 120 and 121-122,

2Tributes are in Baumgardt, pp. 9 and 16.
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having my discovery guard the doors of the sanctuary in which Coperni-
cus performs the service at the higher altar...." There may be dangers
in such an exalted view of one's work, but at any rate Kepler's religious
motivation is beyond dispute, 1

Kepler views science in much the same way as does Nicolaus,
There is in man an inward striving toward knowledge which must be
good since it is implanted by God, "Our creator has given us a spirit
in addition to the senses, " and has given it that we may reach Him, He
has also furnished us with a world full of "hidden treasures, " so that
our minds will always have material upon which to operate for His glory,
Kepler has little patience with those who do not realize that science is
praise, He defends his position by appealing to Paul's text in Romans:

Here is treated the Book of Nature which is so highly

praised by the Holy Scriptures. Paul presents it to

the heathens so that they may see God in it just as the

sun can be observed in water or a mirror., Why should

we Christians take less pleasure in contemplating this

since it is our task to honor God in the right way, to

worship and admire Him? Our worship is all the more

deep, the more clearly we recognize the creation and

its greatness....
Over and over this same theme: we study nature that we may contem-
plate the glory of God and in such contemplations praise Him, If this
motive is present it makes no difference whether nature is studied in
its broad and obvious aspects as in Augustine, closely and mathematically
as in Kepler, or closely and descriptively as in Browne, In all these

forms science is a legitimate Christian pursuit. 2

lBaumgardt. Pp. 31 and 44,
2Baumgardt. pp. 34-35 and 33,
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Nor should it be forgotten that the turmoil and uncertainty of
theology during this disturbed period drove religious men like Kepler
into science as a refuge. The bitterness of religious controversy, the
widespread partisan spirit, the demands for narrow conformity, lent to
scientific work an almost irresistible appeal to many intellectuals,
Kepler turns his back on the whole distressful situation:

I will not take part in the fury of the theologians, I will

not stand as a judge over my brethren; for whether they

stand or fall, they are brethren of mine in the Lord, As

I am not a teacher of the Church, it will suit me better

to pardon others and think well of them rather than accuse

and misinterpret them,

It is against a background of bickering and persecution that we must see
the man in order to understand his intense devotion to astronomy,
Touching and beautiful is his plea to Bernegger in 1623: "Let us leave
the vicissitudes of politics alone and let us remain in the pleasant,
fresh green fields of philosophy.," And even finer is this quotation from
a letter of 1629: "When the storms are raging and the shipwreck of the
state is frightening us, there is nothing nobler for us...than to let
down the anchor of our peaceful studies into the ground of eternity, "
Browne too lived in this world; Browne too felt the appeal of the "fresh

green fields" of natural philosophy. !

Science as Religious Endeavour in Browne

In the Religio Browne identifies himself almost at once as one who
studies nature in order to render praise to God. ''Thus are there two

bookes from whence I collect my Divinity, " he says, the Bible and "that

1Baumgardt, pp: 107, 156 and 183,
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universall and publik Manuscript, that lies expans'd unto the eyes of
all...." This book, he continues, was the Scripture of the pagans,
and strangely enough "the ordinary effects of nature wrought more
admiration in them, " than the miracles of God effected in the Jews.
Christians, then, ought not to "'disdain to suck Divinity from the

"

flowers of nature, This same theme of admiration before God's

creation is expressed vividly, if not very poetically, in one of the
little poems which Browne inserts into the text now and again:

Teach my endeavours so thy workes to read,
That learning them, in thee I may proceed.

*® L Ld ° e L . L ® ® L . L . - R4 * L . L

And then at last, when homeward I shall drive,
Rich with the spoyles of nature, to my hive,
There will I sit, like that industrious flye,
Buzzing thy prayses, which shall never die....

More passages could be quoted, for on almost every page Browne

directs attention to this motive of praise,. .

Equally evident in Browne is the shift in the manner of reading
the Book of Nature which has occupied our attention earlier, the shift
from leafing through it casually to studying it with a magnifier. In an
important passage Browne says: :

The world was made to be inhabited by beasts, but

studied and contemplated by man: 'tis the debt of

our reason wee owe unto God, and the homage we

pay for not being beasts....The wisedome of God

receives small honour from those vulgar heads that
rudely stare about, and with a grosse rusticity

1Religio, pp. 21-22 and 19. See Donne, Essays in Divinity, ed.
Evelyn M, gImpsQn (Oxford, 1952), p. 7: "The first book [fhe Register
of God's Elect/ is then impossible; the second /the Scriptures/ diffi-
cult; But of the third book, the book of Creatures, we will say the 18th
verse, The deaf shall heare the word of this book, and the eyes of the
blinde shall see out of obscurity, '
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admire his workes; those highly magnifie him, whose

judicious enquiry into his acts, and deliberate research

of his creatures, returne the duty of a devout and

learned admiration,
"Deliberate research, " as a positive duty for those who are capable of
it, is frequently advocated by Browne. One of his charges against the

unstudious in Vulgar Errors is that: "hopelessly continuing in mistakes,

they live and die in their absurdities; passing their dayes in perverted
apprehensions and conceptions of the world, derogatory unto God and
the wisdom of the creation,” In the same work he suggests that such
ignorance may well be sinful; bad scholarship and sloppy research are
virtual insults to God, In Browne's own words:

some have transcribed any thing; and although they cannot
but doubt thereof, yet neither make experiment by sense,
nor enquiry by reason, but live in doubt of things, whose
satisfaction is in their own power; which is, indeed, the
inexcusable part of our ignorance, and may, perhaps, fill
up the charge of the last day, For, not obeying the dictates
of reason, and neglecting the crys of truth, we fail, not
only in the trust of our undertakings, but in the intention
of man itself, Which, although more venial in ordinary
constitutions, and such as are not framed beyond the cap-
acity of beaten notions; yet will it inexcusably condemn
some men, who, having received excellent endowments,
have yet sat down by the way, and frustrated the intention
of their abilities.

This is certainly not the attitude of the virtuoso. No more serious
concept of scientific study can be imagined, :
Both Browne's devotion to research as a religious or semi-religious
duty and his insistence upon close and accurate study appear in a very
curious passage in the Religio in which he expresses a preference for

small creatures:

1Religio, pp. 18-19; Wilkin, II, 193-194 and 212,
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ruder heads stand amazed at those prodigious pieces of
nature, Whales, Elephants, Dromidaries and Camels;
these I confesse, are the Collossus and Majestick pieces
of her hand; but in these narrow Engines there is more
curious Mathematicks, and the civilitie of these little
Citizens more neatly sets forth the wisedome of their
mer. LN ]
Now as a matter of fact we know that Browne was interested in "prodi-

gious pieces, ' and later became aémewhat of an expert on whales,
What he is objecting to in this passage is really the cursory viewing
of nature, The "curious mathematics' of any beast are revealed only
by dissection, experiment, and close observation, ''Ruder heads"
may be impressed by the obvious, but such admiration is shallow and
easily forgotten, 1

Enough proof has been presented to show that Browne viewed his
scientific studies in a religious light, thereby fitting into an important
Christian tradition, But the real question is, could he preserve such
an attitude in practice? Undoubtedly he was sincere in his professions
of religious motivation, but he was also in love with the details and
coavolutions of his biological research, The seductions of scientific
work are very great; it is easy for attention to be transferred un-
consciously from Creator to His rich and fascinating creation, Newman

great and wise is the Creatgr, who has done this!' True: but it is

recognized this danger and 1:: moral consequence when he said: '''How
possible that his /the scientist's/ thoughts may take the form of 'How
clever is the creature who has discovered it!'"" The danger is intensi-
fied by the fact that in order to pursue his calling the scientist must

accept a mechanistic nature, for his whole technique is based upon that

’aBezlifie»i p. 21. See Wilkin, III, pp. 514-517 for his account of
whales, and also Finch, pp. 176-178,
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assumption, It is difficult for him to adopt this conception as a necessary
hypothesis day after working day without gradually allowing it to assume
in his mind the status of total truth, Bit by bit he may forget the Creator,
withdrawing into the limits of his own field of study and its particular
techniques, :

Browne was not, of course, as fully aware of these dangers as we
are, but neither was he totally nai\fe about his science. In Browne there
is a rather elaborate system of balances designed (or at least operating)
to handle the problem, Actually Browne lives in two universes, or looks
upon nature in two ways—as a scientist and as an admirer, He is careful
to maintain the distinction, though the two methods affect one another in
his composite view of nature,

As a scientist Browne assumes a mechanistic universe, as indeed
he had to for his investigations. His term for this conception is the
"straight line of Nature," He defines nature as "that streight and
regular line, that setled and constant course the wisedome of God hath
ordained the actions of his creatures, according to their severall kinds, "
He gqualifies slightly by admitting the possibility of miracle, but in
general he feels that "God is like a skilfull Geometrician, ' working

1John Henry Newman, '"The Tamworth Reading Room, " in his
Discussions and Arguments on Various Subjects (London, 1918), p. 300,

