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Introduction

What follows is an essay on the interpretation of the thought of John Locke. My
purpose is to show how Locke’s philosophical work is clarified and explained when it is
considered as the production of a Christian virtuoso, which is to say, of a seventeenth-
century English experimental natural philosopher, an empiricist and naturalist, who
also professed Christianity of a sort that was infused with moral seriousness and with
Platonic otherworldliness overlaid with Christian supernaturalism, and so was
persuaded that the material and temporal world is irremediably imperfect and cannot
satisfy the desire of the person to achieve moral or cognitive perfection in this life.
Christian virtuosi were confident that their dual profession of Christianity and natural
philosophy was not only coherent but also that its main parts, notwithstanding their
opposite tendencies, could be made integral, complementary, and mutually sustaining.
They endeavored to justify this confidence in their writings.

The vocation of a Christian virtuoso was not Locke’s invention. Therefore, its ante-
cedents must first be identified and its idea clarified before it can be effectively
applied. The circumstances of its origin must be described, its ancestry discovered,
its main proponents identified, their motives explained, and the problematic nature of
Christian virtuosity exposed, together with the challenges of uniting its principal parts
and integrating them in a single body of thought. This is what I have tried to do in
Chapters 1, 2, and 3, which comprise the first part of this book. Its results are employed
in the second part as hermeneutical guides for interpreting Locke’s writings, which is
the main purpose of this book.

My main endeavor throughout has been to discover Locke’s thought in his writings.
In this regard, my method does not involve attending to selected extracts which appear
pertinent to philosophical themes that may have been of concern to early modern
philosophers and which may also be of interest to contemporary ones. Rather I
approach them as whole works which become reliable expressions of an author’s
thought only when studied in their proper contexts, taking into account, as much as
possible, their origin and development.

Among Locke’s antecedents in Christian virtuosity was his mentor, friend, and
occasional collaborator Robert Boyle, who coined the expression ‘Christian virtuoso’,
and who labored to clarify its idea and to justify its practice, and who endeavored to
live it and doubtless encouraged others in his circle to do the same, leading them by his
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example.! Francis Bacon preceded him. He was regarded, justly I believe, as the honorary
patron of seventeenth-century virtuosi and of the Royal Society of London, whose
mission was the improvement of natural knowledge. He too was a professing and prac-
ticing Christian, and, as I hope to show, anticipated in practice the very idea of
Christian virtuosity. It was Bacon who insisted that the renewal of all learning must
build upon a well-founded natural philosophy pursued from a purely naturalistic
standpoint, and who, in this connection, established the cardinal rule of virtuosity,?
that one must not mix theology with natural philosophy, naturalism with supernatur-
alism, or confuse natural causes with supernatural ones, and that in the search for the
natural causes of things, one must employ only empirical methods. Yet, as will be
shown, Bacon found justification of this rule and this method in a context replete with
theological meaning and purpose. In this respect, if Boyle is the archetype of Christian
virtuosity, Bacon is its prototype.

I found no ready-made exposition of either of these two figures that I could appro-
priate or comfortably cite as I approached my chosen subject. It became necessary that
I fashion my own interpretations, which I hope are faithful and apt. Hence, Bacon and
Boyle, the principal proponents of the idea of Christian virtuosity, each required a
separate chapter.

Bacon prescribed that natural philosophers be not only naturalists and empiricists,
but also historians and archeologists of philosophy. He tasked them with the recovery
of a prehistoric ancient natural wisdom of fabulous memory, which, he discovered,
was first brought to philosophical expression by the Presocratic natural philosophers,
chief among whom was Democritus. According to this standard, Bacon proposed a
revaluation of the philosophical traditions of antiquity. The hegemony of Aristotle
was overturned; Plato was exiled to a realm of spirits somewhere above nature
where he would preside as the patron saint of philosophical superstition; Socrates,
who is reported to have spurned natural philosophy, almost disappeared from
view.? Democritus rose to pre-eminence among the philosophers of antiquity. The goal

! For Locke’s connections with Boyle, see M. A. Stewart, ‘Locke’s professional contacts with Robert Boyle),
Locke Newsletter 12 (1981), 19-44.