Newman's whole discussion of the point, pp. 298-305, is well worth
reading., Bacon is, I think, a good example of a scientist who lets God
go by default, not design. John Ray, in The Wisdom of God Manifested
in the Works of the Creation (London, 1709), strikes me as a man in
whom the old formulae are beginning to atrophy. He speaks Browne's
‘language, but one senses in him an eighteenth-century coolness, a lack
of living conviction., See, for example, pp. 32-33.
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according to the "constituted and forelaid principles of his art, " who
does not ordinarily interfere with the established course of a universe
operating by law. \

Browne heightens the effect of this mechanistic conception by
adopting the Art of God figure:

Art is the perfection of Nature: Were the world now as it

was the sixth day, there were yet a Chaos: Nature hath

made one world, and Art another, In briefe, all things

are artificiall, for nature is the Art of God,
This aspect of nature was that studied by Browne the scientist, Of it he
says again: "Thie is the ordinary and open way of his providence, which
art and industry have in a good part discovered, whose effects wee may
foretell without an Oracle; to foreshew these, is not Prophesie, but
Prognostication, " (It is inteiesting to note Browns's recognition of the
importance of prediction as a scientific goal.) Upon this basis, the
acceptance of an orderly, predictable, inflexible universe, the not in-
considerable bulk of his scientific work rests. By following this road
Browne is moving toward the devitalized and impersonal universe of

modern science, “

1Reli io, p. 22, See Richard Hooker, Works, ed. John Keble,
rev. R, W, Church and F, Paget (Oxford, 1888), I, 209: "But howso-
ever these swervinge are now and then incident into the course of nature,
nevertheless so constantly the laws of nature are by natural agents ob-
served, that no man denieth but those things which nature worketh are
wrought,"either always or for the most part, after one and the same
manner,

2Religio, p. 23. See Kepler in Baumgardt, p. 33: '"Nevertheless
here we see how God, like a human architect, approached the founding
of the world according to order and rule and measured everything in
such a manner, that one might think not art tock nature for an example
but God Himself, in the course of His creation took the art of man as an
example, though man was to appear only later on,"
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But in order to prevent this methodological conception from
gaining power over him, Browne consciously cultivates its
opposite, an entirely different universe eliciting completely
different reactions, Against the "straight line" he places a
"serpentine and crooked line." In addition to the way of order

there is:

another way full of Meanders and Labyrinths,.,
and that is a more particular and obscure
method of his providence, directing the
operations of individualls and single Essences:
this we call Fortune, that serpentine and
crooked line, whereby he drawes those
actions that his wisedome intends, in a more
unknowne and secret way; This cryptick and
involved method of his providence have I ever
admired....

It is in this context that he refers to the final cause,
saying:

This is the cause I grope after in the works

of nature, on this hangs the providence of

God; to raise so beauteous a structure as

the world and the creatures thereof, was

but his Art, but their sundry and divided

operations, with their predestinated ends,

are from the treasury of his wisedome, 1
Zjegler is quite correct in saying that Browne does not employ
the final cause in his scientific work, but he errs in failing
to see that science does not exhaust Browne's attitude toward
the natural world, Browne is teleological in his 'groping"

way, his meditations upon the unfathomable mystery of the

Religio, pp. 23 and 20.
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universe which is neglected in mechanism, :

While out of the straight line Browne's science grew, out of the
gerpentine line developed his curious speculations about natural
stenography, types in nature, final causes, and so on, There is, for
example, his belief that the visible world is merely a reflection of
underlying realities:

for in this masse of nature there is a set of things which
carry in their front, though not in capitall letters, yet in
stenography, and short Characters, something of Divinitie,
which to wiser reasons serve as Luminaries in the abysse
of knowledge, and to judicious beliefs as scales and roundles
to mount the pinnacles and highest pieces of Divinity....

this visible World is but a picture of the invisible, wherein,
as in a pourtract, things are not truely, but in equivocall
shapes, and as they counterfeit some more reall substance
in that invisible fabrick,

1It/lertm'x, Science and Imagination, p. 93, argues that Browne uses
teleological arguments frequently in his scientific work, But one need
only read carefully the sections in Browne he refers to, which are pre-
sumably the clearest examples, to see that this is not so, or not so
except in a limited sense. Browne argues, for example, that the
chameleon cannot live on air because it has the ordinary organs of
digestion: "Thus we perceive the providence of nature, that is, the
wisdom of God, which disposeth of no part in vain, and some parts
unto two or three uses, will not provide any without the execution of
its proper office, nor where there is no digestion to be made, make
any parts inservient to that intention." (Wilkin, II, 484) This is hardly
the argument from design as commonly understood, but a biologist's
recognition of the functionalism of parts within a living organism.
Browne's claim (Wilkin, IV, 142) that "the providence of nature' has
provided sea weeds to shelter small fish can easily be taken as an
observation of the interlocking economies of the natural world, He
does not say that the plants exist only or primarily for this purpose,
Nor does he really claim as Merton reports that "the sea is calm
during the nesting time of the kingfisher, so that the nests may float
undisturbed. " Rather he refuses to come to any conclusion: 'for
whether out of any particular prenotion they /birds/ choose to sit at
this time, or whether it be thus contrived by concurrence of causes
and providence of nature, securing every species in their production,
is not yet determined. " (Wilkin, II, 432) Our knowledge of the
mechanisms of animal life, it hardly need be added, is still fragmentary.
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This is not science, nor did Browne think that it was. It was, he
thought, a way of viewing nature which was as valid within its limits

as his strictly scientific researches were in theirs, Browne makes

no serious effort to read the future through signs and portents; he

uses them as a method of keeping himself from becoming too enamoured
of the straight line, His cautious approach to providence is indicated

when in Christian Morals he speaks of it in this way:

Mark well the paths and winding ways thereof; but be

not too wise in the construction, or sudden in the

application, . ..Leave future occurrences to their

uncertainties, think that which is present thy own;

and, since 'tis easier to foretell an eclipse than a

foul day at some distance, look for little regular

below, Attend with patience the uncertainty of

things, and what lieth yet unexerted in the chaos

of futurity,
Browne, briefly then, introduces into his thought a principle of un-
certainty to limit the activity of his scientific reason, i

It is not hard to justify this dual attitude toward nature
rationally, In essence the distinction Browne is making is
that between nature considered in terms of species and nature
considered in terms of individuals, He explicitly contrasts
"actions of his creatures, according to their severall kinds"
with "operations of individuals and single Essences' in the
key definitions quoted above. And, of course, we know that
science is a system of statistical generalizations unable to

predict the reactions of individuals, be they men, cells, or

1Reli io, p. 17. See also p, 178, Passage from Christian Morals
is in W , 1V, pp. 71-72, For the intriguing subject of signatures and
hieroglyphics see Marjorie H, Nicolson, The Breaking of the Circle (Evan-
ston, Ill., 1950), pp. 21-26, and Gordon K, Chalmers, " Hieroglyphs and
Sir Thomas Browne, " Vircirvia Quarterly Review, XI (1935), 547-560,
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atoms, -

Let us summarize the two systems: On the one hand we have
the straight line, the orderly and predictable universe which is
investigated by reason, which is a reflection of God's open wisdom,
This universe is predominantly mechanistic and may easily produce
in man either pride or despair. On the other hand, there is the
crooked line of providence, the obscure and mysterious aspect of
the world, which is contemplated by the mind in order that it may
become aware of the hidden wisdom and power of an infinite ‘G’od.
Since this world is the world of individuals, it is not predictable,
and it humbles the pride by illustrating the uncertainty of things.
Yet the personal God behind this world protects man from despair,
Together the two views produce a balance, the end product of all of
Browne's thought,

Browne is not bothered by apparent contradictions in these two
systems, for he has the learned ignorance to reconcile them, How
can the designs of God for individuals be fulfilled in a world which

follows immutable law? For Browne the answer is easy:

1That Browne was aware both of the nature and the consequences
of the distinction is shown in Vulgar Errors where speaking of the mach-
inations of Satan, he says: "that although men concede there is a God,
yet should they deny his providence., And therefore assertions have flown
about, that he intendeth only the care of the species or common natures,
but letteth loose the guard of individuals, and single existencies therein;
that he looks not below the moon, but hath designed the regiment of sub-
lunary affairs unto inferior deputations. To promote which apprehensions,
or empuzzle their due conceptions, he /Satan/ casteth in the notions of
fate, destiny, fortune, chance, and necessity; terms commonly miscon-
ceived by vulgar heads, and their propriety sometime perverted by the
wisest, " (Wilkin, II, 248.)




122

There is a neerer way to heaven than Homers chaine; an

easie Logick may conjoyne heaven and earth in one argu-

ment, and with lesse than a Sorites resolve all things

into God, For though wee Christen effects by their most

sensible and nearest causes, yet is God the true and in-

fallible cause of all, whose concourse, though it be

generall, yet doth it subdivide it selfe into the particular

actions of every thing, and is that spirit, by which each

singular essence not onely subsists, but performes its

operations, 1
This raises the question to the level of the infinite, and contradictions
based upon considerations of finite being no longer have rational
meaning.