? By ‘virtuosity’, I mean the practice of the investigation of nature and the expertise, largely empirical
and experimental, proper to it.

* One obvious reason for Socrates’ recess from the minds of virtuosi was his turning away from natural
philosophy toward questions concerning civic and moral virtue, from nature to the city. Yet it must not be
overlooked that Socrates was the founder of moral religion, and, if Platos Apology be regarded as an
authentic source of his moral outlook, that tradition, handed down from there, found expression in the
moral philosophy of Christian virtuosi, especially John Locke. The principle of Socratic morality is an
individual’s station in life: ‘wherever a man stations himself, thinking it best to be there, or is stationed by
his commander, there he must, as it seems to me, remain and run his risks, considering neither death nor
any other thing more than disgrace’ (Apology of Socrates, 28D, trans. H. W. Fowler (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press), 1914, 104-5). The two modes of choosing a station, by what seems best, or by
command of a superior, specifically a god, lead to the same end. There is one station common to all human
beings, and from it proceed all the duties of a man and a citizen, beginning with telling the truth and acting
justly. One place where the influence of Socratic moral religion is most evident in Locke’s second Treatise,
Ch. 2, §6, and, as I hope to make clear in Chapters 7 and 8 in this volume, Locke’s mature moral theory
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of natural philosophical explanation was reduced to a description of the motion and
disposition of tiny material particles or atoms. This philosophical revolution was in cor-
relation with what has come to be regarded as a scientific and technological revolution,
ifindeed the two were separate and distinct, which, in Bacon’s mind, they were not.

One consequence of this philosophical revolution was that the ancient sources of
atomism gained special prominence among the so-called new philosophers. Because
the writings of Democritus and all the other Presocratics were lost—Bacon, as will be
seen, proposed that they be retrieved, and he outlined a plan to achieve this—
Hellenistic and Roman sources served in their place, especially Book X of Diogenes,
Lives of the Eminent Philosophers and Lucretius’ De rerum natura. The philosopher
whose opinions these works conveyed was Epicurus, who was Democritus’ principal
heir and expounder of what became known as ‘the Atomicall philosophy’ These
became primary texts of the new natural philosophy, and their influence was direct
and unfiltered, so that even the least allusion to one of them would have had a fuller
meaning in its seventeenth-century context than it has now to us. They became
seventeenth-century philosophical texts, profoundly contributing to the revival of
natural philosophy, and serving as convenient sources of concepts, arguments, and
interpretations of nature. They became standard textbooks of philosophy, offering a
logic of empirical enquiry, an ontology, a system of ethics, and a theory of politics. They
were well received and highly regarded, in spite of the fact that the philosophers whose
opinions they recounted denied the divine creation of the world, its providential
governance, and the immortality of the soul—in spite of the fact that these denials
amounted to atheism.

Itis in this respect that the underlying problem and challenge of Christian virtuosity
comes into view. The underlying problem is the incompatibility of Democritean natur-
alism and its Epicurean successor with Christian supernaturalism. It became the task
of a Christian virtuoso to reconcile them and to show how these pagan sources might
even be made to serve as avenues to faith and as suitable guides in the common life.

However, the relationship remained problematic. This becomes evident in the
reception of Lucretius’ De rerum natura. The concepts and arguments so forcefully
made in this work were not only found useful to explain the natural or material causes
of things, they proved to be effective weapons against the claims of Christian theism,
and to some libertines, a perfect antidote to it. The new natural philosophy caused a
crisis, one that threatened fundamental beliefs and values: belief in God, divine cre-
ation, providence, right reason, and the foundations of morality, law, and civil society.

follows suit. It is noteworthy that the same ambiguities that remain in early modern moral theory are present
in Socrates’ remarks. There is a tension between voluntarism and rationalism, between divine command
and rational judgment. Why, then, was Socrates ignored? In the case of Locke, it may be that he had not
read the Apology. He preferred Latin sources of ancient moral teaching and seems far better read in Cicero
and Seneca than in Plato. But there is another reason, which should become clear in succeeding chapters.
For Locke, the chief teacher of morality was not Socrates but Jesus Christ. The Socratic moral tradition was
appropriated by Christian moralists and adapted to fit biblical revelation. How this came about would
require a long historical account, which must be left for another time and place.