Finally, though we have wandered quite a distance, it should not
be forgotten that this whole combination of feelings toward nature is in
turn balanced by the other source of his divinity, the Book of God, that
is to say the Bible and Church, or more generally the world of human
values and aspirations we looked at in the preceding chapter., In con-
clusion it seems safe to say that Browne has taken every possible
precaution against falling into the pitfalls which gape for the Christian
who is at the same time a scientist,

One thing which impresses us in reading Browne is his confidence
and his joy. A great deal of scholarship has been devoted to the pessimism
of the seventeenth century, which was produced at least partially by the
success of the scientists in overthrowing the old universe and replacing
it with a very disturbing new one. "And new philosophy calls all in doubt, "
says Donne. Modern scholars have collected numerous examples of the
intellectual and moral confusion of the time, A typical example is this,

quoted by Douglas Bush from Drummond's A Cypresse Grove (1623):

1Religio, pp. 26 and 27.
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The Element of Fire is quite put out, the Aire is but

Water rarefied, the Earth is found to move, and is no

more the Center of the Universe, is turned into a

Magnet; Starres are not fixed, but swimme in the

etheriall Spaces....Thus Sciences by the diverse

Motions of this Globe and the Braine of Man, are

become Opinions, nay, Errores, and leave the Ima-

gination in a thousand Labyrinthes. What is all we

knowe compared with what wee knowe not? 1

There is nothing of this feeling in Browne, for one of the important
consequences of the learned ignorance is its contentment with limitations,
As we have seen, in Nicolaus limitation becomes a source of joy, since
it suggests the richness of the Christian inheritance in the next world,
Browne, like Nicolaus, was set on fire by the thought of the inexhaustible
nature of the physical universe, Yet, again like Nicolaus, he did not
place his hopes in the fragile basket of scientific progress, Time and
time again he draws our attention to his conviction that it is no great

matter if we miss the truth. In Vulgar Errors he says: "Thus have I

1Douglas Bush, "Two Roads to Truth: Science and Religion in the
Early Seventeenth Century, " ELH, VIII (1941), p. 91. See Nicolson,
pp. 65-104 and Basil Willey,"The Touch of Cold Philosophy" in Richard
Foster Jones et al, The Seventeenth Century,... (Stanford, 1951), pp.
369-376, especially p. 3172, for full treatments of the subject. Howard
Schultz, Milton and Forbidden Knowledge (New York, 1955), pp. 13-14,
believes that this whole interpretation should be modified. He doubts
that Donne was really upset by Copernican astronomy when he wrote the
Anatomie, taking it as a rather conventional piece of writing, ("'Funeral
elegies are not usually merry,') I have misgivings myself based upon
the observation of how casually the Copernican theory and the possibility
of pluralworlds are treated in many writings of the century. For typical
examples of writers who mention these topics with no indication whatever
of gloom or disturbance, see John Donne, Works, ed. Henry Alford
(London, 1839), 111, 514; Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy,
ed. A. R, Shilleto (London, 1893), 11, 47, 59 and 63; James Howell,
Familiar Letters, ed, Oliphant Smeaton (London, 1903), II, 185; and
John Ray, The Wisdom of God, pp. 18-20 and 26, A revaluation of this
whole subject seems in order.
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declared some private and probable conceptions in the enquiry of this
truth; but the certainty hereof let the arithmetic of the last day deter-
mine, and therefore expect no further belief than probability and
reason induce." And again in the same work:

We leave it unto God. For he alone can truly determine

these, and all things else; who, as he hath proposed the

world unto our disputation, so hath he reserved many

things unto his own resolution; whose determination we

cannot hope from flesh, but must with reverence suspend

unto that great day, whose justice shall either condemn

our curiosities, or resolve our disquisitions,
These and similar declarations are marked by a note of calm confidence
which rests upon the conviction that God wishes us to investigate the
universe and the equally strong conviction that He does not particularly
care whether or not we discover the truth, since He cannot expect a
finite being to comprehend the work of an infinite force, In other words,
Browne's confidence rests upon the learned ignorance with its careful
balance between a sense of the goodness of human reason and a profound
but not overwhelming sense of reason's limits, 1

There is no particular reason to answer the theories of Gosse or
Willey in detail, Nothing in Browne indicates either the equivalence of
his various interests in terms of value, or a leaning toward science
separated entirely from religion, Browne accepts a mechanistic world
only as a working hypothesis and maintains always the primacy of faith,
His system of balances fulfills perfectly the conditions for science

established by Christian thinkers,

lwilkin, 111, 235, and 11, 187,



PART 11

BROWNE AND ANGLICANISM



CHAPTER 1

PROBLEMS AND EXPEDIENTS IN THE
STUDY OF ANGLICANISM

The aim of this second Part is to show that Sir Thomas Browne
was an Anglican thinker and believer in substantial agreement with the
principles, ideals, and spirit of a large group of English churchmen
contemporary with him, namely those clustered more or less closely
around Archbishop Laud, Before presenting this case, however, it is
useful to clear the ground, eliminating beforehand sources of possible
confusion and misunderstanding., The treatment of religious topics is
always fraught with danger, because religion itself is a subject which
impinges upon and becomes involved with many other human activities
and aspirations.

The inherent complexity of the subject is magnified greatly in the
study of seventeenth-century religion, Religious differences in that
period were so closely connected with rival political philosophies and
vast economic changes, so deeply woven into the intellectual fabric,
that it is only with great difficulty that we can discuss them without
introducing extraneous considerations. Furthermore, the issues which
were then debated in books and on battlefields are not yet dead. The
controversial spirit engendered by living issues still permeates much
scholarship., A writer's attitude toward the Oxford Movement of the
last century is only too often the source of his judgments concerning
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Caroline divinity. A historian's politicse may well affect his valuation
of the old struggle between Anglican King and Puritan Parliamimt.
Because of these complications every writer in the field has the duty
of making clear his own point of view, while paring away those issues
irrelevant to his purpose.

The Ambiguity of "Orthodoxy"

In the discussion of religious topics the term orthodox offers as
many openings for confusion as the most confirmed semanticist might
desire or fear. As ordinarily used by those who are not professional
theologians, the term expresses little more than vague approval on the
part of the conventional Christian writer or equally vague disapproval on
the part of those who find value in undifferentiated protest.

; The dangers of using the word loosely can nowhere be better
illustrated than in Browne studies. Dunn, who has written the most
extensive treatment of Browne's religion, opens his discussion by
drawing our attention to the fiercely polemical character of seventeenth-
century religious writings. "It was, " he observes, "a day when Truth
and Error were as real and as immutably opposed as God and the
Devil." And that, for all practical purposes, concludes his analysis.
Working within a framework which can deal adequately only with
extremes, he constantly finds himself surprised at Browne's modera-~
tion and concludes that Browne must be unorthodox. When Browne says
that he will not divide himself from any man because of a difference of
opinion, Dunn comments that he is "obviously out of sympathy with the
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church militant" and is tainted with the "easy scepticism of Montaigne, "
Again, when Browne confesses with equanimity to several youthful
heresies, Dunn finds his tone "eminently calculated'' to enrage "the
orthodox, "' without telling us to whom precisely he is referring. No
effort is made to find out what opinions on heresy or separation were
current among the various religious groups, What we have here is a
completely mythical "orthodox' churchman, who, although he never
quite emerges from the shadows, is apparently composed of about
equal parts of gall, extreme Calvinism, and downright stupidity. 1

Such cbvious over-simplification can be corrected only by
examining the historical context with some care. This is no easy
matter, for the Church of England from its inception has been notoricusly
or gloriously vague and formless. When in the sixteenth century the
Scottish reformer George Buchanan was asked by the Portuguese
Inquisition to explain the principles of the English Church, he replied,
with that touch of desperation familiar to all who have asked them-~
selves the same question, "As to the Anglican Church, the English
could never explain to me its essence or its nature, "%

The fact is that there have been several English Churches, and as
a consequence the orthodoxy of particular churchmen depends upon what

1Dunn, pp. 37-42 and 62, See Edward Dowden, Puritan and Angli-
can (New York, 1901), p. 45, for a similar but less extreme example
the same tendency. J. D. Hyman, William ¢ orth and the Theory
of Toleration (Cambridge, Mass., , Pp. 22, 26-36, and 68, makes
similar assumptions which isolate and distort the thought of Chillingworth,

2Rose Macaulay, They Went to Portugal (London, 1946), p. 69,
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point in time is taken to represent the "real" Church of England.
Consider, for example, the important question of Calvinism in
the English Church, Depending upon whether the key period
chosen is that extending from the Oxford Reformers to Cranmer,
that following the Marian exile when the important theologians
were Geneva-trained, or that of the compromising Elizabethan
Settlement, the Church will be considered essentially non-
Calvinistic, predominately Calvinistic, or quite moderately
Calvinistic,

One's evaluation of early Anglican history becomes of great
importance when we deal with the religious situation of the early
seventeenth century. During the last decade of the sixteenth
century a strong reaction against Calvinism and European con-
nections in general arose within the Church, a movement led
by Andrewes and inspired by the moderation of Hooker. These
churchmen and their followers insisted upon the independence
of the English Church as a spiritual force midway between
Rome and Geneva, turned to the early Fathers for inspiration,
and championed an orderly ceremonial in the public worship
of the Church. It is with this movement that Laud is con-
nected, Whether this reaction is labelled a divergence from the
natural course of the Church and hence unorthodox, or a return
to the true springs after many years of wandering in the

desert, depends upon one's general theory of Anglican
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development. t

Personally I feel on the basis of the Anglican formularies, the
writings of the early reformers, the accidental nature of the Marian
exile, and the tone of Anglicanism through the centuries, that the
movement initiated by Hooker and developed by Laud is "true" Angli-
canism in any ordinary meaning of the word. But the point to be made
here, one which cannot too strongly be insisted upon, is that as far as
Browne is concerned the whole question is somewhat irrelevant, From
the brief sketch given above it is evident that we can speak of Anglican
orthodoxy only in a relative sense. But it is equally certain that the
dominant form of official Anglicanism in the first part of the seventeenth
century was that represented by Laud, think of it what we will, Laud
was Archbishop of Canterbury from 1633 to his execution in 1645; the
school he represents was predominant during that period and had been
growing in influence from the time of Hooker.

Browne was born in 1605; Religio Medici was written in 1635 and

lpor the nature of the reaction see E. R. Adair, "Laud and the
Church of England, " Church History, V (1936), 124; Godfrey Davies,
"Arminian versus Puritan in England ca. 1620-1640, " HLB, No. 5
(April, 1934), 157; and G. W, O, Addleshaw, The Higmurch Tradition
(London, 1941), p. 23. The view that this was a divergence is found in
W. K, Jordan, The Development of Religious Toleration in England...
(1603-1640) (Cambridge, Mass., 1936), pp. 116-117; that it was a return,
in A, 8, Duncan-Jones, Archbishop Laud (London, 1927), pp. 12 and 48,
For the role of Hooker see Reble's Preface to Hooker's Works, I, Ixxii-
Ixxviii, Contemporary arguments that the Marian exiles corrupted the
Church are in Hooker, I, 141-142 and Peter Heylyn, Cyprianus Anglicus
(London, 1668), pp. 50-51. See E. C. A. Bourne, The Anglicanism of
William Laud (London, 1947), pp. 25-149, for a full treatment of the
thesis that Laud is in line with the whole historical tendency of the
English Reformation,
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published in 1642, To say that Browne is a Laudian, therefore, is to
say that he was an orthodox Anglican in the sense that he was a member
of the controlling party in the Church of his day. While I believe that
this party was orthodox in a more general sense, I will not insist upon
the point, Absolute orthodoxy in this context does not have to be
determined, since the main fact to be established is that Browne was
not an isolated figure without any real place in the formal religious life
of his period.

The Pertinent Distinction between Thought and Action

In discussing Laudian Anglicanism it will prove fruitful to consider
the simple distinction between thought and action, theory and practice.
For the purposes of this paper little is to be gained by moving into the
realms of politics and church polity. The form of government in the
Church, the relation of Church and State, and the actual tolerance
extended by the Church are difficult and controversial topics. They
will be avoided here. We will confine the investigation to ideas and
ideals more specifically religious.

One of the most obvious justifications of what might seem at first
a somewhat arbitrary and cowardly proceeding is that Browne was a
layman not concerned with questions of Church government, a doctor of
scientific bent not greatly interested in politics, a thinker who never
had to face the problems of the administrator of either secular or
ecclesiastical affairs. While it is generally granted that Browne was
a loyal Royalist, and while Finch has recently presented evidence that
he more actively supported the King's cause during the Civil War than
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had hitherto been assumed, we have no more than hints in his writings
from which to reconstruct his views on political-religious subjects.l
This being so, there is no compelling reason to enter into problems
complicated and at the same time peripheral,

Furthermore, it may be argued that the elimination of pelitical
motives is a gain in clarity. A distortion is introduced into scholarship
by the failure even partially to dissociate religious matters from poli-
tical attachments, This is best illustrated in the work of that admirable
historian of English religion, John Tulloch., In arguing, for example,
that Laudian divines "have no right to claim the inheritance of the
Church of England, " Tulloch concerns himself almost entirely with the
question of church government and the Laudian support of Stuart mon-
archy. This preoccupation with what from the religious standpoint are
side issues prevents him from seeing the close connections existing
between the Anglican bishops and the rational theologians he so justly
admires. Reluctantly he recognizes that a connection existed, but
resorts to paradox to account for it, It is, he observes, one of the
"strange anomalies" of history that Puritanism, "which began in
impulses of liberty" and has always been associated with political
freedom, was in matters of dogma fiercely intolerant. On the other
hand, the Laudian party, "while servile in spirit and tyrannic in the
exercise of constituted authority, " was quite liberal theologically. We

find Laud, continues Tulloch with some embarrassment,

ljeremiah 8. Finch, §
123-29,

e (New York, 1950) pp.
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extending patronage to the earliest of our rational

theologians, All these theologians came out of the

bosom of the party, and continued, more or less,

closely associated with it. And even in the case of

some of the most distinctive of the Anglo-Catholic

theologians themselves, there are traces of a

certain freedom of thought on purely theological

matters,
Despite the bias shown in terminology, the logical tension within the
passage is evident, The historical facts play havoc with Tulloch's
theory, and he is partially aware of this, When he speaks of the
obviously cloge relationship between Laud and both Chillingworth and
Taylor, he must again adopt this somewhat puzzled tone, While it
would not be difficult to challenge Tulloch's identification of
Puritanism and the cause of freedom, we do better to avoid the
political question entirely. It only sets up oppositions which did
not exist, or existed only in secondary matters., To concentrate
upon religious essentials is the straightest path through the chaos, 1

There is no reason why a blanket approbation of Archbishop
Laud should form a part of this paper. He has been attacked with
great vigor for centuries; recently he has found persuasive defenders.
Errors of judgment have no doubt been made on both sides. My own
opinion after reading extensively in L.aud is that he was a
conscientious and capable churchman who defended with vigor
and skill legitimate political and eccliastical theories. That he had
personal weaknesses is true, but that he was responsible for the

1john Tulloch, Rational Theolo ﬁlnmd Christian Phuoso%! in
Kfil land in the Seventeenth Centu burgh, 18 -

trouble in explaining the relations between Laud and Chimngwox'th

see I, 292-293; between Laud and Taylor, I, 352-353.
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religious troubles of his day is questionable, The difficulties he faced
were probably beyond human solution, 1

Scholars sometimes forget the difference between formulating
theories in the security of libraries and applying those theories in the
world of passionate and erring men., It is amusing, for instance, to
notice that in most discussions of religious tolerance a man's reputation
is almost always inversely proportional to his position in the Church or
his public responsibilities. Very few bishops are heroes. In some
cases a man's reputation actually sinks with promotion. Jeremy

Taylor is universally praised for the Liberty of Prophesying which he

wrote when he was a simple priest. But when as Bishop of Down and
Connor he found it necessary to abandon his theories and use force,
some of his admirers cool toward him, 2

Hooker put his finger on the exact difficulty involved here when
he wrote:

He that goeth about to persuade a multitude, that they are

not 80 well governed as they ought to be, shall never want
attentive and favourable hearers; because they know the

1gee Bourne and Duncan-Jones for elaborate defenses of Laud.,
The Whig historians generally have treated Laud rather harshly, Most
famous, perhaps, although certainly extreme, is the attack of Thomas
Babington Macaulay in his review of Hallam's Constitutional History.
For Laud Macaulay expresses ''a more unmitigated contempt than for
any other character in our history." Macaulay's invective must be read
in order to be believed., See The Works of Lord !dncau).?. ed. Lady
Trevelyan (London, 1871), V, 203-204, See Adair's whole paper and
John R, H, Moorman, A History of the Church in England &:andon. 1854),
pp. 229-233, for modern interpretations neither vindictive nor adulatory.

25ce Dowden, Puritan and Anglican, pp. 207-208, Logan Pearsall
Smith (ed.), The Golden Grove (Oxford, 1930), p. xviii, is more sympa-
thetic.
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manifold defects whereunto every kind of regiment is
subject, but the secret lets and difficulties, which in
public proceedings are innumerable and inevitable,

they have not ordinarily the judgment to consider, 1

The point need not be labored, but the more we can eliminate the un-
natural and unjust distinction made between working churchmen and
those who deal only with theories, the more we shall appreciate the
actual community of thought existing within the Anglican Church,

In any event, an appreciation of the practical problems facing
bishops will prevent our making such naive judgments as this one
concerning Laud:

To the average Englishman he was a martinet who

resembled an inquisitive government inspector or

a fussy schoolmaster rather than a Father in God,

With the help of his numerous spies he made it his

business to see that the clergy had clean surplices

and that they wore them,,.that churches were kept

clean and in good repair; that bishops did their duty

by repressing what was wrong and promoting what

was good for the Church in the eyes of their Metro-

politan; and that the clergy were dutiful and obedient

to the will of their civil and spiritual overlords.

Laud assumed, or seemed to assume, that if &his

were done God's kingdom would surely come.