4 INTRODUCTION

Christian virtuosity was conceived as an effective way to resolve this crisis. Hence, its
idea and the motives leading to it are incomplete until all this is taken into consider-
ation. This is the purpose of third chapter of the first part of this book.

With these matters settled, [ approach Locke. The first chapter of the second part of
this book sets the stage for an extended exposition of An Essay concerning Human
Understanding that follows it. My purpose is to describe the first beginnings of Locke’s
principal philosophical work, by recovering those ‘hasty and undigested thoughts’
from which the Essay evolved. These he wrote down, for his own and his friends’ use.
Those recorded thoughts were inscribed in an Urtext, about whose once real existence
we have Locke’s own testimony. Following a suggestion of Richard Aaron, that Locke’s
Urtext is probably embedded in the early part of Draft A, I have attempted to retrieve
it, with, L hope, some success. By means of an exposition of this and the earliest surviv-
ing draft of the Essay, Draft A, I endeavor to show that at the outset, Locke undertook
to explain, as a natural philosopher, through experience and reason, how human
knowledge originates, by identifying the elements of thought, knowledge, and belief,
by clarifying their nature as positive elements, or primary percepts, incapable of
definition, by explaining how they entered the mind, and how they combine to denote
things and their causes, and how from these sources propositions are formed, as
definitions and as causal descriptions. The method is experimental, and individuals,
beginning with the author, are able to return to themselves and try the descriptions
and explanations offered.

However, as Locke explains in his reminiscence of the occasion of these first
thoughts, what occasioned all this was a crisis of doubt that confronted him and several
of his friends whilst discoursing on a topic remote from this one. This remote topic
concerned the principles or grounds of morality and revelation. Hence the first or
original motive of the Essay was moral and theological. Notwithstanding this, in my
exposition I show that the Urtext and Draft A are austerely naturalistic in executing
their task. Nevertheless, there are to be found in both texts indicators, parenthetical
and incidental, showing that Locke had not forgotten this original concern. They are
explicit and assertive in Draft B, which anticipates the course that Locke would follow
over the next three decades writing and enlarging the Essay. In this trajectory, the
virtuosity of the Urtext and Draft A is more and more overshadowed by Christian
morality, and its original naturalism, by supernaturalism.

The next three chapters describe this development through a series of expositions of
different aspects of the Essay that, when combined, present to the discerning reader a
complete system of philosophy: Logic, Physics, and Ethics. These chapters are intended
to provide a synoptic view of Locke’s Christian philosophy.

The first of these shows that Locke did not discard his original intent, and that essen-
tially the Essay is a logic of empirical enquiry, treating the elements of thought, terms,
propositions, and judgment, preliminary to an assessment of the scope of knowledge.
These are topics that a natural philosopher should master before venturing on any
enquiry into the nature of things. However, applying his logic of enquiry to the physical



INTRODUCTION 5

world, Locke was led to the conclusion that mankind could never hope by these means
to achieve a science of nature, and that the proper business of mankind in this world is
therefore morality, which he believed to be impossible to realize without religion.

In both his speculative physics and his ethics, Locke’s constant motive was to defeat
atheism, and to upturn its theoretical roots in materialism and ethical naturalism. In
thisendeavor, the theories of the Cambridge Platonists, in particular of Ralph Cudworth,
provided him with insight and motive. Platonism, however, was not a complete guide
for him to transcendent things; it was insufficient to ease his doubts concerning the real
substance of things; his inability to distinguish matter and spirit persisted and led him
to the New Testament, in particular to St. Paul or more generally to revelation, for reso-
lution. The resolution was a skeptical one: the natural mind has no clear distinction
between matter and spirit, which, for all we know, may be the same thing.

Thus, having discovered the limits of knowledge and belief through his logical
investigations, and having concluded that a science of nature is not attainable, but that
a science of morality is, Locke seems also to have lost confidence in attaining even that,
and sought clarity and definition in the moral teaching of Jesus Christ. It turns out,
then, that the proper conclusion of Locke’s philosophical endeavors is to be found in
revelation. In the final chapter, I offer interpretations of The Reasonableness of
Christianity and the unfinished Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St Paul, in this
context. These are not only the major works of John Locke; rather, they represent the
culmination of his earthly thought.