One can object that the closing assumption is gratuitous and based upon
no evidence whatever, and one can doubt that this writer has the magical
power of reading the "average' English mind of some centuries past.
But the main objection that should be made is that, if the actions
attributed to Laud above were discreditable, there seems to be

nothing for an archbishop to do but sit in his palace and smile at

lHooker, 1, 198,

27, F. Kinloch, The Life and Works of Joseph Hall (London,
1951), p. 121.
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pigeons. One gathers that Laud would have been much more com-
mendable if he had insisted upon dirty surplices and churches,
bishops who avoided their duty, and disobedient clergymen,

But there is, I repeat, no necessity to judge Laud's actions.
Since Browne lived entirely in the realm of thought and the exercise
of personal virtue, it is only fair that in comparisons we restrict the
field to that of thought, the expressions of ideals, the practice of
those ideals in a private capacity. If we do this, I hope to show that
there is no wall separating Laud, the rational theclogians, or the
Norwich physician,

The Fact of Limitations

Although in the following we will be dealing almost exclusively
with the Laudian group, I do not wish to imply that the principles,
arguments, or degree of tolerance attributed to them were their
private property. For practical reasons it is necessary to set up
opposites such as Anglican and Roman Catholic, Anglican and Puritan,
but we err greatly if we let these rather loose and inaccurate terms
become solidified, as though they were physical objects.

When, therefore, in the following pages Anglican positions are
contrasted with Puritan or Calvinistic thought, the latter terms should
be taken in "a soft and flexible sence' as Browne would say. I have no
desire to set the Puritans up for target practice, or tc deny that there
were liberal elements within the vast complex. One of the most dis-
couraging aspects of the whole history of the period is that moderates



136

were not able to recognize their areas of agreement amid the welter of
charges and passions, The important school of the Cambridge Platonists
exhibits many characteristics here attributed to the Laudians. They are
not discussed because their main period of activity falls somewhat later
than our focal points, and also because they bear only indirectly and
vaguely upon Browne, In brief, there is no reason t¢ maintain that

only the Anglicans possessed certain traits; it is enough that they did
possess them,

For similar reasons little attention will be paid to contemporary
continental developments, Certainly the kind of Anglican thought to be
described is not unlike that of some Lutherans, But again limitations of
space, pertinancy, and competency operate, Arminianism, however,
because of its very close connection with Anglican thought, will be
touched upon briefly.

Finally, it might be well to add a few notes on terminology. For
convenience' sake the term Anglican in succeeding pages will denote the
school of Laud, with the reservation previously made that other con-
cepts of "true"” Anglicanism are possible. There are no acceptable
alternatives., Laudian is too broad, since it suggests a group committed
both to the Archbishop's political and religious principles. Further-
more, it implies that Laud dominated the thought of the group.
Chillingworth, as a matter of fact, did not parrot the ideas of his
patron, but reached his conclusions by independent and conscientious
study. He would certainly have resisted the implication that he was a
party man. Arminian, though in contemporary use, is not acceptable
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because it blunts the importance of Anglican theological independence,
High-Church is simply inaccurate, Bourne has demonstrated that
Laudian principles in the main are accepted today by all save extreme
branches of the Anglican communien. 1 The only remaining possibility,
Anglo-Catholic, while acceptable if properly understood, may too easily
be confused with the nineteenth-century movement of the same name,
It is also rather clumsy for constant use.

Since the Anglicans objected violently to the Roman Church's
appropriation of the title Catholic, the words Roman Catholic, Roman,
and Romanist wiil be used indiscriminately to indicate that body,

Puritan, as suggested above, will be used only in a vague and general
sense; for a definition of Puritanism, if possible, is clearly beyond the
scope of this paper, By Puritans I mean those who, whether Presby-
terian or Beparatist, opposed the Anglican Settlement, whose theology
was mainly Calvinistic or extremely Protestant, who insisted upon a
continuing reformation, who held the Church of Rome in utter detesta-
tion, and who minimized the ceremonial aspect of worship.

Method of Investigation: Main Figures and Texts

In order to block out the main lines of Anglican theology in the
first part of the seventeenth century, the following method will be
adopted., The main evidence will be drawn from the works of Arch -
bishop William Laud (1573-1645), William Chillingworth (1602-1644),
and Jeremy Taylor (1613-1667). More specifically, emphasis will fall

lBourne, p. 22,
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upon Laud's Conference with Fisher (held in 1622, published in 1639),

Chillingworth's The Religion of Protestants a Safe Way to Salvation

(1638), and Taylor's Liberty of Prophesying (1647), The substantial

agreement of these men will demonstirate a certain homogeneity in the
Anglican thought of the 1630's and '40's, the period in which Browne
was meditating, composing and making public his Religio. In order to
show somewhat the continuity of Anglican thought from Hooker to Laud,
important or characteristic peints will be bolstered by quotations from
Richard Hooker (1554-1600), the greatest of Anglican theclogians, and
John Donne (1572-1631), a good representative of the movement during
the second and third decades of the century, 1 Less gignificant theolo-
gians will enter the discussion from time to time for the illustration of
special points,

The three main figures have been chosen to illustrate different
facets of Anglican thought., The choice of Laud was inevitable, As
Archbishop of Canterbury and Chancellor of the University of Oxford,
he was the most important, the most influential, the most powerful
churchman in England during the period. He represents the nearest
thing in the Anglican Church to an official viewpoint, Although I have
attempted to make him central throughout, this has not always been

possible because he was primarily a man of action and did not leave a

lin addition to my own readings in Donne I have made extensive
use of Itrat Husain, The Dogmatic and Mystical Theology of John Donne
(London, 1938) and Koy W, Battenhouse, e Grounds of Religious
Toleration in the Thought of John Donne, " Church History, XI (1942),
217-248, I am in more substantial agreement with Husain than with
Battenhouse, who seems to me to place undue emphagis upon Donne's
somewhat questionable mysticism,
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completely developed statement of his principles, Aside from the

Conference with Fisher we have only a few sermons, speeches, and

passages from his defence before Parliament to work with, But these
will show his thought sufficiently well, and will be supported by the
evidence of his patronage of the other figures.

William Chillingworth is also essentially a one-book writer, but
that book is lengthy and inclusive. He has been chosen as a representa-
tive of the most intellectual wing of the Anglican party., Both Tulloch
and Hunt classify and praise him as a rational theologian., Chilling-
worth was also a member of what is sometimes called the Great Tew
group, which included Lord Falkland, Hales, Sheldon, Morley,
Hammond and Earle, many of whom became important after the
Restoration., By showing the agreement between Laud and Chillingworth,
I hope to connect this important group of men with Laud as far as
theology separated from politics goes.

If Chillingworth exemplifies the intellectual firmness and dialec-
tical skill of the Anglicans, Taylor may well be taken as an example of
Anglican grace and love of beauty. He does not disagree with the others,
but his emphasis is somewhat different. ! Together these three men
give us a good cross-section of the best Anglican thought during
Browne's young manhood, Their strikingly different tempers show
the variety within unity which Angneaplnm valued so highly., Laud the
peppery administrator and church statesman, Chillingworth the contro-

versialist, and Taylor the gentle devotional writer, are bound together

1S.‘»ee Tulloch, I, 378 and 406 for the similarity between Taylor
and Chillingworth.
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by a body of common principles and similar ideals, What they have in
common we will call Anglicanism,

Brief sketches of the principal figures will serve both to show the
personal relationships existing between them, and to orient us more
exactly in time, Only a few outstanding and relevant facts concerning
Laud need be given., He was educated at Oxford under the guidance of
John Buckeridge, who was a fervent disciple of Andrewes and a leading
exponent of the new Anglicanism, Later he was promoted by his im-
portant pupil, and throughout life they supported one another, Together
they saw to it that Andrewes' sermons were published in 1629, L During
his Oxford career Laud maintained the views of his tutor publicly and
was active in opposing the Calvinistic element at the University, He
became a fellow of St, John's in 1593 and President of that college in
1611, It is important to note that Laud retained throughout his life an
active interest in Oxford., This is relevant because Browne too was an
Oxford man, As a matter of fact he was in residence during the period
in which Laud's influence was at its height, for Laud became Chancellor
in 1628,

Laud's rise in the Church was steady but not unduly spectacular.
He became Bishop of St, David's in 1621, Bath and Wells in 1626, and
London in 1628, Five years later he was raised to the Primacy and
commenced in full earnest his stormy political and ecclesiastical
career. In 1641 he was imprisoned by Parliament, tried three years
later, and executed in 1645 by a bill of attainder when the case against

lpor Buckeridge see Canon Venables' article in DNB, s.v.
"Buckeridge. "
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him broke down completely.

The Conference with Fisher was the result of a cause célebre.

The mother of George Villiers, the all-powerful Duke of Buckingham,

had been converted to Roman Catholicism, an event of great danger to

Church and State since it was rumoured that the Duke himself was

wavering, King James directed Dr. Francis White to hold a conference

with the Jesuit Fisher before the parties concerned. A second con-

ference was held at which the King himself was present, but the

results were apparently not satisfactory, for the King requested Laud

to maintain the Anglican case in a third conference, held in 1622,

Laud prepared his account the same year, but did not publish it in

full until the previous conferences had been made public, While the

work is not well known generally, it constitutes one of the finest of

the Anglican defenses against Rome, i
The personal intimacy of Laud and Chillingworth dates from

Chillingworth's birth, for Laud, then at St. John's, was the boy's

godfather., Chillingworth too was educated at Oxford, receiving his

M. A, from Trinity and being named a Fellow in 1628, Shortly there-

after he was converted to Roman Catholicism, curiously enough by the

same Father Fisher with whom Laud had crossed swords, 2 Chillingworth

11t is mentioned by Taylor, for example, as essential to a basic
theological library. See Heber in Taylor's Works, I, Ixxix,

2Fisher might repay close study. His real name was John Percy,
but like most Jesuits working in England he used a variety of aliases.
He was born ca. 1570 and died in 1641, Although his career was varied,
he seems to have specialized in the conversion of intellectuals. An
interesting, though overly pious, account of his life may be found in
Records of the English Province of the Society of Jesus, ed. Henry
Foley, First Series (London, 1877), I, 521-542,
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was especially impressed by Fisher's argument that only the Roman
Catholic principle of infallibility could maintain the cohesion of
Christendom, Consequently, he left Oxford in 1630 and entered the
great Roman seminary at Douay,

It was at this crucial point that Laud's influence proved most
decisive, Laud was deeply disturbed by the defection of his godson
anci initiated a correspondence with him, So impressed was Chilling~
worth by the arguments of Laud that in 1631 he returned to England
where he was kindly received by the Bishop. Although he resumed
his Oxford life, Chillingworth was not yet able to return completely
to the English Church, While he granted that it was a true Church,
he had reservations about subscribing to the Articles, Because this
point of subscription will be of some importance later, it is worth
noting his objections, which are contained in a letter to Dr, Sheldon,
Chillingworth believed that "the damning sentences in St. Athanasius's
creed (as we are made to subscribe it) are most false, and also in a
high degree presumptuous and schismatical,”" He also found it difficult
to accept the principle of subscription, which he held was "an imposi-
tion on men's consciences, much like that authority which the Church
of Rome assumes.' Unfortunately we do not possess a detailed account
of his change of attitude, but he did subscribe in 1638 and was imme-
diately given preferment through the influence of Laud., However, we
know from the letter to Sheldon that Laud was involved in the discussion,
and when we come later to see Laud's interpretation of subscription,

the probable line of argument will become evident. 1

1The letter is in William Chillingworth, Works (Philadelphia, 1840),
p. xiii, See also Tulloch, I, 285-287,
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During the Civil War Chillingworth supported the Royal cause,
though with the natural misgivings which all moderate men felt at the
necessity of settling the issues by violent means. He was active at the
siege of Gloucester, was later made prisoner, fell ill and died in the
early part of 1644, His funeral was marred by the zeal of the Puritan
divine Cheynell, who hurled The Religion of Protestants into the open

grave, shouting, "Get thee gone, thou Cursed Book, which hast seduced
g0 many precious souls: Get thee gone, thou corrupt rotten Book,
Earth to Earth, Dust to Dust: Get thee gone into the Place of Rotten-
ness, that thou mayest Rot with thy Author, and see Corruption, nl

This "corrupt rotten book, " like much of the controversial
literature of the day, grew out of a long continued series of debates.
In 1630 the Jesuit Wilson, going by the name of Knott, published a work
which was answered by the Provost of Queen's College, Dr. Christopher
Potter, who in turn was countered by Knott in 1634, At this point
Chillingworth entered the picture and assumed the Anglican burden. After
working for several years he published his rebuttal of the Catholic position

in 1638. The Religion of Protestants was at once recognized by Laud as a

valuable contribution to Anglican apologetics. Indeed, it has been suggested,
and my reading supports the contention, that the connection between Laud's
and Chillingworth's defences is much closer than has been granted. 2

lpor Chillingworth's fee 8 at the outbreak of hostilities see
Sermon I, Works, pp. 530-548, e quotation from Cheynell is in John
Walker, An Attempt towards Recover an Account of the Numbers and
inﬂer%mergy of the Church of England...(London, 1714), Part

s P .

2The suggestion is in Felix R, Arnott, "Anglicanism in the Seven-
teenth Century, "' in Anglicanism, ed. P, E. More and Frank L. Cross
(Milwaukee, 1935), p. lviii,
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The third member of our triumvirate received his education at
Cambridge, which was then more Calvinistic than the Laud-reformed
Oxford. After receiving his M, A, in 1633, however, Taylor attracted
the notice of Laud, who became his patron and by his influence secured
an Oxford Fellowship at All Souls for the young preacher. Later Laud
invited Taylor to preach before him at Lambeth, commended his per-
formance highly, and promised continued aid. It is generally recognized
that the support of Laud was decisive in the young preacher's life.
Taylor had no money, no connections, no prospects, His fellowship
gave him not only security but also that access te books and learned
company which be needed for his intellectual growth, Laud made good
all his promises, appointed Taylor one of his personal chaplains and
secured valuable livings for him,

Naturally Taylor supported the King during the War, Our record
of his life during this period is very confused and imperfect. In any
event, it was from a refuge in Wales that he wrote his famous

Liberty of Prophesying in 1647, After the Restoration Taylor was

named Bishop of Down and Connor and Vice Chancellor of the University
of Dublin. After a turbulent ecclesiastical career, not unlike that of
Laud, he died, we may suspect rather willingly, in 1667,

These brief biographical notices will have served their purpose
if they have impressed upon the reader the fact that Laud constantly
supported and encouraged Chillingworth and Taylor. Despite the
false separation that some scholars have posited, the records
show steady approval on the part of Laud, constant respect on

the part of his friends. That this was a rapport more than
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accidental will be shown in the following chapters, But it is worth

emphasizing here that those who divide the men have as yet produced

no satisfactory explanation of the matters of fact summarized above, 1

1The main sources for the biographical sketches were: Laud—
Bourne and Heylyn. Chillingworth—Tulloch, I, 261-343; Hunt, I,
374-382; Jordan, pp. 377-400., Taylor—Life by Heber in Taylor's
Works, I, i-ccii; Logan Pearsall Smith's introduction to The Golden
Grove, pp. xiii-lxiii; Dowden, Puritan and Anglican, pp. 197-214,
Smith and Dowden are especially valuable as literary studies,




CHAPTER 11

PEACE AND TRUTH:
THE PROBLEM OF CHRISTIAN UNITY

Anglican thought is somewhat difficult to approach, for essentially
it is an attitude applied to circumstances as they arise rather than a
definite body of formulations, In this chapter, after a brief description
of the problem of disunity, the greatest challenge facing Christian thinkers
in the century, we will discuss the conditions which the Anglicans con-
sidered necessary for any valid solution. The nature of these conditions
shaped Anglican thought and led directly to the famous via media as the
only acceptable approach to controversial topics, Some of the implica~
tions of the middle way will be touched upon, mainly to give as directly
as possible the whole tone of Anglican th«wllmgy.1

1Altlmugh scattered references to some Anglican theologians have
already appeared, it might be useful here to give a resumé of editions
and abbreviations used. All Laud quotations are from The Works of
William Laud, ed. William Scott and James Bliss, Library of Anglo-
Catholic Theology, 7 vols. (London, 1847-60) and will be cited as Laud.
Chillingworth is quoted from The Works of William Chillingworth
(Philadelphia, 1840), Taylor references from lhe Whole Works of
Jeremy Taylor, ed. and with life by Reginald Heber, rev., Charles P.
Eden, %6 v%li. (London, 1864) will be cited as Taylor, Works.
Those from the Logan Pearsall Smith anthology, The Golden Grove
(Oxford, 1930) will appear as Taylor, Golden Grove, Hooker quota-
tions are from The Works of... Mr, Richard Hooker, ed., John Keble,
rev., R, W, Church and F. Paget, 3 vols, (London, 1888). Quotations
from The Works of John Donne, ed. Henry Alford, 6 vols, (London,
1839) will be cited as Donne, Works, while those from The Sermons
of John Donne, ed. Evelyn M. Simpson and George R, Potter, 10 vols.
ghnned (Berkeley, Calif., 1953 —~present) will be referred to as Donne,

ermons.
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The Anglican Desire for Christian Unity

The Anglican desire for unity within Christendom approached the
intensity of passion and established a foundation for the whole super-
structure of thought elaborated in that Church, One of the most
impressive declarations of this profoundly experienced feeling is a
sermon which Laud delivered in 1628 on the text from Ephesians,
"Endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. "
While generally Laud's style is pungent and effective rather than
formally beautiful, in this one sermon he can strike out such splendid
lines as, "This 'unity of the Spirit' is closer than any corporal union
can be; for spirite meet where bodies cannot, and nearer than bodies
can," 8o central to his thought, his heart, his whole religious being
is the concept of unity, that he rises to rare eloquence in speaking
of it:

I press "unity" hard upon you:—pardon me this zeal, O

that my thoughts could speak that to you that they do to

God; or that my tongue could express them but such as

they are; or that there were an open passage that you
might see them, as they pray faster than I can speak for

"unity, "
With fervent persistence he hammers away at the oneness of the
Christian belief, We serve but one Lord, worship but one God, are
sanctified by one Holy Spirit. OQur faith, as also our hope and baptism,
is one, and there is but one body of which we are members., But this
unity is not monolithic; rather if consists of "different graces, but all
tending to one edification; divers offices, but all joint overseers of

the same work." Nothing, he continues, provokes God as much
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as division in that church which He purchased with His one life that it
might live in unity. i

The beauty of unity was naturally emphasized by the horrors of
disunity which were only too apparent throughout Europe. It is with
real pain that Laud contemplates the state of religion in his century:

For my part, death were easier to me, than it is to see

and consider the face of the Church of Christ scratched

and torn, till it bleeds 1& every part, as it doth this day;

and the "coat of Christ, ' which was once spared by

"soldiers, because it was seamless, ' rent every way....
Indeed, contemplation of "Christendom bleeding in dissension, and which
is worse, triumphing in her own blood" was one of the few things which
could dampen the spirits of the ordinarily hopeful archbishop, While he
was sustained by his faith and could not grant that the church might
really end, the means of preservation were certainly obscure to him,
After division upon division, he says, the church has become terra
liguefacta, and all is uncertain, Quite touchingly his faith struggles
with his observations. There is melting everywhere, in all parts of
the church, in all places. "And," says Laud, "but that I know 'hell
gates cannot prevail against it, ' it 'melts' so fast sometimes, that
I should think it is, as the world takes it for, a house of butter against

the sun," This mood, a kind of elegiac weariness with an irrational

1L.aud, 1, 163, 160 and 155, See Hooker, I, 252, Franklin Le
Van Baumer has written two articles which support my views, See his
"The Church of Engrnd and the Common Corps of Christendom, "
Journal of Modern History, XVI (1944), 1-21, for a study of the
Anglican emphasis upon unity from Cranmer to Laud, Significantly
enough his rather exhaustive studies indicate that this ideal ceased
to be of much importance after 1648, In another article, "The Con-
ception of Christendom in Renaissance England, " JHI, VI (1945),
131-156, he elaborates upon his theme and covers a wider area.
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and impossible world, is not infrequently found in Anglican writing,
Certainly it is in Browne. The great shock produced by the terrible
separations within Christendom should be recognized more generally
as a primary source of the world weariness so often noted in the century.
While other motives such as the shock of the new science undoubtedly
played a part, this simple religious fact too moved men's hearts and
minds more than we are easily able to imagine, 1

Nor were the Anglicans unaware of the pressing practical
dangers of disunity., They constantly drew attention to the fact that
Christian controversy, marked only too often by blind zeal and open
hatred, served the interests of religious scepticism and indifference.
Christians were almost forcing intelligent men to turn away from the
church, Laud solemnly warns Christians everywhere that they are
actually fighting the cause of their common enemy:

And though I cannot prophesy, yet I fear that atheism and

irreligion gather strength w the truth is thus weakened

by an unworthy way of contending for it, And while they

thus contend, neither part consider that they are in a way

to induce upon themselves and others that contrary extreme

which they seem most both to fear and oppose.
Chillingworth also was bothered by this aspect of the controversy, and
warned the Romanists that their constant harping upon lack of certainty
within the Protestant camp cut deeper than they imagined. All that is
necessary to put into doubt all Christianity and all religion is an
extension of the area under survey, according to Chillingworth, Why
"might not a Jew conclude as well against all christians"? A Turk

could so argue against both Christians and Jews, and "an atheist

1Laud, I, 1685; I, xvii; I, 111
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against all religions, and a sceptic against all reason, "}

But the greatest peril these churchmen foresaw was the internal
degeneration of Christian practice. Judgment, and mercy, and fidelity,
says Hooker, are the essentials of the law. "These things we ought to
do; and these things, while we contend about less, we leave undone,
Happier are they whom the Lord when he cometh shall find 'doing' in
these things, than disputing about 'Doctors, Elders, and Deacons.'"
But unfortunately the attention of most men was focused hypnotically
on the beam in their enemy's eye. The heady drink of virtuous hating
had proved irresistible, and men were enjoying to the full the pleasures
of religiosity, Taylor, recognizing this, objects with vigor that men
"are so busy in trifles and such impertinencies. ..that they neglect the
greater things of the law, charity, and compliances, and the gentleness
of christian communion,” In another place he again contrasts "trifles
and impertinencies" with "those glorious precepts of christianity and
holy life which are the glories of our religion.” This misdirection of
energy has set "all the world in factions, all damning one another, each
party damned by all the rest.” The Christian world, instead of being
a vast and orderly brotherhood, a community of believers, has been

reduced to chaos, to "a shambles and a perpetual butchery."” And there

lpaud, 11, xv; € orth, p. 471. See Hooker, II, 21: "With
our contentions their irreligious humour also is much strengthened.
Nothing pleaseth them better than these manifold oppositions about the
matter of religion, as well for that they have hereby the more opportunity
to learn on one side how another may be oppugned, and so to weaken the
credit of all unto themselves; as also because by this hot pursuit of
lower controversies amongst men professing religion, and agreeing in
the principal foundations thereof, they conceive hope that about the
higher principles themselves time will cause altercation to grow,"
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is nothing in sight but everlasting persecutions and religious wars. i
This desire for unity and this recognition of Christian disintegra-
tion was not, of course, limited to the Anglicans. We have already
seen Montaigne and Pascal making similar pleas and charges. Probably
few Christians, if we except the not inconsiderable number of zealots
and madmen, would have denied the proposition that unity is better than
faction had it been put to them:, But the all imporiant questions were,
what kind of unity? unity on whose terms? unify upon what basis?
In the next chapter the Anglican answer to these questions will be
worked out; here it is better to look at the prerequisites the Anglicans
established, their conditions for an acceptable solution,

Conditions for a Satisfactory Solution of the Disunity Problem

Above all else the Anglicans insisted upon two main conditions,
reasonableness and inclusiveness, truth and charity, and tried to strike
a mean between their demands, Their attitude is seen strikingly in
Laud's statement:

I have no aim to displease any, nor any hope to please all.

If I can help on to truth in the Church, and the peace of the

Church together, I shall be glad, be it in any measure.

Nor shall I spare to speak necessary truth out of too much

love of peace; nor thrust on unnecessary truth to the breach

of that peace which once broken is not so easily soldered

again,

The check and balance character of this kind of thinking is patent, as is
its coolness and control. Chillingworth agrees with Laud, emphasizing

that unity can be bought at too dear a rate. Ii is obvious that dissension

lHooker, 1, 170; Taylor, Works, V, 408, 362 and 518,
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could be eliminated by submitting all to the direction of the "chief
Mufti of the Turks, " but somewhat questionable whether that would

be advantageous to Christian religion. We cannot let our natural
degire for peace sweep us beyond the pale of reason., And so Chilling-
worth concludes, "It were a thing much to be desired, that there were
- no divisions; yet difference of opinions...is rather to be chosen than

unanimous concord in damned errors....Amica pax, magis amica

veritas " i

Underlying this insistence upon rationality is the realization that
a solution hae no permanent holding power unless it rests upon a
rational base, In fact, Laud argues the case directly out of Aquinas.

A true union must be anchored upon the "esse perfectum rei, the

perfect essence of that thing." Any other union is ultimately worthless

and cannot have in it "rationem boni, the true being and nature of good. i

But if a reasonable basis for unity is to be sought, it is impera-
tive that men approach the task without passion and in a spirit of
scholarly impartiality. What I am locking for, says Chillingworth,
is the right way to salvation,

But whether this way lie on the right hand, or the left, or
straight forward; whether it be by following a living guide,
or by seeking my direction in a book, or by hearkening to
the secret whisper of some private spirit, to me it is in-

different. And he that is otherwise affected, and hath not
a traveller's indifference...it is odds but he will take his

desire that it gshould be so, for an assurance that it is so.

Decades earlier Hooker had made the same demand and had set before

1y.aud, 11, %i; Chillingworth, p. 374,
21 aud, 111, 412,
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himsgelf the task of determining what "the naked truth doth afford"
according to "the light of sound and sincere judgment, without either
cloud of prejudice, or mist of passionate affection.” This is a part
of the Anglican program—to question everything, to look carefully
into all possibilities, neither to accept or reject anything without a
searching examination, 1

Nor did the Anglicans neglect the demands of the practical reason,
but held that a solution must conform to the actual state of affairs.
Practicality, common sense, pragmatism, call it what we will, is
deeply engrained in the Anglican makeup., They accepted, of course,
the permanent nature of the Reformation; but they accepted as well the
success of the Roman Catholic counter-attack, As far as a formal
union with Rome was concerned, they admitted its theoretical desir-
ability, but did not believe it within the realm of the possible, and so
did not spend a great deal of time discussing it. A perfect union could
be reached, says Laud, "if some tenets of the Roman party, on the one
side, and some deep and embittered disaffections on the other, have

not made it impossible, as I much doubt [1.e., fear] they have. ue

Never were these thinkers seduced by the appeal of vague "if only's,"
or the lure of religious Utopias, They did not wait up nights for the
Second Coming,

The second major Anglican condition was that the desired unity be
built upon the broadest possible foundation. No system is valuable that

does not furnish a means of binding together not only the various

1Chillingworth, p. 18; Hooker, I, 171.
2Laud, III, 412.
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Protestant sects, but also Christians everywhere, be they Roman,
Anglican, Protestant, Greek, Abyssinian or whatever,

In defending himself against the charge of Lord Say and Seal that
he was narrow-minded, Laud insisted that his eyes had ever been fixed
upon "the whole Catholic Church of Christ, spread upon the face of the
whole earth, " Look to it, he warned the Puritans:

certainly my comprehensions are not 80 narrow as theirs,

whose largest cannot, or will not, lock upon one entire

national Church; nay, a parochial is too big for them, and

a conventicle big enough, Nor did my "narrow comprehen-

sions" ever reject that great body, the Catholic Church, out

of the Creed, as some of late have done....