PART I

The Christian Virtuoso
and His Atheist Shadow






1

Francis Bacon and the Origins
of Christian Virtuosity

To God the Father, God the Word, God the Spirit, we pour out our humble and
burning prayers, that mindful of the miseries of the human race and this our
mortal pilgrimage in which we wear out evil days and few, they would send down
upon us new streams from the fountains of their mercy for the relief of our dis-
tress; and this too we would ask, that our human interests may not stand in the
way of the divine, nor from the unlocking of the paths of sense and the enkind-
ling of a greater light in nature may any unbelief or darkness arise in our minds
to shut out the knowledge of the divine mysteries; but rather that the intellect
made clean and pure from all vain fancies, and subjecting itself in voluntary sub-
mission to the divine oracles, may render to faith the things that belong to faith.!

And therefore the natural philosophy of Democritus and others, who
removed God and Mind from the structure of things, and attributed the form
thereof to infinite essays and proofs of nature (which they termed by the name of
Fate or Fortune), and assigned the causes of particular things to the necessity of
matter...seems to me to have been, as regards physical causes, much more solid
and to have penetrated further into nature than that of Aristotle and Plato; for
this single reason, that the former never wasted time on final causes, while the
latter were ever inculcating them.?

If all scientific knowledge were lost in a cataclysm, what single statement
would preserve the most information for the next generation of creatures? How
could we best pass on our understanding of the world? [I might propose:] ‘All
things are made of Atoms ...

The Challenge

In what follows, ‘virtuoso’ signifies an experimental natural philosopher of the sort that
flourished in England during the seventeenth century, and who was associated with

! Prefatory prayer to Temporis partus masculus sive Instauratio magna imperii humani in universum
(The Masculine Birth of Time or The Great Instauration of the Dominion of Man over the Universe), SEH,
iii, 527; English translation by Benjamin Farrington, The Philosophy of Francis Bacon (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1964), 59.

* Francis Bacon, De dignitate et augmentis scientarum, BKk. iii, ch. 4, Eng. transl., SEH, iv, 364.

* Richard Feynman, quoted by Bernard Pullman, The Atom in the History of Human Thought (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998), frontispiece.



10 FRANCIS BACON AND THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTIAN VIRTUOSITY

the Royal Society of London, which was founded in 1661. ‘Virtuosity’ signifies his
philosophical stance and expertise, including objects and modes of enquiry, key inter-
pretative concepts, and methods of proof.* ‘Christian virtuoso’ was an expression
coined by Robert Boyle ¢.1670,’ although its idea is older. It signified Boyle’s vocation,
which he cultivated and practiced ever since he became a natural philosopher, ¢.1649,
but to which he had no need to assign a name until he was challenged to defend it.

The challenge came from two virtuosi, active members of the Royal Society whom
Boyle identified only as ‘Dr. W. and Mr. N.’ They were perplexed that Boyle, whom
they esteemed as ‘a diligent Cultivator of Experimental Philosophy, should also be ‘a
concernd Embracer of the Christian Religion’ They were doubtful that it was possible
to be ‘addicted’ to Christianity and also be a lover of truth.® Hence, they feared that
Boyle’s serious engagement with Christianity would prove a dangerous distraction,
filling his mind with thoughts about things ‘above the Sphere of Reason, diverting his
attention from ‘Objects of Sense, which are the proper objects of natural philosophy,
and confounding his thoughts about them and their proper causes. From the manner
in which Boyle writes of them, Dr. W. and Mr. N. were well respected by their peers, so
that their challenge could not be easily dismissed. A likely guess is that they were
Christopher Wren and William Neile.”

It should not be supposed that Dr. W. and Mr. N. harbored anti-religious or atheist
sentiments, or that they were motivated by anything more than a strong commitment
to the investigation of nature and the integrity of their natural scientific procedures.
Boyle did not seem to think so. He did not confuse them with ‘some Virtuosi’ who use the
new philosophy to justify their infidelity and immorality, who ‘boast much of the
Principles of the New Philosophy’ in their ‘Prophane Discourses and Licentious Lives,
and who employ these principles to undermine religious beliefand practice. He imagined,
or at least suggested, that they were as offended by ‘Resolved Atheists’ and ‘Sensual

* For the etymology and meaning of virtuoso, and its use in seventeenth-century England, see articles in
the OED ‘virtuoso, ‘virtuous.

5 One of the supposed challengers, William Neile, died in 1670; see the footnote 7.

¢ To be addicted or an addict to something is to have a very strong commitment to it; see OED, ‘addicted’

7 Robert Boyle, The Christian Virtuoso, The First Part, Works, xi, 291. Christopher Wren (1632-1723)
was a founding member of the Royal Society; William Neile (1637-70) was elected FRS in 1663. Both
attended Wadham College, Oxford, and were members of John Wilkin’s circle. Wren was closely associated
with Sir Paul Neile, William’s father. (See Oldenburg, Correspondence, iii, 374n; see Mordecai Feingold,
‘William Neile, DSCBP.) For Wren, see J. A. Bennett, ‘Christopher Wren, DSCBP, and Jim Bennett, The
Mathematical Science of Christopher Wren (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), especially
ch. 3, 14-25, which details Wren’s associations with natural philosophers at Wadham in Wilkin’s circle and
in London, and his relation to Boyle; see also Michael Hunter, “The Making of Christopher Wren, in
Hunter, Science and the Shape of Orthodoxy (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995), 45-65, esp. 46, ‘Wren, per-
haps more than any of his English contemporaries, exemplifies the sheer excitement of the new science and
the opportunities which it appeared to offer to the generation who were first fully exposed to it in the mid-
dle years of the seventeenth century. If my identification of Mr. N. is correct, then the first part of The
Christian Virtuoso, or at least a portion of it, must have been written before August 24, 1670, when Neile
died. There is an earlier reference to a Mr. N. entertaining similar sentiments in The Excellence of Theology,
Boyle, Works, viii, 11, and it is likely he is the same person. The remaining manuscripts of the first part of
The Christian Virtuoso were written after 1675; see Boyle, Works, xiii, xlvii-ix.
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Libertines’ as he was.® He no doubt also recognized that their concerns were proper
and consistent with Bacon’s rule that one must not mix natural philosophy with
theology. What I call ‘Bacon’s rul€’ is expressed in various ways in Bacon’s writings: asa
warning, sage advice, a prayer, blame. It has two faces: it grants to naturalists complete
liberty or autonomy to investigate nature guided solely by the light of nature, whilst it
prohibits them from pretending by this same light, to discover truths of revelation or
from relying on revealed truths to interpret nature. Its dual purpose is to safeguard the
integrity of nature and its operations and to insure proper respect for sacred mysteries.’

Boyle responded to their challenge, and his response grew into an ambitious albeit
unfinished book, The Christian Virtuoso, which he began writing just about the time
that Locke began composing early drafts of his Essay. Both works are germane to my
theme. And they are complementary, so that affinities in the one or the other might as
well be explained as influence, from either side on the other, or as simultaneous
discovery.

Boyle conceived The Christian Virtuoso as a grand defense of his vocations as a
virtuoso and a Christian. He attempted to demonstrate not only their compatibility,
that ‘a great Esteem of Experience, and a high Veneration for Religion, should be
compatible in the same person’ He also argued that they were mutually sustaining, for
both a Christian and a virtuoso lives an experimental life and greatly values experi-
ence. They were mutually sustaining because they operated in the same domain of
experience, shared methods, were both attentive to facts, and were mindful that the
ultimate objects of knowledge of nature and divinity were things unseen, be they minute
corpuscles of matter or the divine spirit. He labored over this book intermittently for
more than two decades, anxiously hoping to complete it, but failing in the end. Only
the first part appeared in his lifetime.'