And in his private devotions Laud often prayed, "O eternal God and
merciful Father, I humbly beseech Thee, bless Thy holy Catholic
Church, wheresoever spread upon the face of the whole earth," This
interest was neither merely personal nor academic. Rather it was a
living principle which penetrated Anglican thought from beginning to
end. The vision of the whole church, the church catholic existing in
all lands under all forms, was always before the eyes of these men,
Anything which operated to narrow the bounds of the church was

firmly and unequivocally rejected. 1

Anglican Independence: the Middle Way

These demands for impartiality in the search, rationality in
approach and means, attention to the humanly possible, and recognition

liaud, VI, Pt. I, 88 and I1I, 7. See Donne, Sermons, 1I, 280:
"And since the Church cannot be in one, in an unity, take heed of
bringing it too neare that unity, to a paucity, to a few, to a separation,
to a conventicle, The Church loves the name of Catholique; and it is
a glorious, and an harmonious name. '
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that the whole church was of greater importance than any individual part
get the Anglicans apart from all extremists. The Anglican was not a
"true blue" Protestant, though he accepted fully the fact of the Reform-
ation; nor was he Catholic in the limited sense of Rome, Rather he tock
for his guiding principle the old Christian claim, "Whatever is good, is
ours," Anglican independence is exhibited and justified in Laud's fine
declaration:

no salvation must be possible, did it lie at their mercy, but

in the communion of the one, and in the conventicles of the

other; as if either of these now were, as the Donatists of

old reputed themselves, the men in whom Christ at His

coming to judgment should find faith. No, saith 8, Augustine,

and so I say with him, Da veniam, non credimus, "Pardon us,

I pray, we cannot believe it, The Catholic Church of Christ

is neither Rome, nor a conventicle, Out of that there is no

salvation, I easily confess it, But out of Rome there is, and

out of a conventicle too; salvation is not shut up into such a

narrow conclave....therefore, I have endeavoured to lay

open those wider gates of the Catholic Church confined to

no age, time or place....l
“"Pardon us, I pray, we cannot believe it, "' is the invariable Anglican
response to those who attempt to constrict the Church within any
narrow walls, It is firm, but not impolite; gentle but unyielding.

Because the Anglicans adopted this moderate position, they cannot
be considered party men. The whole of this paper will demonstrate the
Anglican rejection of Rome; here we will glance at the Anglican attitude
toward the Reformation and Protestant groups in general. While the
Anglicans looked upon the Reformation as a worthy, even a necessary,
development, they did not feel that it had any mysterious sanctity, In

fact, the very conditions under which it was effected, the heat and

1aud, 11, xvii.
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turmoil of battle, the necessity for generating a force great enough to
withstand the whole enormous preséure of the Roman Church, were
likely to result in dangerous extremes. Laud presents the temperate
Anglican view of the Reformation when he analyzes it as:

so difficult a work, and subject to s0 many pretensions,
that it is almost impossible but the reformers should
step too far, or fall too short, in some smaller things

or other; which, in regard of the far greater benefit
coming by the reformation itself, may well be passed
over and borne withal, But if there have been any wilful
and gross errors, not so much in opinion as in fact,
sacrilege too often pretending to reform superstition, —
that is the crime of the reformers, not of the reformation;
and they are long since gone to God to answer it, to whom
I leave them,

But this leaves the Anglicans perfectly free to criticize Protestant
positions which they consider erroneous. Chillingworth shows typical
Anglican independence when he writes:

Yet I would not be so mistaken, as if I thought the errors

even of some protestants inconsiderable things, and

matters of no moment, For the truth is, I am very

fearful that some of their opinions...are too frequent

occasions of our remissness, and slackness, in running

the race of christian perfection....These errors, there-

fore, I do not elevate or extenuate; and, on condition

the ruptures made by them might be composed, do heartily

wish, that the cement were made of my dearest blood....
And so, too, Laud, while objecting to the limitations placed upon
salvation by the Romanists, adds with caution, "nay, I doubt not but
there are some Protestants, which can, and do, as stiffly and as
churlishly deny them salvation, as they do us." Briefly, the Anglicans
maintained that both sides had erred, and they agreed with no man's

error. i

lLaud, 11, 173-74; Chillingworth, p, 290; Laud, II, 323. See
also Hooker, I, 163 and Keble's emphasis of Hooker's independence
in Hooker, I, Ixxx,
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The most striking exhibition of this spirit of independence and
moderation is the Anglican refusal to reject the Church of Rome
absolutely, Invectives against the "whore of Babylon" are not to be
found in these writers, Rather they emphasized the fact that the Roman
Church is a part of the Christian family, Taylor is typical when he
argues that though the Romanists may be rebellious and mistaken
children of the church, yet they are its children; "for they are con-
signed with the same baptism, profess the same faith delivered by the
apostles, are erected in the same hope, and look for the same glory.... "l
The Anglicans also held that the separation was not made from Rome
a® she was a church, but as she failed in her duty, Laud says that
Protestants have "not left the Church of Rome in her essence, but in
her errors; not in the things which constitute a Church, but only in
such abuses and corruptions as work toward the dissolution of a Church,"
This view was shared by all the Anglican writers 2 «

While not inclined to minimize what they considered to be serious
corruptions in the Roman Church, the Anglicans saw no reason to
magnify the differences. They could not, on the one hand, forget the
common heritage, and commeonly they spoke rather wistfully of days
gone by, as Laud does: "The time was,..that you and we were all of
one belief,... A division was made, yet so that both parte held the
Creed, and other common principles of belief." And on the other hand,
they were acutely aware of the dangers of Rome-baiting. Az Hooker

lTaylor, Works, V, 601. See also Laud, 1I, 144 and Hooker, 1, 438.

2Laud, 11, 213 and 152; Chillingworth, pp. 60 and 195; Hooker, I,
346-47; Heylyn, p. 19,
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points out, many of the "jealousies, heart-burnings, jars and discords"
among Protestants have resulted from a mad effort to surpass one
another in rejecting everything Roman, 1

As might be expected, such a middle position was not likely to be
kindly received by those who held in a terrible sense the dictum, "He
who is not with me, is against me.,”" The middle way is inherently
dangerous by the mere fact that it is in the middle, and consequently
exposed to attack from two sides, No one was more fully aware of the

danger than Laud himself, In the Preface to the Conference with Fisher

he warne the king that the Church of England

is in a hard condition, She professes the ancient Catholic
faith, and yet the Romanist condercns her of novelty in her
doctrine; she practices Church government as it hath been
in use in all ages and all places...and yet the Separatist
condemns her for Antichristianism in her discipline. The
plain truth is, she is between these two factions, as between
two millstones, and unless your Majesty look to it,.,she
will be ground to powder....

At his trial years later Laud was made vividly aware of the truth of
this analysis of the Anglican position. Attacked then as an enemy to
the Protestant cause, he could only protest:

And shall I suffer on both sides? Shall I be accounted an
enemy by one part for opposing the papist, and accused
for a traitor by the other for favouring and complying
with them? Well, if I do suffer thus, 'tis but because
truth usually lies between two extremes, and is beaten
by both (as the poor Church of England is, at this day,
by the papist and the separatist.)

In a later chapter we will document more fully the fact that the Anglicans

were almeost invariably looked upon as occupying a highly ambiguous
position by those rigid theologians who insisted upon neat

1y.aud, 11, 141; Hooker, I, 129.
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categorizations, 1

Yet in spite of all dangers and discouragements the Anglicans
clung to the rule that the way of salvation must not be narrowed.
They believed, in the words of Taylor, that

to make the way to heaven straighter than God made it,

or to deny to communicate with those with whom God

will vouchsafe to be united, and to refuse our charity

to those who have the same faith, because they have not

all our opinions and believe not every thing necessary

which we over-value, is impious and schismatical; it

infers tyranny on one part, and persuades and t%mpts

to uncharitableness and animosities on both....

This "no narrowing of the gates' theme, which has already appeared
several times in this chapter, will reappear time and time again in
various contexts. It is one of the guiding lights of Anglican thought,
a principle to which these thinkers constantly turned, and from which
they gained new strength and conviction in times of need.

It is a principle which leads directly to emphasis on what
Christians have in common, Chillingworth insists that peace and
"unity of communion and charity” could be attained if men would only
allow:

that the way to heaven is not narrower now than Christ left

it, his yoke no heavier than he made it; that the belief of no

more difficulties is required now to salvation, than was in

the primitive church,..if, instead of being zealous papists,

earnest calvinists, rigid lutherans, they would become them-

selves, and be content that others should be, plain and honest
christians....

’*Laud, 11, xiii and 111, 415, These quotations may seem to violate
my rule of disregarding matters of discipline. The Separatists actually
objected to Laud on other grounds as well, but these quotations happen to
be the clearest expressions of Laud's recognition of the dangers of the
middle way.

2Taylor, Works, V, 601.
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Over and over the Anglicans affirmed this point, Chillingworth argues
that "christians must be taught to set a higher value upon these high
points of faith and obedience wherein they agree, than upon these
matters of less moment wherein they differ...." Could men but see
clearly they would recognize that the forces which bind them together<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>