Boyle’s task was made more difficult in part because, as seems evident from the
challenge, prominent virtuosi had come to regard Bacon’s rule more single-mindedly
and one-sidedly as a safeguard against any intrusion of theology and ecclesiastical
authority into natural philosophy, and because it fostered in natural philosophers a
sort of methodological autonomy leading to a methodological atheism, and along with
this a sense of indifference toward the imperatives of Christianity whilst engaged in
the investigation of nature. Besides, as will be seen, natural philosophy, following
Bacon’s direction, had taken a materialist turn manifested in an avowed preference for

8 Boyle surmised that sensual libertines, although they espoused the new philosophy, were not ser-
iously engaged in it, nor were they speculative atheists. His case against them went something like this:
sensual libertines take comfort in atheism, because of the assurance it provides that they will not be judged
for their immoral deeds, and they justify their atheism by appealing to the new philosophy, which presumes
to explain all things by the operations of matter.

° Novum organum, 1, §65, 100-3; see also Steven Matthews, Theology and Science in the Thought of
Francis Bacon (London: Ashgate, 2008), 110-14, and John Henry, Knowledge Is Power (London: Icon Books,
2002), 86.

10 The Christian Virtuoso, I, was published in 1691; the Appendix to the first Part and the Second Part were
not published until 1744 as part of an edition of Boyle’s works edited by Thomas Birch. It is unfortunate that
all the parts of The Christian Virtuoso have not been gathered together and published as a single work.
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a corpuscular or atomic theory; corpuscularism, the theory as well as the term, was
generally favored by virtuosi and by Boyle also, and adopted by them as the basis of
the new philosophy, which aimed to found causal explanations of natural things on the
subtle operations of primary particulate matter."" In nature, all efficient causes were
supposed to be material, and their discovery and use became the primary concern of
the virtuoso.*?

In defending his vocation, Boyle could have appealed to Francis Bacon, who was
greatly esteemed by virtuosi of the Royal Society, whom they celebrated as the titular
founder and prophet of their enterprise, their Moses, who led them from the abject
slavery of superstition, through a wilderness of ignorance, to the borders of the prom-
ised land of a great renewal of learning founded on a restored natural philosophy.”
He might have observed that Bacon never supposed that natural philosophy and
Christianity could not coexist in an individual mind—two practices unconfused in the
same person, that Bacon intended only to safeguard the integrity of both endeavors,
that he did not mean it as a warrant for natural philosophers to ignore Christian divin-
ity or for Christian divines to ignore natural philosophy, that, since Christian motives
caused him to issue his rule, he could not have meant it to keep virtuosi from being
actively engaged Christians. Boyle might have contended that Bacon’s figuration of
man as servant and interpreter of nature anticipates the character of the Christian
virtuoso, and that Christ is the archetype of both, that human nature was not merely
natural, and that the great instauration was a program of restitution closely analogous
to divine redemption and connected to it by a special providence.' Had he done so, he
might have saved himself much labor. But he did not, perhaps because he assumed, not
unreasonably, that his own authority was sufficient.

But if Bacon in his own way managed an accommodation between Christianity and
natural philosophy along the lines drawn above, then it is important that this be
brought to light, for at the very least it will provide a clearer view of the context in which
Boyle conceived his idea and offer clarification of his motives and intentions. I shall

! For a clarification of the meaning of the terms ‘corpuscularism’ and ‘atomism’, see in this chapter
‘Naturalism and the Revaluation of Ancient Philosophy’.

12 Leibniz, writing ¢.1669, acknowledged Bacons rule and admitted that he too accepted it. See
‘Confession of nature against Atheists, Philosophical Letters and Papers, ed. Leroy E. Loemker, 2nd ed.
(Dordrecht: Springer, 1969), 110: ‘At the beginning I readily admitted that we must agree with those
contemporary philosophers who have revived Democritus and Epicurus and whom Robert Boyle aptly
calls corpuscular philosophers, such as Galileo, Bacon, Gassendi, Descartes, Hobbes, and Digby, that in
explaining corporeal phenomena, we must not unnecessarily resort to God or to any other incorporeal
thing, form, or quality but that so far as can be done, everything should be derived from the nature of body
and its primary qualities—magnitude, figure, motion’ He goes on to ask, forecasting his case for theism,
‘But what if I should demonstrate that the origin of these very primary qualities themselves cannot be
found in the essence of body?’

'* Abraham Cowley, Dedicatory poem, in Thomas Sprat, The History of the Royal Society of London
(London, 1667), B2". The veneration of Bacon was not confined to England. Huygens reminisced that he
held him in ‘a sort of sacred respect, Eric Jorink, Reading the Book of Nature in the Dutch Golden Age,
1575-1715 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 4.

4 See De sapientia veterum, ‘Ducalion, sive Restitutio, SEH, vi, 661/737.
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attempt to accomplish this in what follows, and from there trace lines of continuity
and perhaps also of influence leading from Bacon to Boyle and Locke.

The Origin and Purpose of Bacon’s Rule

The purpose of Bacon’s philosophical program, ‘the great instauration, is the restitution
of commerce, both intellectual and practical, between the mind and natural things."
To achieve this, he believed it was necessary to free the mind as much as possible from
unproductive and misleading practices and intellectual habits that cause error. These
are described in the first book of Novum organum, in his account of the idols of the
mind, and of signs or instances of erroneous theoretical practices and assumptions
that inhibit learning. Among the remedies that he proposes to overcome these obs-
tacles is a rule against mixing religion or theology with natural philosophy, which I
have called Bacon’s rule. Of the three main corruptions of philosophy, a rational
preference for generalities and indifference to particulars, a fixation on preferred
experiments with often unusual results, and mixing theology with philosophy, he
regards the last as the most harmful, for whereas ‘the Sophistical family of philosophy
ensnares the intellect’ and distracts it with unproductive received opinions, and the
narrowly empirical entertains it with ‘freakish’ notions, ‘this other one, fantastical,
swollen, and almost poetical, deludes it, which is far more dangerous.' Here the rule is
put in the service of uninhibited empirical naturalism.

Yet, as I have observed, the rule has two faces, one naturalist and the other supernat-
uralist. The prayer standing at the head of this chapter reveals its supernatural, and in
Bacon’s account of it, more commanding face. Bacon’s worry expressed here is just the
opposite of the worry that beset Dr. W. and Mr. N. Its situation is significant. The prayer
introduces an earlier version of The Great Instauration, the renewal of learning on the
grounds of a revived natural philosophy. In his prayer Bacon addresses not the corrup-
tion of philosophy by the intrusion of theology or other impediments, which is the
main theme in the text that follows it; rather, it is about infidelity, an unintended but
nevertheless real consequence of the liberty granted by Bacon’s rule.'” A revised version
of the prayer appears in the preface to The Great Instauration. It is placed at the close of
remarks offering reasons justifying a new beginning in philosophy and describing the
austere empirical method that must be followed to achieve it. Bacon’s primary objects

* Novum organum, OFB, xi, 2-3. ' Novum organum, 1, §§63, 64, 65.

'7 The curious title Temporus partus masculus is explained in a comment that Bacon makes to the King
in his dedication to Novum organum. There he modestly describes his work ‘more as the birth of time than
of talent’ (Novum organum, OFB, xi, 6-7); elsewhere he describes time as ‘the author of authors” and truth
its daughter (Novum organum, 1, §84; OFB, xi, 132-3; see also Bacon’s ‘Writer’s Prayer, SEH, vii, 259-60).
We may conclude from this that Bacon, as author of The Great Instauration, is the accidental father of truth,
whose birth is parthenogenic. But time is the author of authors, and no doubt is meant here providentially.
This may seem a joke, but I do not believe it would have seemed so to Bacon. All of this is related to Bacon’s
theory of sacred history, about which I will have more to say below.
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are bare natural things and their covenants,'® with which the mind is to have renewed
commerce, theoretically and practically. Here also Bacon worries that the reopening of
‘pathways of sense, and a refulgence of the light of nature, now shining ever brighter,
may be the cause of a ‘night of unbelief’ He clearly recognized his project’s ambiva-
lence, which may explain why he was, as we shall see shortly, so outspoken in declaring
its complete innocence.

Bacon’s declarations were theologically grounded. Indeed, the very idea of the
great instauration as restitution is theological. In another forerunner of The Great
Instauration, Valerius terminus, Bacon describes it as ‘a restitution and reinvesting (in
great part) of man to the sovereignty and power (for whenever he shall be able to call
the creatures by their true names he shall again command them) which he had in his
first state of creation.' Bacon is referring to Gen. 2:19-20, which he conflates with Gen.
1: